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ABSTRACT

Objectives: This study assesses the affordability of a nutritious diet for households in
Toronto that are supported by welfare.

Methods: For three hypothetical households, welfare incomes were compared to the
monthly costs for food, shelter, and other essential expenditures in Toronto. 

Results: If households lived in market rental accommodation, average monthly incomes
were insufficient to cover expenses for the single-person household and two-parent family,
and barely adequate for the single-parent family considered in this study. However, the
single-parent family’s actual income fell below expenses for six months of the year. For
households with children, the relative inadequacy of welfare increased as children grew
older. Living in rent-geared-to-income housing afforded substantial financial advantage,
but the welfare income of single-person households was still insufficient to meet basic
needs.

Interpretation: These findings indicate discrepancies between welfare incomes and costs
of basic needs, which may explain the vulnerability of welfare recipients to food insecuri-
ty.

Welfare provides income assis-
tance to those people whose
resources are insufficient to

meet their needs and who have exhausted
all other avenues of support.1 In Ontario,
welfare assistance is currently delivered
under a program called Ontario Works.2

In January 2000, 30,443 unattached indi-
viduals, 31,473 sole-support parents, and
11,557 couples were receiving Ontario
Works in Toronto (personal communica-
tion, Ministry of Community & Social
Services, March 1, 2000).

Although welfare benefits vary from
province to province, they typically fall
well below the Statistics Canada Low-
Income Cut-Offs.1 The adequacy of wel-
fare benefit levels has long been in ques-
tion.1,3-8 Indications of vulnerability to
hunger and food insecurity among welfare
recipients9-13 suggest incomes may be
insufficient to cover basic needs.

Comparing the cost of a nutritious diet
to income levels is a common method to
assess income adequacy.14-20 There has
been considerable research into the devel-
opment of low-cost ‘baskets’ of foods that
reflect dietary recommendations.15,21-23 A
National Nutritious Food Basket has been
designed to reflect average purchasing pat-
terns of Canadian households, meet cur-
rent nutrition recommendations, yet be
moderate in price.24 In Ontario, this ‘bas-
ket’ (modified slightly to reflect local pur-
chasing patterns) is priced yearly through-
out the province.25

The purpose of this study was to assess
the affordability of a nutritious diet for
selected household types that are support-
ed by Ontario Works by comparing wel-
fare incomes to the costs in Toronto of the
Ontario Nutritious Food Basket and other
essential expenditures.

METHODS

Assessments of income adequacy require
numerous judgements about what goods
and services households require and
assumptions about actual costs. To esti-
mate the affordability of a nutritious diet,
monthly costs in 1999 for food, shelter,
and other expenses considered essential for
a basic standard of living were compared
to average monthly incomes. These analy-
ses were conducted for three hypothetical
household types, corresponding to the cat-
egories used to determine welfare benefit
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levels. Household compositions were
designed to reflect the compositions most
commonly found among low-income
households of these types.26 The house-
holds constructed were: i) a single male age
37 years; ii) a single-parent woman, age 37,
with a 3-year-old girl and 6-year-old boy,
and iii) a two-parent household, with a
man and woman, both 37 years old, a girl,
8 years, and a boy, 13 years.

The impact of periodicity of household
income on the affordability of a nutritious
diet was appraised by comparing monthly
expenses to the actual income for each
month of the year for the single-parent
household. In addition, the impact of chil-
dren’s ages on the affordability of a nutri-
tious diet was examined by comparing
monthly income to expenses for the single-
parent household, assuming a series of dif-
ferent ages for the children.

Estimation of household incomes
Ontario Works recipients receive a month-
ly basic allowance and monthly shelter
allowance, with the level of assistance
dependent on household size, age of
dependent children, shelter costs, and
availability and receipt of other income.27

Here households were assumed to be
receiving the maximum monthly basic
allowance, with no earnings from other
sources and no assets above the eligibility
requirements. Households in market rental
housing qualified for the maximum shelter
allowance, given our assumptions about
rental costs. 

Also included in the estimation of
household income were the Canada Child
Tax Benefit, winter clothing allowance,
federal Goods and Services Tax (GST)
credit and Ontario provincial government
property and sales tax credits. The Canada
Child Tax Benefit, a federal benefit, is
comprised of the Child Tax Benefit and
the National Child Benefit Supplement.
Most provinces, including Ontario, treat
the Supplement as a source of earnings and
reduce the basic allowance by an amount
equivalent to its value.1 Thus the
Supplement is included in the Canada
Child Tax Benefit, but the Ontario Works
basic allowance is reduced by this amount.

Other benefits that may be available to
households on Ontario Works have not
been included in our income estimates
either because they are given under special

circumstances and usually only once (e.g.,
community or employment start-up fund),
or because the expenses they are intended
to help cover have not been considered
here (e.g., back-to-school allowance).

Most income benefits considered here
are received monthly, but the winter cloth-
ing allowance is issued in November, fed-
eral GST credits of $100 or more are
issued in January, April, July, and October,
and the provincial tax credits are paid in
June (assuming income tax is filed in late

April). These benefits were averaged over
12 months to estimate average monthly
income. Actual household income for each
month was also estimated by including the
benefits during the months when they are
received.

Estimation of household expenses
Although a Market Basket Measure of
poverty is currently under development,28

no nationally recognized ‘market basket’ of
goods required for a basic standard of liv-

TABLE I
Comparison of Estimated Essential Expenses for a One-person Household in Toronto in
1999 with Other “Market Basket” Estimates and Statistics Canada’s Low Income Cut-offs

Dollars per Month

Estimation of essential expenses* $858.71
The Fraser Institute’s Basic Needs Line† $756.43
Social Planning Council of Metropolitan Toronto $1,357.97
Estimation of Living Costs‡
Pre-tax Low Income Cut-off§ $1,490.50
Post-tax Low Income Cut-off || $1,230.92

* Derivation of this total is detailed in Table II
† 1998 Basic Needs Line for a single employable individual in Ontario35 converted to monthly

amount and then adjusted for inflation to 1999 by the Canadian All-items Consumer Price
Index34

‡ 1994 total monthly budget requirement for a single male, blue-collar worker37 adjusted for infla-
tion to 1999 by the Canadian All-items Consumer Price Index34

§ 1999 pre-tax Low Income Cut-Off for a single person living in a 500,000+ size community con-
verted to a monthly amount (1992 base year)36

|| 1999 post-tax Low Income Cut-Off for a single person living in a 500,000+ size community con-
verted to a monthly amount (1992 base year)36

TABLE II
Monthly Household Budget for Three Household Types Supported by 
Ontario Works Benefits and Living in Market Rental Accommodations

One-person Single-parent Two-parent 
Household Household Household

Monthly Income
Basic allowance $195.00 $417.83 $497.83
Shelter allowance $325.00 $554.00 $602.00
Winter clothing allowance $0 $17.50 $17.50
Canada Child Tax Benefit $0 $319.67 $284.17
Federal GST benefit $16.58 $50.38 $50.67
Ontario tax credits $36.70 $41.01 $49.94

Total $573.28 $1,400.39 $1,502.11

Selected Monthly Expenses
Food $161.68 $247.78 $462.44
Shelter $563.40 $831.60 $989.10
Telephone $25.36 $25.36 $25.36
Transportation $14.72 $14.72 $29.44
Other expenses $93.55 $248.19 $248.19

Total $858.71 $1,367.65 $1,754.53

Monthly Funds Remaining -$285.43 $32.74 -$252.42

TABLE III
Potential Impact of Rent-geared-to-income Housing on the Monthly Household Budget
for Three Household Types Supported by Ontario Works Benefits

Monthly Funds Remaining After Expenses

Household Type Assuming Market Rent Assuming Rent-geared-to-
Accommodations income Housing

One-person household -$285.43 -$56.70
Single-parent household $32.74 $298.23
Two-parent household -$252.42 $126.93
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ing was available at the time of this study.
From an examination of expenditure cate-
gories included in the Family Expenditure
Survey,29 the authors identified expenses
that in their judgement, were essential for a
basic standard of living. These were food,
shelter, telephone service, transportation,
clothing, personal hygiene supplies, house-
hold cleaning and maintenance supplies,
and home furnishings and equipment.

Household monthly food expenses
were calculated by summing the weekly
food costs for each household member,
based on the individual’s age and sex,
using the May 1999 costing of the
Ontario Nutrit ious Food Basket in
Toronto.30 Total weekly costs were then
adjusted for economies (or diseconomies)
of family size and converted to monthly
costs.25

Shelter expenses were calculated assum-
ing each household lived in: i) market
rental accommodation and ii) rent-geared-
to-income housing. We assumed the single
male would require a bachelor apartment,
the single-parent family a two-bedroom
apartment, and the two-parent family a
three-bedroom apartment. Apartment
rents were estimated as 10% below the
average market rents of comparable units
in Toronto,31 on the assumption that low-
income renters would be selecting accom-
modation from the least expensive half of
the rental market.32 Rent-geared-to-income
charges were determined using Ontario
provincial scales.33

Telephone expenses allocated for each
household comprised the monthly cost for
basic service set by Bell Canada. Two adult
bus tickets/week based on 1999 Toronto
Transit Commission fares were assumed to
be required for each household head for
travel to a grocery store, drug store, doc-
tor’s office, etc. No transportation costs
were allocated for other family members.

Costs for clothing, personal hygiene sup-
plies, household cleaning and maintenance
supplies, and home furnishings and equip-
ment were approximated from the average
expenditures of households in the lowest
income quintile in the 1996 Family
Expenditure Survey.29 Values were then
adjusted for inflation using the percent
change in the Consumer Price Index
between 1996 and 1999 for each expense
category.34

Comparison of our estimates of essential
expenditures to other indices of income
adequacy or low income35-37 revealed that,
while not the lowest, our estimates were
conservative (Table I).

RESULTS

When households were assumed to be
residing in market rental accommodations,
neither the single male nor the two-parent
family had sufficient income from Ontario
Works to meet basic expenses (Table II).
Households living in rent-geared-to-
income housing fared considerably better
than those in market rental accommoda-
tion (Table III), but expenses still exceeded
income for the single male.

For households with children, the extent
to which income is inadequate to meet
essential expenses rises with the age of the

Figure 1. Impact of children’s ages on estimated monthly income and 
expenses for the single-parent woman with two children 
supported by Ontario Works benefits.
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Figure 2. Monthly income and expenses during the year for the single-parent
woman with two children supported by Ontario Works benefits.
* Months in which quarterly federal GST payments are received
† Month in which provincial tax credits payment is received
‡ Month in which winter clothing allowance payment is received
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children (Figure 1). Although many
expenses increase as children grow older,
the rise in household expenses with the
increasing age of the children in the single-
parent family depicted in Figure 1 reflects
only their increased food needs and the
change in shelter requirements as the chil-
dren reach an age where it is no longer
appropriate for them to share a bedroom.
The average monthly income of the house-
hold declined as the two children
approached 12 years of age due to the
reduction in the Child Tax Benefit entitle-
ment. The Ontario Works basic allowance
is slightly increased for children over
13 years, but household income falls when
children reach 18 years because the Canada
Child Tax Benefit no longer applies.

The income estimates presented in
Table II represent monthly averages, but
actual household income fluctuates from
month to month. Assuming household
costs remain constant throughout the year,
income shortfalls for the single-parent
household occur in six months when pay-
ment systems are taken into account
(Figure 2). In reality, only shelter costs are
likely to remain fixed (barring rent increas-
es); food and clothing costs may fluctuate,
and some events (e.g., holidays, start of
school year) would pose additional finan-
cial hardships not considered here. When
income shortfalls extend over consecutive
months, the household must be more like-
ly to incur debts or fall into arrears and risk
eviction.

DISCUSSION

The results of the foregoing comparisons
raise serious questions about the ability of
Ontario Works recipients to afford a nutri-
tious diet. Other groups who compared
welfare rates to estimates of basic living
expenses in other parts of Ontario38-43 and
elsewhere44-46 have drawn similar conclu-
sions.

Judgements about what is necessary to
achieve a minimally acceptable standard of
living vary widely.28,32,46,47 One could argue
that our expenditure estimates overstate
true needs. For example, some of the items
included under ‘other expenses’ may be
considered unnecessary. However, ‘other
expenses’ comprise only 11-18% of total
expenses estimated for households in mar-
ket rental accommodation. Even if the

expenses are omitted, the single-person and
two-parent households remain in a deficit.

The Nutritious Food Basket has been
criticized because it is not designed to rep-
resent the lowest possible food costs
required to meet nutritional needs.22

However, the cost estimates generated
from this methodology are conservative in
comparison to actual expenditure
patterns.29 For example, the cost of the
Nutritious Food Basket for an adult living
alone in Toronto ranged from 62% to
91% of the food costs for a single-person
household in the lowest income quintile
(using the 1996 Family Expenditure
Survey,29 adjusted for inflation to 1999.34)

It could also be argued that the shelter
expense estimates in this study are higher
than necessary. With vacancy and turnover
rates in Toronto under 1% for apartments
in price ranges below those considered
here,31 it seems unlikely that households
could obtain cheaper accommodation. For
those in market rental accommodations,
the inadequacy of welfare is a direct func-
tion of the extent to which rent exceeds the
maximum shelter allowance. Low-income
households are clearly advantaged if they
can live in rent-geared-to-income housing,
but such housing is in short supply (per-
sonal communication, Ministry of
Municipal Affairs and Housing, March 21,
2000).

The expenditure estimates used here
probably understate true needs. Many
expenses were omitted from our compar-
isons (e.g., costs for babysitting, recreation,
reading materials, education or school
expenses, gifts, vacations, banking and
transaction fees, postage stamps, alcohol or
tobacco, and health care costs not covered
by government programs). As well, savings
for a child’s college education, for retire-
ment, or for the buffering of sudden major
expenses such as moving costs or legal fees
have not been included. Furthermore,
because the family types considered here
were larger than the average size of the two
or more person household in the Family
Expenditure Survey (average = 2.54 per-
sons),29 costs for their ‘other expenses’ are
underestimated.

Simple comparisons of income and
expenditure estimates do not accurately
depict the real-life financial resources and
demands for any one individual or house-
hold. In addition, such comparisons do

not reveal the impact of income inadequa-
cies on households’ actual food intake.
Nevertheless, when incomes fall substan-
tially below reasonable estimates of costs
required to meet basic needs, food con-
cerns must arise, especially since priority is
typically given to paying the rent, and
more elastic expenses such as food, cloth-
ing, telephone service and other household
goods are competing for what money
remains.7,20,48 The inadequacy of welfare
incomes suggested by this and several other
income-expenditure comparisons35,38-43,45,46

may help to explain why so many people
on welfare seek assistance from food
banks9,11-13,18 and why some report serious
problems of hunger and food insecuri-
ty.10,49

REFERENCES

1. National Council of Welfare. Welfare Incomes
1997 and 1998. Ottawa, ON: Minister of Public
Works and Government Services Canada, 2000.

2. Government of Ontario. Ontario Works -
Information for Participants. Online:
http://www.gov.on.ca/CSS/page/brochure/
owia.html. 2000.

3. Hanvey L, Avard D, Graham I, et al.The Health
of Canada’s Children: A CICH Profile, 2nd ed.
Ottawa, ON: Canadian Institute of Child
Health, 1994.

4. National Council of Welfare. Profiles of Welfare:
Myths and Realities. Ottawa, ON: Minister of Public
Works and Government Services Canada, 1998.

5. National Council of Welfare. Welfare Incomes
1995. Ottawa, ON: Minister of Supply and
Services Canada, 1997.

6. National Council of Welfare. The Canada
Assistance Plan: No Time for Cuts. Ottawa, ON:
Minister of Supply and Services Canada, 1991.

7. National Council of Welfare. One Child, One
Chance. Ottawa, ON: National Council of
Welfare, 1973.

8. Social Planning Council of Metropolitan Toronto.
Living on the Margin: Welfare Reform for the
Next Decade. Toronto, ON: Social Planning
Council of Metropolitan Toronto, 1986.

9. Davis B, Tarasuk V. Hunger in Canada.
Agriculture and Human Values 1994;11(4):50-57.

10. McIntyre L, Connor SK, Warren J. Child hunger
in Canada: Results of the 1994 National
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth.
CMAJ 2000;163(8):961-65.

11. Ontario Association of Food Banks. Preliminary
Results: HungerCount 2000. Toronto, ON:
Ontario Association of Food Banks, 2000.

12. Riches G. Hunger in Canada: Abandoning the
right to food. In: Riches G (Ed.), First World
Hunger, Food Security and Welfare Politics.
London: Macmillan Press Ltd, 1997.

13. Wilson B. HungerCount 1999. Toronto, ON:
Canadian Association of Food Banks, 1999.

14. Dowler EA, Dobson BM. Nutrition and poverty in
Europe: An overview. Proc Nutr Soc 1997;56:51-62.

15. Dowler E, Leather S. ‘Spare some change for a
bite to eat?’ From primary poverty to social
exclusion: The role of nutrition and food. In:
Bradshaw J, Sainsbury R (Eds.), Experiencing
Poverty. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000.

16. Hanes FA, MacDonald A. ‘Can I afford the diet?
1988’. J Hum Nutr Dietet 1988;1:389-96.

AFFORDABILITY OF NUTRITION ON WELFARE

JANUARY – FEBRUARY 2002 CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH 39



AFFORDABILITY OF NUTRITION ON WELFARE

17. Poppendieck J. The USA: Hunger in the land of
plenty. In: Riches G (Ed.), First World Hunger,
Food Security and Welfare Politics. London:
Macmillan Press Ltd, 1997.

18. Jacobs Starkey L, Kuhnlein H, Gray-Donald K.
Food bank users: Sociodemographic and nutri-
tional characteristics. CMAJ 1998;158(9):1143-
49.

19. Struthers J. How much is enough? Creating a
social minimum for Ontario, 1930-44. Canadian
Historical Review 1991;LXXII(1):39-83.

20. Travers KD. The social organization of nutrition-
al inequities. Soc Sci Med 1996;43(4):543-53.

21. Robbins LG, Robichon-Hunt L. The Agriculture
Canada Nutritious Food Basket and the Thrifty
Nutritious Food Basket, 1989. Food Market
Commentary 1989;11(1):31-42.

22. Sarlo C. Food. In: Poverty in Canada. Vancouver,
BC: The Fraser Institute, 1992.

23. Travers KD, Cogdon A, McDonald W, Wright
C, Anderson B, MacLean DR. Availability and
cost of heart healthy dietary changes in Nova
Scotia. J Can Diet Assoc 1997;58:176-83.

24. Health Canada. A Revised National Nutritious
Food Basket: Final Report. Ottawa, ON: Health
Canada, Healthy Living Environment
Directorate, Nutrition Programs Unit. 1997.

25. Ontario Ministry of Health, Public Health
Branch. Monitoring the Cost of a Nutritious
Food Basket Protocol. Toronto, ON: Ministry of
Health, 1998.

26. National Council of Welfare. Poverty Profile
1997. Ottawa, ON: Minister of Public Works
and Government Services Canada, 1999.

27. City of Toronto Social Services Department.
Basic Needs and Shelter Allowance Policy.
Online: www.city.toronto.on.ca/socialservices/
Policy/BasicNeeds.htm. 2001.

28. Human Resources Development Canada. The
Market Basket Measure - Constructing a New
Measure of Poverty. Applied Res Bull
1998;158(9):1143-49.

29. Statistics Canada. Family Expenditure Survey
1996. Ottawa, ON: Ministry of Industry, 1998.

30. Basrur S. Cost of Healthy Eating in Toronto.
Toronto, ON: Toronto Board of Health, 1999.

31. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation.
Rental Market Report 1999 Toronto CMA.
Toronto, ON: Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation, 1999.

32. Sarlo C. Shelter and other necessities. In: Poverty
in Canada, 2nd ed. Vancouver, BC: The Fraser
Institute, 1996.

33. Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs and
Housing. RGI Handbook. Toronto, ON:

Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Housing,
1999.

34. Statistics Canada. The Consumer Price Index,
December 1999. Ottawa, ON: Ministry of
Industry, 2000.

35. Emes J, Kreptul A. The Adequacy of Welfare Benefits
in Canada. Online: www.fraserinstitute.ca/publica-
tions/ The Fraser Institute, 1999.

36. Paquet B. Low Income Cut-Offs from 1990 to
1999 and Low Income Measures from 1989 to
1998. Online: www.statcan.ca:80/english/research/
75F0002M1E/75/F0002M1E00017.pdf. 2001.

37. Social Planning Council of Metropolitan
Toronto. Updated Sample Family Budgets,
1994. Toronto, ON: Social Planning Council of
Metropolitan Toronto, 1994.

38. Kirkham J, Laframboise P. Obstacles and oppor-
tunities for London’s G.W.A. clients - Part 1.
London, ON: Department of Social Services,
Policy & Planning Division, 1993.

39. Planning for Today and Tomorrow - A Social
Planning Council Report on the Kingston and
Area Community. Kingston, ON: Kingston
Social Planning Council, 1996.

40. Middlesex-London Health Unit. Nutrition mat-
ters - the price of eating well in London. London,
ON: Nutrition Services, Middlesex-London
Health Unit, 1993.

41. Peterborough County-City Health Unit.
Nutrition matters - the price of eating well in
Peterborough County and City. Peterborough,
ON: Peterborough County-City Health Unit,
1999.

42. Peterborough Social Planning Council. The
Peterborough Hunger Report. 1991.

43. Windsor-Essex County Food Security Steering
Committee. Is There Food for All ... in Windsor-
Essex County? Technical Report. Windsor, ON:
Windsor-Essex County Food Security Steering
Committee, 1997.

44. Canadian Associations of Food Banks, B.B.,
Community Nutritionists Council of BC, and
Dietitians of Canada. The Cost of Eating in BC.
2000.

45. Nova Scotia Nutrition Council. How Do the
Poor Afford to Eat? An Examination of Social
Assistance Food Rates in Nova Scotia. Halifax,
NS: Nova Scotia Nutrition Council, 1988.

46. Social Planning Council of Winnipeg and
Winnipeg Harvest. A.L.L. Acceptable Living
Level, Updated & Revised. Winnipeg, MB:
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg, 2001.

47. Social Planning Council of Metropolitan
Toronto. Guides for Family Budgeting, 1991.
Toronto, ON: Social Planning Council of
Metropolitan Toronto, 1992.

48. Tarasuk V, Maclean H. The food problems of
low-income single mothers: An ethnographic
study. Can Home Econ J 1990;40(2):76-82.

49. Tarasuk VS, Beaton GH. Household food inse-
curity and hunger among families using food
banks. Can J Public Health 1999;90(2):109-13.

Received: January 2, 2001
Accepted: July 4, 2001

40 REVUE CANADIENNE DE SANTÉ PUBLIQUE VOLUME 93, NO. 1

RÉSUMÉ

Objectifs : Notre étude porte sur l’abordabilité d’un régime alimentaire nutritif pour les ménages
torontois vivant de l’aide sociale.

Méthode : Nous avons comparé les revenus d’aide sociale de trois ménages hypothétiques aux
coûts mensuels de l’alimentation, du logement et d’autres biens essentiels à Toronto. 

Résultats : Si ces ménages habitaient des logements locatifs non subventionnés, leurs revenus men-
suels moyens étaient insuffisants pour couvrir les dépenses du ménage d’une personne et de la
famille biparentale et couvraient tout juste les dépenses de la famille monoparentale (toutefois, six
mois sur douze, le revenu réel de la famille monoparentale était inférieur à ses dépenses). Pour les
ménages avec enfants, l’insuffisance relative de l’aide sociale augmentait avec l’âge des enfants. Le
fait de payer un loyer proportionné au revenu procurait un avantage financier important, mais les
prestations d’aide sociale du ménage d’une personne étaient encore insuffisantes pour répondre à
ses besoins fondamentaux.

Interprétation : Ces résultats témoignent d’un écart entre les revenus de l’aide sociale et les coûts
des besoins fondamentaux, ce qui expliquerait la propension des prestataires d’aide sociale à souf-
frir d’insécurité alimentaire.




