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INTRODUCTION  

Research clearly demonstrates that “low wages in part-time, temporary, or contract jobs without employment 
benefits or workplace protection” is on the rise in Ontario.1 Such trends prompted the Government of Ontario 
to launch its largest review of Ontario’s labour laws in 2015 as part of the Changing Workplaces Review2 and 
informed Bill 148, Fair Workplaces, Better Act, 2017.3 While Bill 148 introduces increases to minimum wage, 
equal pay for equal work, fairer scheduling, protections for contract workers, and more, the working poor 
continue to struggle to make ends meet.  

The concept of working poor is generally well understood as individuals who are engaged in employment, but 
still cannot lift themselves and their families out of poverty. However, a more specific widely-agreed upon 
definition was introduced in 2012 by John Stapleton, Brian Murphy, and Yue Xing in their report, The Working 
Poor in the Toronto Region4. According to this report, a member of the working poor is defined as someone 
who:  

•   has an after-tax income below the median Low Income Measure After-Tax (LIM-AT),  
•   has earnings of at least $3,000 a year, 
•   is between the ages of 18 and 64,  
•   is not a student, and 
•   lives independently.  

In 2015, Stapleton updated his findings on the working poor in the Toronto region, and shortly thereafter, the 
Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) released a report showcasing working poverty in 9 Ontario 
cities. The findings from these reports, as well as others, such as Still Working on the Edge: Building Decent 
Jobs from the Ground Up, are significant.5  

In general, research has demonstrated precarious employment magnifies challenges and issues associated 
with low-income. Employment precarity has significant impacts on household well-being, individual health, the 
well-being of children, and community connections.6 Research also demonstrates that working poverty 
disproportionally impacts women, youth, racialized, and recent immigrant workers7.  

While it is well understood that low-income is a critical social determinant of health, the health statuses of the 
working poor as a specific population are less clear. Inspired by the work of Stapleton and others, this report 
shines a light on working poverty in Guelph-Wellington. In addition, this report unveils a deeper 
understanding of the impact of employment earnings on one’s overall health and wellbeing in our community.  

  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Workers Action Centre (March 2015). Still working on the edge: Building decent jobs from the ground up. Available from:  
http://www.workersactioncentre.org/wp-content/uploads/dlm_uploads/2015/03/StillWorkingOnTheEdge-
WorkersActionCentre.pdf  
2 Ontario Ministry of Labour (October 2017). The Changing Workplaces Review. Government of Ontario. Available from:  
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/about/workplace/  
3 Government of Ontario (2017). Bill 148, Fair Workplaces, Better Jobs Act, 2017. Available from: 
http://ontla.on.ca/web/bills/bills_detail.do?locale=en&Intranet=&BillID=4963  
4 Stapleton, J., Murphy, B., & Xing, Y. (2012). The “working poor” in the Toronto Region: Who they are, where they live, and how 
trends are changing. Available: http://neighbourhoodchange.ca/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/2012-Metcalf-Working-Poor-in-
Toronto-Region-Full-Report.pdf  
5 Workers Action Centre (2015).   
6 Poverty and Employment Precarity in Southern Ontario (2013). It’s more than poverty: Employment precarity and household 
well-being. Available: https://www.unitedwaytyr.com/document.doc?id=91  
7 Workers Action Centre (2015).  
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DEFINITIONS: WORKING POOR & WORKING NON-POOR 

WORKING POOR  

The research conducted for this report adopts the definition of ‘working poor’ as defined by John Stapleton, 
Brian Murphy, and Yue Xing. According to this definition, an individual is considered working poor if they:  

•   have an after-tax income BELOW the Low-Income Measure (LIM),  
•   have earnings of at least $3,000 a year,  

•   are between the ages of 18 and 64,  
•   are not a student, and 

•   live independently.  

The following defines each of these components and provides rationale for why they were selected.  

Low-Income Measure (LIM) 

As defined by Statistics Canada, the Low-Income Measure (LIM) is “a fixed percentage (50%) of median 
adjusted income of households observed at the person level, where ‘adjusted’ indicates that a household’s 
needs are taken into account.”8 Put more simply, “under the LIM, a household has low income of its income is 
substantially below the average.”9  

LIM is used by the Government of Ontario to inform indicators as part of its Poverty Reduction Strategy10 and 
is increasingly used to look at poverty trends across Canada.11 Table 1 demonstrates LIM thresholds (before-
tax) for census families in Canada in 2015.  

  Number of Adults 

Number of 
Children 

1 2 3 4 

0 18,213 25,498 32,783 40,069 

1 25,498 30,962 38,247 45,533 

2 30,962 36,426 43,711 50,996 

3 36,426 41,890 49,175 56,460 

4 41,890 47,354 54,639 61,924 

5 47,354 52,818 60,103 67,388 

6 52,818 58,282 65,567 72,852 

7 58,282 63,746 71,031 78,316 

8 63,746 69,209 76,495 83,780 

9 69,209 74,673 81,959 89,244 

10 74,673 80,137 87,422 94,708 
Table 1: Low Income Measure (Before-Tax) thresholds for census families, 2015 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Statistics Canada (2016). Low-income measure after tax (LIM-AT). Available: http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-
enm/2011/ref/dict/fam021-eng.cfm  
9 Aldridge, H. (2017). How do we measure poverty? Maytree. Available: https://maytree.com/wp-
content/uploads/How_do_we_measure_poverty_May2017.pdf	  	  
10 Government of Ontario (n.d.). Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy indicators. Available: 
http://otf.ca/sites/default/files/indicators_chart_en_04.pdf  
11 Aldridge, H. (2017).  
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Earnings 

Stapleton, et al. defined the income floor at $3,000 in employment earnings. Based on the current minimum 
wage in Ontario ($11.60 per hour), $3,000 is equivalent to approximately 258 hours of work per year or 5 
hours of work per week (based on the assumption that the individual works 52 weeks per year). As noted by 
Stapleton, “this income floor is the threshold for recipients of the federal Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB), 
a program introduced in 2007 to help working Canadians earning low wages rise above the need for social 
assistance.”12  

 

Age 

The working-age population is defined as an individual between 18 years (age of majority) and 64 years (age 
of eligibility for Old Age Security and Canada Pension Plan). Stapleton notes that this definition is “designed 
to target the working-age population and exclude those in age groups that have relatively low labour 
participation rates.”13  

 

Student Status & Independence  

Stapleton excludes individuals attending any school, college, CEGEP, or university because “they are not in 
the labour force and may be seen as deferring their income requirements to a point in the future.”14 Similarly, 
Stapleton excludes working-age individuals that live with their parents, grandparents, or other family member 
“in order to avoid mispresenting those who receive financial support or significant gifts from families as 
‘poor’.”15 

 

WORKING NON-POOR  

For this report, an individual is ‘working non-poor’ if they:  

•   have an after-tax household income ABOVE the Low-Income Measure  
•   have earnings of at least $3,000 a year,  

•   are between the ages of 18 and 64,  
•   are not a student, and 

•   live independently.  

Thus, the primary difference between the ‘working poor’ and ‘working non-poor’ is their low-income status – 
whether they fall BELOW or ABOVE the LIM.  

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Stapleton, J., et al. (2012).  
13 Stapleton, J., et al. (2012).  
14 Stapleton, J., et al. (2012).  
15 Stapleton, J. et al. (2012).  
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SETTING THE CONTEXT  

WORKING POOR  

Derived from the Income Statistics Division of Statistics Canada, taxfiler data are an increasingly important 
source of Canada-wide small-area income data.16 Reports, such as The Working Poor in the Toronto Region 
by John Stapleton, have relied on taxfiler data to determine working poor status.17    

Based on 2015 taxfiler data, 5% of working age individuals (18 – 64 years) in Guelph-Wellington meet the 
definition of working poor. This is down very slightly from 5.1% in 2012. This is lower than the rate in Ontario, 
which was 7.3% in 2012 and then down slightly to 7.1% in 2015 (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1: Percentage of working poor individuals among the working age population18 
 

When considered at the census sub-division level, there is more variation in trends when comparing the 
percentage of working poor in 2012 to 2015. The largest increase in working poor was in Puslinch, which 
grew from 3.7% in 2012 to 4.8% in 2015. The only other area to experience an increase was North 
Wellington, which rose from 5.9% in 2012 to 6.2% in 2015.  

Many areas experienced a decrease in the number of working poor from 2012 to 2015, with Minto 
experiencing the largest dip from 6.7% in 2012 to 5.8% in 2015.  

 

LOW-INCOME & THE WORKING AGE POPULATION 

While working poor data provides insights into the portion of the population that meets Stapleton’s specific 
definition, it is worth considering the prevalence of low-income among the working age population for context. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Community Data Program (2013). Product Profile 2.2: Taxfiler data (2010). Available: 
http://communitydata.ca/content/product-profile-22-taxfiler-data-2010  
17 Stapleton, J. & Kay, J. (2015). The working poor in the Toronto region. Available: http://metcalffoundation.com/wp-
content/uploads/2015/04/WorkingPoorToronto2015Final.pdf  
18 Statistics Canada. Income Statistics Division. T1 Family Files 2012. Reference 16009.  
POSTAL CODE VALIDATION DISCLAIMER: Statistics Canada makes no representation or warranty as to, or validation of, the 
accuracy of any Postal CodeOM data 
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These are individuals that fall below the Low-Income Measure (After-Tax) and are between 18 and 64 years, 
but do not meet other aspects of the working poor definition.       

Based on the 2016 census, 9.7% of individuals among the working-age population in Wellington County 
(including Guelph) fall below the LIM-AT. At a provincial level, 13.7% of individuals among the working-age 
population in Ontario fall below the LIM-AT (Figure 2). In general, the prevalence of low-income is higher in 
areas where the rates of working poor are also higher.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

LABOUR FORCE STATUS  

The employment rate and unemployment rate can also provide important insights. The employment rate is 
defined as the number of employed people as a percentage of the working-age population.19 The 
unemployment rate is the number of unemployed people as a percentage of the labour force.20  

In general, Guelph-Wellington has a higher employment rate and lower unemployment rate, compared to 
provincial rates (Table 2). However, there are important variations at the census sub-division level to 
consider. For example, Mapleton has the highest employment rate and lowest unemployment rate, yet has 
high rates of low-income and working poor.  

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Statistics Canada. Table 282-0087. Labour Force Survey estimates (LFS), by sex and age group, seasonally adjusted and 
unadjusted. CANSIM (database).  
20 Statistics Canada. Table 282-0087. Labour Force Survey estimates (LFS), by sex and age group, seasonally adjusted and 
unadjusted. CANSIM (database).  
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  Employment Rate Unemployment Rate 

Ontario 60.1 8.3 

Guelph-Wellington 65.7 6.1 

Puslinch 70.5 3.9 

Guelph 64.9 6.9 

Guelph/Eramosa 67.4 4.9 

Erin 69.8 4.3 

Centre Wellington 65.6 5.5 

Mapleton 72.6 2.5 

Minto 66.1 5.1 

Wellington North 63.2 6.7 
 Table 2: Employment rates and unemployment rates (National Household Survey, 2011) 

 

EMPLOYMENT INCOME (MEDIAN AMOUNT)  

Finally, the median employment income of individuals provides additional context. In general, the median 
employment income in Guelph-Wellington ($36,954) is higher compared to Ontario ($33,946). Median 
employment income tends to be lower in areas where the rates of working poor and low-income are higher 
(Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3: Median employment income (2015) 

 

METHODS 

To gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences of the working poor in Guelph-Wellington, two primary 
research methods were used – an online survey and a series of focus groups. The following provides an 
overview of these methods.  
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ONLINE SURVEY  

The survey design was informed by background research conducted by University of Guelph Master of Public 
Health students in 2016, The Working Poor: A Population Health Evaluation21. This research examined the 
literature to determine challenges and outcomes that are typically experienced by working poor individuals. 
The Guelph & Wellington Task Force for Poverty Elimination Research & Knowledge Mobilization (R&KMb) 
Committee developed survey questions to gain insights into the impact of employment earnings on the health 
and wellbeing of individuals in Guelph-Wellington.  

To participate in the online survey, individuals needed to: 

•   Be at least 18 years of age  
•   Have received earnings from employment in 2016  
•   Have lived in Guelph-Wellington in 2016 

Specific questions were asked to identify survey respondents that met the definition of working poor, as 
developed by John Stapleton. This proved to be challenging, given the number of specific components of the 
definition. It also meant that if a participant failed to respond to a qualifying question, they could not be 
included as ‘working poor’ in the analysis of findings, even if other responses suggested they were.  

The survey was initially distributed online and the survey link was shared via the Poverty Task Force (PTF) e-
newsletter, social media, and by email. Members of the PTF were encouraged to share the link with their 
staff, clients and volunteers. Despite several pushes to complete the online survey, there remained a low 
response rate compared to other surveys the PTF has circulated. As a result, the R&KMb Committee decided 
to distribute and collect hard copies of the survey at community events. This generated more respondents 
completing the survey over the late summer months of 2017.  

In October 2017, the survey closed. In total, 122 completed surveys met the eligibility criteria and answered 
all the questions required to determine if they qualified as “working poor” or “working non-poor”. Preliminary 
results were reviewed by the R&KMb Committee and in-depth analysis was completed by Jennifer MacLeod, 
Co-Chair of the R&KMb Committee and Manager, Healthy Analytics, at Wellington Dufferin Guelph Public 
Health.  

 

FOCUS GROUPS   

While research indicates that women, youth, racialized and recent immigrant workers are more represented 
in low-wage, precarious work22, the number of survey respondents representing these groups was low (apart 
from women). To ensure the perspectives of these individuals were included, three focus groups were 
convened, targeting youth, Indigenous Peoples, and new immigrants, with experiences of working poverty. All 
focus groups were led by Randalin Ellery, Coordinator of the PTF, with support from staff at 2nd Chance 
Employment Counselling and Immigrant Services Guelph-Wellington.  

In addition, a larger community conversation was hosted by the PTF with Circles Guelph-Wellington. This 
event was open to the general community, although included many individuals who have experienced 
working poverty.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21 DeDominicis, M., Garasia, S. & Neal, D. (April 2016). The working poor: A population health evaluation. University of Guelph.   
22 Workers Action Centre (2015) 
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The questions used for the focus groups and community conversation were chosen to build on findings from 
the survey.  Notes from these discussions were analyzed for common themes. 

 

RESULTS 

ONLINE SURVEY  

Demographics  

A series of demographic questions were asked as part of the online survey. This was, in part, to build a profile 
of survey respondents, but also necessary to determine if individuals met the definition of working poor.  

Overall, 18% of the online survey respondents met the definition of working poor. The majority (82%) of 
respondents indicated that in 2016, they lived most of the time (6 months or more) in Guelph, while the 
remaining (18%) lived in Wellington County. Most of the respondents (80%) identified as female, while 19% 
identified as male, and 1% did not answer this question. 

Respondents were asked questions to help inform household size. Overall, 66% of respondents indicated 
that they lived with a spouse in 2016 for at least 6 months. Respondents were also asked to identify the 
number of dependent children (0-17 years) that lived with them in 2016 for most of the year. Overall, 42% had 
no children, 48% had 1-2 children, and 10% had 3-5 children. Spouses and children make up a census family 
which is used for LIM calculation (part of the working poor definition).  

Survey respondents had varying levels of education.  Most (88%) had completed high school, a few (4%) had 
also completed an apprenticeship/trade, about a third (30%) had a college diploma, and slightly more than 
half (54%) also had a university degree. Respondents who were working non-poor were far more likely to 
have a university degree than respondents who were working poor (63% and 14% respectively). 

The majority (84%) of respondents reported that they were born in Canada, and of those born outside of the 
country, 95% have lived in Canada for more than 10 years. Similarly, a high percentage (96%) reported that 
English is the language they speak most often at home.  

The survey also asked respondents if they identify as Indigenous or as a person of visible minority. Overall, 
only 3% of respondents identified as Indigenous and 11% as a person of visible minority.  

 

Income & Employment  

Online survey respondents were asked to indicate their personal before-tax income, as well as the personal 
before-tax income of their spouse/partner (if applicable), to determine household income. Overall, the median 
household before-tax income for all respondents was $72,000. This is slightly lower than the median total 
income for households in Wellington (including Guelph), which is $81,34723.  

For the working-poor respondents, the median household income was $17,000, and ranged from $3,500 to 
$220,000. For the working non-poor respondents, the median household income was $75,000, and ranged 
from $17,900 to $220,000 (Table 3).  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-400-X2016099. 
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  Working Non-poor Working Poor 

< $25,000 4% 95% 

$25,000-$50,000 15% 5% 

$51,000-$100,000 39% 0% 

$150,000-$200,000 13% 0% 
> $200,000 2% 0% 

Table 3: Household Income of Survey Respondents, Working Poor and Working Non-poor 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, there was a significant difference in responses between the working poor and 
working non-poor when asked if they had enough money to support their family in 2016. Among the working 
poor, 66% indicated that they do not have enough money to support their family, compared to 13% of the 
working non-poor.  

Working part-time involuntarily (i.e. part-time workers who say they want full-time work, and/or multiple job 
holding) is considered an indicator of vulnerable workers in precarious jobs.24 Research demonstrates that 
part-time work is concentrated in the retail trades and accommodation and food service industries. In 2015, 
the median hourly rates for part-timers were $12.50, which is only slightly more than half of the $24.04 for full-
timers.25 

To understand this situation among the working poor, respondents were asked to indicate if needed to work 
more than one job to make ends meet in 2016. Of the working-poor respondents, 18% reported working 
multiple part-time jobs, 5% reported working multiple full-time jobs, and 5% reported working a combination of 
full-time and part-time jobs.  

Finally, figure 4 demonstrates the percentage of working poor and working non-poor that strongly agreed or 
agreed with statements about job security and retirement based on their employment situation in 2016.  

	  
Figure 4: Job Security and Retirement Plans 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 https://www.ontario.ca/document/changing-workplaces-review-final-report/chapter-4-vulnerable-workers-precarious-jobs	  	  
25 https://www.ontario.ca/document/changing-workplaces-review-final-report/chapter-4-vulnerable-workers-precarious-jobs  
 

39%

82%

11%

44%

I think I will have enough money to retire when I turn 
65 years old

I have job security

Job Security and Retirement Plans

Working poor Working, not poor



	   13 

Work-Life Balance  

While involuntary part-time work is associated with precarious, low-wage jobs, it can also be sought out by 
those who need to balance work and family responsibilities. This may explain, in part, why 82% of working 
poor respondents indicated that their work schedule provides them with enough time to spend with immediate 
family, compared to 78% of working non-poor respondents. However, only 53% of working poor respondents 
agreed that they have flexibility in their work schedule to take care of family needs, such as caring for a sick 
child or parent, compared to 74% of working non-poor respondents (Figure 5).  

 
Figure 5: Work and Family Life Balance 
 

Research demonstrates that while recreation participation is vital to overall health and development, low-
income families face many barriers that prevent access to recreation opportunities.26 For working poor adults, 
income is a significant barrier with only 22% reporting that they could afford physical activity and recreation 
opportunities, compared to 69% of working non-poor. However, scheduling issues do not appear to be as 
significant a barrier, with 76% of working poor and 71% of working non-poor reporting that their work 
schedule allows them to find time for physical activity or recreation (Figure 6).  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Ontario Task Group on Access to Recreation for Low Income Families (n.d.). Affordable access to recreation for Ontarians. 
Available: http://lin.ca/resources/affordable-access-recreation-ontarians-every-child-plays-everyone-plays  
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Figure 6: Healthy Lifestyle & Work Life Balance 
  

Health Benefits  

A 2015 report by the Wellesley Institute, Low Wages, No Benefits, demonstrates one-third of workers in 
Ontario do not receive employer-provided benefits, putting them at greater risk for poor health.27 Lack of 
benefits is a significant issue for the working poor in Guelph-Wellington, with 73% of working poor 
respondents indicated they have no health benefits, and 77% reporting no dental benefits. This is in stark 
contrast to the low percentage of respondents reporting similar experiences among the working non-poor 
population (Figure 7).  

  
Figure 7: Health Benefits 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27 Barnes, S. (2015). Low wages, no benefits. Wellesley Institute. Available:  http://www.wellesleyinstitute.com/publications/low-
wages-no-benefits/  
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Overall Health & Wellbeing  

In the report, Sick and Tired: The Compromised Health of Social Assistance Recipients and the Working Poor 
in Ontario, researchers linked “poor working conditions from precarious employment to increased stress 
resulting in poor physical and mental health.”28 Based on results from the online survey, stress from work 
demands is experienced at high rates among both the working poor (88%) and working non-poor (82%).  

A 2017 survey of nearly 5,000 Ontario workers, by the Ontario Federation of Labour, found nearly one-third 
citing mental and physical issues as impacts of precarious work.29 This experience is reflected locally based 
on the online survey results.  

Respondents were asked to rank their general physical health in 2016 as excellent, very good, good, fair or 
poor. Overall, a higher percentage of the working poor (57%) ranked their physical health as poor or fair, 
compared to the working non-poor (17%) (Figure 8).  

 
Figure 8: Physical Health 
 

When respondents were asked to rate their mental health on the same scale, more than three-quarters (80%) 
of the working non-poor said it was good to excellent, while only 38% of the working poor could say the same 
(Figure 9).   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Wilson, B. (2009). Sick and tired: The compromised health of social assistance recipients and working poor in Ontario. 
Wellesley Institute. Available from: http://homelesshub.ca/sites/default/files/m5q4j1z5.pdf  
29 Ontario Federation of Labour (2017). Stress caused by insecure work affecting mental health and physical health of Ontario 
workers, says new survey. Available: http://ofl.ca/stress-caused-insecure-work-affecting-mental-physical-health-ontario-
workers-survey/	  	  
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Figure 9: Mental Health 
 

Respondents were asked if their physical or mental condition or health problem reduced the amount of 
activity they could do at work. As demonstrated in Figure 10, significantly more working poor answered 
positively to this question (71%) compared to the working non-poor.   

 
Figure 10: Impact of Health Issues on Amount of Work 
 

Respondents were provided with a list of health conditions and asked to identify those they had in 2016. With 
all conditions, except heart disease, the percentage of working poor who had the health issue was higher 
than the working non-poor (Figure 11).  
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Figure 11: Health Conditions 

 
Respondents were asked about the barriers they experience accessing general healthcare. In general, 
working non-poor respondents reported that taking time off work is more difficult compared to the working 
poor, but transportation, inadequate benefits, and the cost were more often reported as challenges by 
working poor respondents (Figure 12). 

	  

 
Figure 12: Challenges Accessing Healthcare 

 
Basic Needs 
 
Finally, respondents were asked to report on challenges associated with meeting household basic needs. In 
general, 52% of the working poor, compared to 10% of the working non-poor, reported that they do not have 
enough income to meet basic needs. A similar trend occurred when respondents were asked if they have 
trouble accessing food. Overall, 71% of working poor respondents agreed with this statement, compared to 
23% of the working non-poor (Figure 13).  
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Figure 13: Accessing Basic Needs 
 

FOCUS GROUPS  

Working Poor  

Many of the focus group respondents described their understanding of working poverty as a situation in which 
an individual is working, but cannot make ends meet, is working paycheque to paycheque without any 
savings, and/or continues to live under the low-income threshold. As a result, individuals that are working 
poor are particularly vulnerable to unexpected financial or budget shocks, such as a job loss, rising housing 
or energy costs, or an unexpected health cost.  

Focus group respondents talked about having to rely on community programs and services, such as 
charitable food providers, to help cover monthly costs, despite working full-time or multiple part-time jobs. 
Several of the respondents, particularly youth, noted that they had experienced periods of homelessness, 
despite being employed, due to low-wages.  

 

Decent Work & Barriers   

The concept of ‘decent work’ was conveyed to focus group respondents as jobs that pay ok, have stable 
hours, and may include things like paid vacation days.  

Youth suggested that the primary challenge with finding and maintaining decent work is a lack of employment 
experience. Many noted that even jobs considered entry-level positions often require multiple years of 
experience. This was somewhat reflected by new immigrants who noted that a lack of Canadian employment 
experience was a significant barrier to finding work, regardless of the experience and education they had 
gained in their home country.  

Indigenous individuals and youth noted that they struggle to meet the educational requirements of a lot of 
jobs they see advertised. The youth discussed not being able to afford post-secondary education and were 
stuck with minimum wage jobs that only require a high school education. Indigenous individuals noted the 
same and expressed frustration about the fact that employers never consider their knowledge and 
experiences.  
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The Indigenous focus group highlighted how they have experienced racism as a barrier to finding and 
maintaining decent work. Respondents discussed that in some sectors, such as the public or non-profit 
sectors, identifying as Indigenous on a job application can be a good thing, while in other sectors, such as 
manufacturing, it can be the opposite. Focus group respondents were adamant that this is the result of 
racism, which many had experienced first-hand. One individual offered the following:  

 “Now you really have to think about it before you check the box that says you’re Aboriginal. 
Maybe event talk to your friends and see what they know. Sometimes you check that box and 
it means your application is going straight into the trash.”    

 

New immigrants also reported racism as a barrier to decent work, in addition to lack of Canadian experience, 
but noted that language is the primary challenge they face. Nearly all the respondents stressed how difficult it 
is to balance a work schedule with family life and try to complete classes to improve their English. They noted 
that the jobs that are available to them typically involve shift work, making it impossible to regularly attend 
language classes.  

 

Working Poor, Health & Wellbeing  

Focus group respondents were asked to reflect on the impact that being working poor has had on their overall 
health and wellbeing. Youth focused primarily on their mental health, sharing how their income and 
employment situation caused them to feel depressed and ashamed. They discussed how challenging it is to 
exclude themselves from social activities, including dating.  

Youth also discussed how they risk their health or keep health issues from employers, over concerns that it’ll 
cost them their job. One participant shared the following:  

 “I have mental health issues, but I didn’t know when to bring it up. Was I supposed to say 
something during my interview? Or before I accepted the job? I probably wouldn’t have got it if 
I did. I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell them now or just wait until they find out. If they knew, 
maybe they’d be more understanding if I needed time off or something, but I doubt it. It’s just 
not worth the risk to say something. I might as well just hang on to the job as long as I can.”   

 

Youth also discussed that they feel as though employers ask them to do things that are dangerous, because 
they assume they don’t know their rights as workers, just because they’re young. In fact, the youth focus 
group respondents were very knowledgeable about their right to refuse dangerous work, yet often did what 
they were asked for fear of losing their job.  

Indigenous individuals spoke at length about the impact working poor has on connection to their culture and 
how this impacts their health and wellbeing. Many of the respondents spoke about the important role food 
plays in their lives, but how they are unable to purchase culturally appropriate food, or have the time or space 
to grow food, due to their income and employment situation.  

New immigrants discussed how jobs they can get in the manufacturing sector can be extremely hard on their 
physical health, particularly given their lack of experience in such jobs. One participant offered the following:  

 “Where I come from, my job was on a computer. I sat at a desk most of the day, typing and 
thinking. Now in my job here, I must be on my feet all day, working in the factory, carrying 
50lbs parts back and forth. I am so exhausted! My body is not used to this. I am not strong 
enough. But what do I do? I need to feed my family. I must work this job.”  
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Transportation, Housing & Childcare 

While there were no direct questions about how being working poor relates to transportation, housing or child 
care, all of the focus groups brought it up. With respect to housing, many respondents noted that even if they 
worked full-time for more than minimum wage, the cost of housing was a huge barrier to getting out of 
poverty. One participant noted,  

 “If I made what I make now in another city, like in Kitchener or Brampton or something, I 
wouldn’t be poor. It’s the cost of rent in Guelph! I mean, nearly my whole paycheque goes to 
paying my rent! I just can’t ever get ahead.”    

 

There was also quite a lot of discussion about the barrier that transportation plays in getting to and from work. 
Many of the youth and new immigrants said they had to rely on public transit to get to and from work, and this 
causes significant issues. Respondents noted that the routes are inadequate, particularly for those working in 
the industrial part of town. One participant shared the following:  

 “I used to work at this factory and my shift ended in the middle of the night. I’d have to stand 
out in the freezing cold for half an hour to wait for a bus that would take me another half an 
hour to get home. Most of the time I’d just end up walking. It took me over an hour and it was 
cold and dark, but it was better than just standing there.”  

 

New immigrant respondents discussed how being working poor can impact childcare issues. New immigrants 
discussed how challenging it was for their families to adjust to shift work. Scheduling child care proved to be 
extremely difficult for many. One participant said,   

 “I get a job, but then I need to work in shifts. Who will take care of my children when I must 
leave for work in the middle of the night? We don’t have anyone else here that we know. No 
family. No friends. We have to find a stranger to watch our kids and they don’t want to do it at 
night.”  

 

 

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION 

It is important to acknowledge that factors that impact health, such as lack of sleep and stress, can be 
experienced by all workers, regardless of income. Yet the added challenges of living in poverty, without things 
like job security and health benefits, results in significant impacts for the working poor in our community. 
While work is often seen as a pathway out of poverty, the results from this research report demonstrate that 
despite being employed, many workers still cannot meet their basic needs.  

Broader research has found that women, youth, racialized and recent immigrant workers are more 
represented in low-wage, precarious work. Based on input from focus group participants, Guelph-Wellington 
is no exception to this finding. In addition to fighting classism, these workers are forced to confront other 
forms of oppression, such as racism and ageism. These factors play a powerful role in shaping the 
experiences of many Indigenous peoples, youth, and newcomers in the workforce.  

The passing of Bill 148, Fair Workplaces, Better Jobs Act, 2017 marks a positive turning point for the future of 
decent work in Ontario. As does the number of communities joining the provincial living wage movement, 
including Guelph-Wellington. Yet, these achievements have not been easy wins. Rather, the concept of  

decent work is only just beginning to unfold in many public and policy spaces. The experiences of the working 
poor, such as those shared in this report, can drive further action and dialogue, so that employment can be a 
pathway out of poverty that future generations can count on.  
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