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This report summarizes the presentations and discussion from the IPPR’s Welfare to Work symposium held in London, England in March 2011. This conference was an important contribution to ISAC’s ongoing research into policy recommendations for improvements to Ontario Works and ODSP within the context of the provincial government’s Review of Social Assistance in Ontario. Generous financial assistance provided by IPPR made ISAC’s attendance possible.
The Institute for Public Policy Research is a non-partisan, progressive think tank in the UK that works with all political parties to ensure “fairness, democracy and sustainability” in public policy. IPPR is committed to “combating inequality, empowering citizens, promoting social responsibility, creating a sustainable economy, and revitalising democracy”. (See www.ippr.org.uk.)
The two-day symposium brought together a number of experts from around the world – including representatives of the British government and the Official Opposition, the OECD, Eurofound, Gallup, the New York City government, and service providers from the U.S., the UK, and Australia. Attendees engaged in both plenary panels and small group breakout sessions to explore the benefits and challenges involved in current “welfare to work” policy and practice in various jurisdictions. 
A number of perspectives were put forward by panellists, presenters, and attendees, on issues ranging from activation and compulsion policies, to labour market policy, the employer’s role in welfare to work programs, the importance of the local level of service provision and planning, and a number of other areas. 

One of the most crucial messages taken from the symposium, however, is that the “work first” approach, pioneered in the 1980s and 1990s by governments anxious to move people off welfare caseloads and into the labour market, has had very limited success and has created a number of other problems that must now be addressed. 
“Work first” can be characterized as an approach that is focused on attachment to the labour market, and requires a person to take the first available job regardless of that person’s skills, abilities, interests, education and training, or the level of pay or hours of work provided by that job. The last twenty years of “work first” welfare reforms have exposed the problem of employment quality, stability and sustainability. Forcing people into the first available job has often resulted less in attachment to the labour market and more in employment failure and cycling back onto social assistance supports or in engagement with low paid, unsatisfactory work. Notably, neither of these outcomes has contributed to a meaningful reduction of poverty. A push toward considering how to ensure both longer-term and better quality employment – that is, sustainable jobs with possibilities for advancement – is now being discussed in policy circles.

The symposium was clearly focused on finding answers to the many problems that have arisen from this approach and its associated social policy reforms – problems that have deeply affected people needing assistance, service providers, and policy makers alike. While these problems vary depending on the policy context of each jurisdiction, it seems clear that the ‘work first’ approach has done very little to move people – who are often very vulnerable and for whom the labour market is an unwelcoming, inaccessible, and unaccommodating place – into sustainable jobs that take them out of poverty. 
Ontario’s situation is in some ways very similar to those in other jurisdictions. Ontario Works (OW) was set up in the “work first” model, with the objective to connect people to employment regardless of their readiness for a job or the quality of the job. But it is unclear that this approach has succeeded in meaningfully connect people with the labour market. Despite many years of experience with a “work first” approach, Ontario has done no meaningful evaluation of the impact on this approach. 
In contrast, research conducted by various academics has shown that the “work first” model results in poor job quality in the secondary labour market (Lightman et al. 2005), contributes to persistent cycling between low-paid work and social assistance (Lightman et al. 2010), that its lack of access to post-secondary education perpetuates dependency (Lightman et al. 2009), that recipients continue to experience elevated levels of hunger and poor health (Lightman et al. 2008), that recent immigrants have worse earnings outcomes after having participated in the OW system (Mitchell et al. 2007), that OW’s administrative practices that both arise from and reinforce a condition of “bureaucratic disentitlement” not only degrade recipients but contribute to a lowering of standards at the bottom of the labour market (Herd et al. 2005), as well as a variety of other negative outcomes. Even though there have been moves since 2003 to eliminate some of the most draconian rules (such as the lifetime ban) and relax others, OW remains a very punitive system that discourages the provision of adequate income and other supports and instead maintains a focus on obtaining employment no matter a person’s circumstances. The goal of OW continues to be reducing caseloads, rather than supporting people into sustainable employment. 
But this way of doing business is counterproductive, especially given OW’s inadequate workforce development programs and the lack of a comprehensive provincial labour market policy. Instead, numerous reports based on the experience of people receiving OW have shown that meeting the requirements of participation agreements and myriad other eligibility rules has made people on OW anxious, depressed, sick, isolated, and unable to take steps to improve their incomes, contribute to their communities, and make their lives better. In many ways, the “work first” model has prevented people from securing and maintaining livable employment. 
A more complex discussion about the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) is required because of its differing policy orientation. ODSP was not set up in the “work first” model, but instead provides recipients with voluntary employment supports and ensures continuity of income and other benefits for recipients who work. ODSP was ahead of its time in this regard, unlike many other disability support programs, in that it contemplates work for all recipients regardless of the “severity” of their disability. ODSP recognizes that disability isn’t solely based on a medical condition but also depends on how that medical condition interacts with societal barriers to prevent people from being able to work or contribute in other ways to their communities. The major problem with ODSP is not, therefore, a “work first’ model, but rather the limited nature and poor quality of its employment supports, the unavailability of high quality education and training programs, and the continuing intrusion and monitoring of people’s lives with regard to how their life choices impact on their income. In large measure, ODSP can be considered to represent the beginnings of an activation model for people with disabilities, which should be acknowledged, supported and strengthened. Moves to introduce sanctions for non-compliance with employment -related activities would be counterproductive to that nascent progressive model.  

The policy and program delivery context in other jurisdictions has some important differences from that in Ontario, and thus models cannot be imported wholesale from one jurisdiction to the next. However, there are nonetheless some important findings and lessons that do cross boundaries. The ways in which these ideas can contribute to Ontario’s review requires further analysis.

A message brought by the final speaker at the symposium was an important reminder of what is at stake, both in other jurisdictions looking to reform “welfare to work” services and in Ontario. The CEO of Ingeus, a for-profit private sector service provider, reminded attendees at the symposium that “welfare to work” programs are about unique individuals who are attempting to make big changes in their lives. The process of making these changes is very complex, as moving from unemployment to a sustained job can be a difficult journey. She reminded the attendees that if people who are making this journey fail in their efforts, this failure compounds other failures in their lives – many of which have already largely been both externally and internally defined as failures. People embarking on this journey of change have a lot to fear, and as policy makers and service providers, it is critical that we do not set them up for failure. 
1. Poverty Reduction

There was little discussion about the reduction of poverty as a measure of success in ‘welfare to work’ policy. The unemployment rate, reductions in caseloads, and length if time in work (i.e., job sustainability) were touted by many as markers of success. When I asked the deputy mayor of NYC if they had done any research to show that the people leaving benefits were actually better off in work – that is, that work had moved them out of poverty – she said that no such research had been conducted. 

In the Ontario case, it is clear that social assistance reforms must be coupled with already existing commitments to poverty reduction. Policy approaches that rely solely on the economy and the labour market to resolve issues of poverty have been demonstrated to have failed, as is evidenced by Ontario’s sustained high levels of poverty throughout the 1990s era of economic strength. Income support programs – and other related interventions, such as labour market strategies and regulation – must therefore have as one of their core principles a focus on reducing poverty. 

2. Activation and Compulsion
Much of the symposium content underlined the importance of “active” welfare policy – in other words, policy that expects people receiving benefits to undertake efforts to connect with the labour market. This is opposed to “passive” schemes wherein income benefits are provided with no expectation that the benefit recipient will engage in work-, education- or community-related activities. 
“Activation” means ensuring that people receiving income benefits are also engaged in labour market activities, and “compulsion” means requiring that they do so by imposing income-related penalties for non-compliance. 
While activation is very often accompanied by compulsion, there is no necessary connection. As some of the cases below demonstrate, activation is often accompanied not by compulsion but by policies and processes that act as incentives. Perhaps most importantly, it appears that activation policies that are not accompanied by associated programs and services to adequately and meaningfully connect people with the labour market – or only rely on compulsion in the form of income sanctions – seems to do little more than reduce social assistance caseloads and further entrench poverty. 
The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD - see http://www.oecd.org/) has done much to popularize and advocate for “activation” policies. The OECD’s representative at the symposium underscored the importance of activation by indicating that their research has found that the countries that had a poor activation record are those in which unemployment has risen the most. He said that what countries do in terms of activation is the key determinant in reducing unemployment and so-called “welfare dependency”. He did not indicate, however, whether or not activation policies were successful at reducing poverty – which, as a key component of Ontario’s poverty reduction strategy, must become a fundamental principle underlying Ontario’s social assistance programs. 
The OECD’s position, based on their research across OECD countries, is that the “best” activation policy includes increasing sanctions if a person is not available for work. In contrast, none of the other speakers spoke about the necessity for compulsion. Instead, most discussed the need for a variety of services to accompany the move to “active” policy. Indeed, analysis of the OECD’s data by researchers in Ontario has led to very different conclusions than those reached by the OECD itself (Heath 2010).  
In the case of OW in Ontario, sanctions are imposed not simply for being unavailable for work, but instead for any instance of “non-compliance” with a myriad of conditions related to their participation agreements, life circumstances, personal relationships, and a number of other rules, as outlined in Deb Matthews’ 2004 report. It should be noted that, In the absence of a labour market that can adequately accommodate people and provide earned income at levels above poverty, sanctions for non-compliance with participation agreements – i.e., suspension of income benefits and/or loss of benefit eligibility – serve only to reduce social assistance caseloads and increase the number of people working at low-paid, precarious jobs. The system of sanctions in OW effectively abandons people to the bottom of the labour market – or to continuing unemployment – and virtually ensures both persistent poverty and a return to assistance. If poverty reduction is to be a major policy objective for “active” social assistance programs in Ontario, a number of other steps must be taken. 
In the Australia case, the system of compulsion that accompanied policy changes in the 1990s was found to be counter-productive. Non-attendance at appointments, for example, which resulted in report generation and income penalties, were rejected in 70% of appeals due to either procedural error or reasonable excuse. Policing of compliance was thus found to be a waste of resources. Anecdotal reports from legal clinic caseworkers report a similar impact in Ontario. Reforms currently being undertaken in Australia are instead focusing on re-engaging job seekers rather than punishing them.
The OECD speaker did say that good activation policy – i.e., not just “pushing people off benefits”, but intervening to support people as quickly and as effectively as possible – is very important. As mentioned above, this sentiment was echoed by many of the symposium speakers, including the representative from Eurofound who said that “activation happens at the intersection of employment policy and other services like social protections, education, and health care”. 
Eurofound is the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, an agency of the European Union that is mandated to “provide information, advice and expertise – on living and working conditions, industrial relations and managing change in Europe – for key actors in the field of EU social policy on the basis of comparative information, research and analysis”. One of the four key themes driving its work is ‘reducing poverty and increasing social inclusion’ (http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/) 
While speaking mostly about policies related to “activating” people with disabilities, the speaker from Eurofound made the point that activation policies should be based on ensuring active inclusion – that is, policy makers should take a “three pillars” approach by requiring that the labour market be inclusive, by providing access to quality “welfare to work” services, and by ensuring adequate income support. He indicated that Eurofound’s research has shown that these three pillars must be coordinated in order for activation policies to have their intended outcomes – that is, assisting people to meaningfully engage in the labour market and move out of poverty. 

The Eurofound speaker highlighted the case of the Netherlands, wherein ‘welfare to work’ policies require that both the recipient of benefits AND their employer be given a “job coach” in order to ensure a good work environment as well as adequate support and services. He also highlighted the case of Poland, in which activation policies are coupled with continuing education, training, links with employers, rehabilitation, and skills development. In the Poland case, it appears that much of the work of coordination of these services and benefits is done by employers.
More information about various approaches to activation can be found in the ‘Work First’ vs ‘Education, Training, and Services first’ section below, as well as in my accompanying case notes for New York City, Chicago, and Australia. 

3. ‘Work First’ vs ‘Education, Training, and Services First’ 

Many of the speakers noted that there is a mismatch between the opportunities available in the labour market and the sets of skills and abilities that people relying on income support benefits are able to bring. A growing number of jurisdictions have recognized that social assistance programs that take a “work first” approach have failed to meaningfully connect people with the labour market and to make headway on poverty reduction, effectively setting individuals up for failure and a return to social assistance. 
Speakers at the symposium addressed the importance of ensuring that “active” social assistance policy is accompanied by a suite of services designed around the needs of the individual person. These include both work-related or “workforce development” services and what might be termed “personal” services. Examples of the kinds of programs and services that people may require in each area are provided in the table below: 
	Work-related / “workforce development” services
	“Personal” services

	· education and training

· literacy upgrading

· job search skills

· networking and mentoring

· traineeships and apprenticeships

· direct connections with employers

· etc.
	· affordable, accessible, and time-appropriate child care / elder care

· health-related services

· mental health services

· addiction counselling and services

· basic assistance with managing the activities of daily living, 

· parenting and relationship support

· etc.


As many of the speakers indicated, the provision of these services must respond to the needs, goals, and circumstances of the individual. Project Match takes a human development approach to the provision of services, which is described in the case notes below. This kind of approach – and others like it, including that of Seedco – build on the strengths that individuals bring and strive to meet their clients “where they are” as whole people rather than trying to fit them into particular boxes, labels, or classifications. 
In Australia, government has moved from a “work first” approach to a “training first” approach, emphasizing the provision of “workforce development” and personal services.  More information is available in the case notes below. 
The speaker from ACEVO, an organization of directors of voluntary organizations and charities in the UK, spoke about the importance of ensuring that ‘welfare to work’ programs are focused on empowering individual clients. Empowerment comes through the provision of these services in a holistic manner, looking at the whole person and developing a plan and process to address their individual situation. 
4. Labour Market Policies
Many speakers at the symposium highlighted the need to also enact corresponding policies to address failures in the labour market. Such policies include workforce development strategies – those policies that attempt to match up skills in the labour pool with needs in the labour market, as described above – but other policies are also required, such as increasing minimum wages, strengthening employment standards regulation and enforcement, improving workplace safety, improving regulation of unionization, placing training requirements on employers, and others. Though there was little detailed discussion about these other policies, many speakers indicated that they are important and must accompany workforce development efforts. 

The Shadow secretary, Liam Byrne, commented that while it’s important to make sure that work pays, earnings are growing at half the rate of price increases, resulting in the largest squeeze on living standards since the 1930s. “Unsqueezing” requires three policy priorities:

· working with business to increase productivity and wages – but business has had a “crisis of confidence” that has led them to stockpile capital rather than investing it, so this work is difficult, although critical;
· ensuring better child care and social care – since increasing caring responsibilities (for children, elders, people with disabilities, etc.) means a constraint on the ability of people to work; and,
· ensuring that income transfers are well targeted.
He indicated that any move to cut benefits in the context of the “squeeze” would be bad policy, and that the price of failing to take on this challenge is huge and growing inequality in society. The final piece of the puzzle, he said, is ensuring that any move to strengthen obligations to work is accompanied by an associated increase in the supply of better jobs. 
5. Sustainable Jobs and Advancement
Many at the symposium highlighted the importance of ensuring both longer-term and better quality employment. In addition to the variety of workforce development strategies discussed above, one theme throughout many presentations was the role that employers play in job sustainability and advancement, and thus the need for policy makers to couple the provision of better services, training, and programs to the people requiring assistance with the creation of a suite of services for employers. 
The IPPR speaker said that job quality matters, and that there is no necessary trade-off between labour flexibility and job security; instead, public policy must ensure both. She said that “churning” (i.e., cycling between welfare and work) is a result not only of failures in service delivery and policy implementation, but also of problems in the labour market. She indicated that there must be a policy focus that moves beyond entry-level jobs, with payment milestones for service providers and intensive supports for recipients. And, she said, while job sustainability is a good goal, policy must also address the issue of career advancement and quality. She noted that the UK doesn’t fund continuing training as much as other OECD countries do. 

The speaker from Reed in Partnership (a private sector welfare services provider in the UK) said that since linking labour supply and demand is key to making the labour market more effective for people relying on benefits, service providers must become experts in knowing what employers need and want and providing services to the employer that will mitigate the risk of business investment in labour, particularly in an economic downturn. Getting away from providing “any old job” – which has been shown not to have positive long-term outcomes – requires being able to provide the right job in the right sector with the right employer. 
He said that supporting both the recipient of benefits and the employer in the first ten weeks is a very important marker of future employment stability and longevity. This means providing “wrap around services” to both recipients and employers for this period, as it has been shown that half of job placements fail within the first five weeks if this kind of support is not provided. Providing employment coaching and helping to create “personal resilience” to cope with the ups and downs of the labour market is important. In addition, mitigating the cost of going to work (which in the UK context can be anywhere from 128-149 GBP monthly depending on the availability of childcare) must be done through “joined up government” – in other words, reducing METRs through policies in a variety of areas is also critical. He also briefly discussed the importance of recognizing and supporting self-employment. 

My breakout group focused on “integration of employment and skills”. In the group, we discussed the importance of engaging employers and their key role in ‘welfare to work’ success, ensuring that government and industry funds skills and training well, the importance for service providers of understanding labour market sectors as well as jobs within those sectors, and recognizing that the length of time away from the labour market is an important indicator of future success. The importance of ensuring that public procurement policy incorporates a local employment requirement that targets particular groups was also discussed.

In Scotland, where the group’s facilitator works, they are looking at addressing “employer ambition” – i.e., connecting employers to global supply chains to increase productivity and therefore increase employer investment in skills training. They are looking at professionalising various sectors, are creating the first ever workforce development plan for Scotland – which in part means tailoring public education to employer needs – and creating a Scottish Credit and Qualification Framework to accredit “informal” skills and competencies in order to better link workers with work.
6. Localism
Many of the speakers emphasised the importance of the local level in ensuring effective ‘welfare to work’ services. For example, many of the representatives of service providers stressed the unique ability of locally-based organizations to respond effectively to community needs. Government representatives stressed the importance of the local in terms of determining local labour market capacity and requirements. 

“The local” is thus important in terms of ensuring that the whole suite of ‘welfare to work’ services to clients (e.g., counselling, education and training, parenting supports, etc.) are provided locally, where people live and work, and responding to their local conditions and requirements. It is also important in terms of connecting with local employers and the needs of local labour markets to provide appropriate jobs that are sustainable and have opportunities for career advancement. 

The local is also important in terms of driving demand – that is, ensuring that labour market policies are locally targeted to help employers at the local level create more jobs and to create better social capital in communities. Increased benefit levels also drive local demand, as people living on low incomes are more apt to spend money on items purchased from local businesses. 

7. Sickness / Incapacity / Disability Benefits 

The symposium did not deal explicitly with these issues (e.g., in a discussion forum), but they were dealt with by several of the speakers. 

The speaker from Eurofound said that there is a rapid increase across the EU in disability benefit claims, with those under 30 being the fastest growing age group. This is largely due to increasing mental health-related diagnoses and the change in eligibility rules to accommodate these diagnoses in incapacity benefits programs, along with the reluctance of employers to give jobs to young workers and the lack of suitable job opportunities for young workers. He said that there must be a change in mindset among those who create disability benefit policy – moving from “welfare to work” to “welfare to well being”. This means ensuring that people are given the time, tools, and supports to both prevent illness but also to recover from illness. 

The UK’s minister of welfare spoke about the UK’s move to review the interaction between public sector and “shadow” private sector benefits for sick pay / disability benefits. He said that government is rolling out a reassessment starting in April to review the entire system, including private sector benefits. Since the 1980s, there has been “runaway” enrolment in disability benefit programs, with 2.6 million claimants in the UK. They are moving to a “work capability assessment” protocol, to assist people with disabilities back into the workplace. This is based on understanding that people are not “incapable” but “able”, that people need a sense of purpose – which work helps to provide – and that government must help those who are able to work to do so. 
In particular, the UK is looking to provide better supports to assist people who are sick or have been injured on the job before they fall out of work and onto benefits. Of the 600,000 people who go on sickness benefits per year in the UK, half come directly from the workplace. He said that the system as it stands is “unsustainable”, no longer affordable, and is failing those it has to help. 
The Minister’s words highlighted the important difference between the Ontario situation and that of the UK, and the crucial differences that must result in policy terms. Although Ontario’s Ministry of Community and Social Services has expressed concerns about growing ODSP caseloads, the situation in Ontario is not one of “runaway” enrolment in disability support programs. Rather, as the recent OECD report on Canada has pointed out, the problem in Canada is one of poverty for people with disabilities and the relative difficulty people have in accessing income support benefits. The rate of take-up of disability benefits in Canada is significantly below the OECD average, and Ontario’s rates are comparable to the Canadian average. People with disabilities in Canada have a much more difficult time gaining access to benefits and, as a result and in combination with the barriers encountered by people with disabilities in the labour market, have much higher rates of poverty. Though the OECD’s policy recommendations for Canada are the same as it has made for the UK, it must be acknowledged that the problems in the UK and Canada are very different and thus that policy prescriptions must respond to the Canadian and Ontarian context. 
8. Early Intervention

The OECD speaker highlighted the need for early intervention – that is, ensuring that activation programs are enacted as soon after a person leaves the labour market as possible. The OECD’s research demonstrates that the length of time a person is out of the labour market has a direct negative impact on their ability to re-enter the labour market. He referenced the Netherlands, where those who receive layoff notices are required to register with their benefit office even before they have been laid off, at which point activation programs begin. 

Much of the literature around “welfare to work” policies makes the same point – that early intervention is key, particularly in the case of people who are leaving work because of injury or sickness. The OECD’s recent report on disability underscores early intervention as necessary to preventing the growth of benefit caseloads. 

While early intervention programs are important to mitigate the worst outcomes – continuing and deepening social exclusion, for example, or worsening physical or mental health – this does not necessarily mean that requiring an immediate return to the workforce is the best policy response.  Those who are forced to leave the labour market because of illness or disability must be given an opportunity to heal and recover from illness or manage a disability, or to pursue education and upgrade their skills. In other situations, such as women forced out of violent relationships, people may need counselling, income and other supports provided for the entire length of time required to stabilize the lives of their children.  

In addition, it must be noted that a sole focus on early intervention risks leaving those who are currently reliant on OW or ODSP behind. Should early intervention policies be pursued, they must be accompanied by policies intended to support those people who are already in receipt of assistance. 

9. Privatization of and Funding Models for Service Provision
Perhaps the area of least relevance in learning from the UK experience lies in the nature of the providers of ‘welfare to work’ services – not only training and education services, but casework and management services as well. The UK has moved to a very large degree to private-sector, for-profit provision of these services, which is related to the sweeping changes to public policy brought in during the Thatcher era. The move to marketization of welfare services began during Blair’s tenure but has accelerated since, demonstrating how deeply entrenched privatization has become in UK political culture.
The funding model that accompanied the move to for-profit private sector provision of services has resulted in a number of significant problems in the UK’s ‘welfare to work’ system, including “creaming” by providers of the “easiest to serve” clients and the resulting creation of a “two-tier” system, wherein the “hardest to serve” clients are left to rely on publicly-provided services. In addition, the funding model has proven extremely difficult for small, local service providers, many of whom have long-established connections to their communities and operate on a not-for-profit model, which has skewed service provision towards large, profit-driven companies that are able to carry the associated financial risks. This highlights the tension between the move to privatization and the importance of localism (see section above). The speaker from ACEVO highlighted the benefits that local non-profit service providers bring to ‘welfare to work’ services, which were outlined as including the strong relationship that local non-profits have with their clients and their ability to reach the hard to serve due to the levels of trust that they have built over many years, due to their embeddedness in community. 

The UK government is currently changing the ways in which funding is provided to service providers to address these worst excesses of for-profit welfare service provision. Changes include moving to a focus on longer-term relationships with people needing services, job sustainability, and ensuring quality service for people who may have significantly more barriers to success in the labour market than others. Increasingly, success is measured not only by job placement but also by the longevity of work, which is considered an indicator of job sustainability. 

In the United States, funding has been provided in a fashion similar to that in the UK, with similar negative results. Some non-profit organizations have taken on the role of intermediary to support the ability of small service providers to effectively compete for funding (see Seedco case notes below). The US model has also seen service providers increasingly forced to rely on foundation funding. Service providers increasingly “use government money for the easy work and foundation money for the hard” – that is, public funding provides basic services (e.g., resume writing, job search) while foundation resources provide ‘value-added’ (e.g., wrap-around services that include the range of labour- and funding-intensive services that many people on assistance require). Leveraging public funds to secure foundation funds allows for the additional services and supports that are required to ensure long-term success for many clients. This is consistent with a fundamental difference between Canada and the United States, in that the US relies on a large private foundation sector to fund what in Canada is considered the public sector’s rightful responsibility. 

In sum, while there are interesting and important lessons that can be obtained from the experiences in the UK and the US, the context in Ontario is very different. Privatization and funding models that respond to for-profit service provision have had negative consequences, both for funders and service providers, and policy makers are now struggling to respond in ways that ensure better outcomes for clients. ISAC does not have expertise in the funding of service providers or the delivery of training programs and thus our ability to comment on delivery issues is limited. It will be important for the Commission to work with key stakeholders in this field, such as colleges and universities, municipalities, and the not-for-profit providers of services to Ontario’s most disadvantaged communities, for specific ideas and recommendations. 

8. Simplicity

The UK has a benefit system that is very complex; it includes a number of income benefits for different family types and employment-related situations (e.g., “carers’ benefit”), in addition to housing, child care, and health benefits. There is a strong move toward simplification of the system, which is posited as an improvement. 

The UK is now largely moving to a single income benefit system for those not in work – a “working age benefit”. This, along with a “tapered” (i.e. graduated) work-related tax credit, is intended to both simplify and make efficient the benefits system, and encourage more people into the labour market while “making work pay” (see “Making Work Pay” section below). My understanding is that the carers’ benefit and the ‘accessory’ benefits (housing, child care, health), are not being rolled-in. 

One caution for Ontario that can be drawn from developments in the UK is that simplicity must not come at the cost of a range of benefits that respond to people’s individual and unique needs and desires. The tension between a desire for simplicity of administrative design and the well-documented requirement for and move toward individualized services may perhaps be the next location from which problems arise. 
Case Notes

Please note that these case notes are largely a simple descriptive summary of the information presented at the symposium from these various speakers. 

1. New York City: How Local Policies Drive ‘Welfare to Work’ Services
The deputy mayor of New York City (NYC) spoke about the high degree of interconnectedness of the city’s workforce development policy, which links policy in the realms of economic development, taxation, public land incentives, workforce development, and public investments in “quality of life”. All federally funded agencies in NYC that provide workforce supports have been brought together to develop and enact a single workforce development plan, which was targeted to align ‘welfare to work’ supports with the needs of business. 
As a result of the 1996 welfare reforms under Clinton, work and medical supports have been delinked from financial assistance – in other words, eligibility for other supports does not depend upon eligibility for income supports. The programs include an earned income tax credit (courtesy of Reagan), food stamps, public health insurance for people living on low income, and child care subsidies for people in ‘in-work activities’. 

While much of the funding for benefit programs comes from the federal government, the states also have a role. New York State has embraced coupling work supports with other comprehensive supports. There has been a dramatic increase in work for single mothers who have never been married. There has also been a significant increase in the use of food stamps and low-income health care benefits. It should be noted that part of Obama’s stimulus package was a significant increase to the food stamp program. 
The City, in partnership with other agencies and business, has created sector-focused career centres, operating within industries. For example, in 2010 they created a transport sector centre in Queens, where most of the city’s transit and transportation infrastructure is located. They found that people using the services of these centres were three times more likely to be placed in jobs, earned a little bit more income, and worked a few more hours than those relying on other career centres. They are working with other US cities (e.g., Cleveland, Tulsa) to replicate these centres. 

They have also piloted employment and training service centres for men who live in public housing, coupled with new rent rules that “make work pay” and are intended to build a culture of community support for work. These centres are exceeding their placement and retention targets. The City is working with other US cities to replicate these centres as well. 

The City has also developed a program centred in public housing developments, focused on addressing the “culture of not working” as well as internalised uselessness and shame. They recognize that there are many social factors involved in disconnection from the labour market, such as literacy, criminality, etc., so they start with needs assessments, and work on education, mentorship, making connections with employers, subsidized employment, etc.

Their future areas of focus including doing more work with Black and Latino populations, providing more income to people who don’t have children, providing better workforce development programs, as well as doing more coordination with the justice system. 

2. Chicago: Project Match and Human Capital Development
Project Match has been operating in Chicago since the 1980s and, more recently, in many other US cities. Their program is based on the belief that people don’t make choices about work based on utilitarian, rational choice models – many other factors come into play, and those other factors must be recognized, accommodated and addressed. They believe that any expectations that are placed on people on assistance must be “developmentally appropriate” – a notion that comes from the “human development” approach that is based on an understanding of the complexity of the ways in which human beings learn, progress, and achieve success. 
Their approach includes the belief that interactions with clients should not begin with questions that highlight the negative aspects of a person’s life (e.g., “Are you a drug addict? Have you been in an abusive relationship?”), as this serves only to further shame people. Instead, they start out with questions that give insight into what a person can do, what they are capable of doing, and what they are currently able to do, as well as their hopes, dreams, and goals. In this way, they let behaviour, not “barriers”, guide their assessment process. 
Their approach starts with listening to the person’s individual needs, desires, hopes, fears, and goals. They then tailor services and programming accordingly and closely monitor the client’s successes, modifying the individual program depending on that success. They set goals with the client appropriate to their developmental stage – these goals may be small, such as ensuring their kids get to school each day, or may be larger, such as attending a work-related program, depending on the capacity of the client. Stipends are provided for activities related to work, so, for example, if a person completes two hours of work, they may receive four hours of childcare in return.
Their programs are based on the belief that combining services and programs, not sequencing, is more effective in terms of building human capacity. They have found that their approach is equally as successful as other approaches in terms of getting people into work, but they have produced better outcomes for people who are not able to work full time. For example, they have created programs for people in Chicago Housing Authority housing, which introduced a work requirement for continued public housing support. This “helped sort the caseload” into those who are able to work and those who are not. In order to assist those who are not, and help them continue to receive public housing support, they worked to, for example, get parents to get their children into developmental programs – their continued public housing support is thus tied to the requirement that parents fulfill goals related to improving outcomes for their children and keeping their households as stable as possible. 

She said that while government often touts the benefits of providing subsidies to employers, in their experience less than 50% of subsidized jobs turn into regular, permanent jobs. 
3. New York City (and elsewhere): Seedco and Service Provider Sustainability
Seedco is a non-profit provider of management services to community based organizations that provide direct client services; however, they also have a suite of direct client services that they provide in certain US cities. Their executive director presented on their “full circle” model of services, which focuses on a combination of work and family supports benefits, workforce development programs, and community lending and small business services.
This model allows them to provide income supports, assist in making the transition from welfare to work, and give supports to employers to ensure the provision of jobs. They want to ensure quality jobs, career ladders, and improvement of life conditions. 

After the reforms in NYC (see above), ‘welfare to work’ services were at first contracted out to big companies, but lately there has been a move toward more community-based organizations because of the advantages they are able to bring to service provision. However, these small organizations are not able to take on major financial risks and they lack the infrastructure to compete for and implement large government contracts. Seedco has become the intermediary in terms of management services. 

They act to engage employers and encourage them to provide career pathways, on a sectoral basis. They act as the intermediary between employers and job seekers, and respond to employer needs at both the sector and firm level. In this way they have a “dual client” approach, which is also very local. 

They have learned that there are four aspects that are critical in terms of getting people into the labour market. There must be:
· a community-based model of service provision and labour market engagement;
· an intermediary to manage and enhance the networks involved in the community-based model;
· training and welfare to work services aligned with industry needs; and,
· clear career pathways with access to good education and training services. 

4: Australia: Brotherhood of St. Laurence
Brotherhood of St. Laurence is an advocacy group lobbying for “an Australia free of poverty”. Its Senior Manager of Research and Policy presented on income support and ‘welfare to work’ policy changes in Australia over the past many years. 

Australia currently has 1.5 million people (12.2% of total population) who are “underutilised” in the labour market, 858,000 (7.2%) who are underemployed, and  600,000 (5%) who are unemployed. There are also low labour market participation rates for youth, and a high degree of competition for job vacancies. There has been a shift over the period of the global recession towards long-term utilisation of social assistance benefits and programs. Despite an economic boom before the recession, many working age Australians were slipping into poverty. There is a large number of people for whom the “bridges” into decent and sustainable work have not yet been built. A labour shortage is looming as the economy picks up. And, there is a mismatch between employer needs and job seeker foundational skills and training. 
Australia’s active labour market programs (i.e., activation programs) were instituted in the late 1990s with a “work first” focus based on assumptions about behavioural poverty to explain welfare dependence and job seeker behaviour. Much of the system has been privatized, and activation coupled with compulsion has been part of the system for many years. 
Since the global economic recession, the Australian government has made an immediate policy shift to a “human capital focus” based on a “training first” agenda. This policy shift was based not only on the shift in the economy, but also on evidence-based research that demonstrated that the previous policy regime was not meeting its objectives, nor assisting in reducing poverty. 
Despite this shift, the speaker raised the following problems with the Australian system:
1) Australia spends a very small amount (as a percentage of GDP) on labour market programs as compared to other OECD countries;

2) In addition, there is a significant underinvestment in delivery aimed at “highly disadvantaged groups”;

3) The Australian funding model has perverse incentives, such as “creaming”, high administrative expenditures for service providers, standardization rather than individualization of training and skills development, and limited direct contacted between providers and people requiring assistance; 

4) There is weak integration of assistance for the “hardest to help”;
5) There is not enough focus on employers, which is demonstrated by a lack of job sustainability resulting from the programs;

6) The focus on compliance and compulsion is counter-productive, with evidence of waste of resources due to both inaccuracies within the system itself as well as the extent to which barriers limit full participation for highly disadvantaged groups.

Brotherhood of St. Laurence has instituted a pilot project aimed at better integration of services than the current model allows for. Its Centre for Work and Learning takes a place-based (local) approach aimed at highly disadvantaged residents in inner city high density public housing. The project is based on:

· voluntary participation;

· client-centred assistance with continuity of support;

· foundational skill needs and barriers;

· vocational training and work experience linked to local jobs and employers;

· proactive engagement and support for employers;

· social enterprise and traineeships.   

BSL is advocating for further reforms to the Australian system, including implementation of an “integrated employment pathway” approach to better serve highly disadvantaged job seekers. This approach is based on the Centre for Work and Learning model, requiring increased resources and building on effective local innovations with the key elements of continuous support, soft skills building, flexible vocational training, paid work with a local employer or traineeship with a social enterprise, job placement, and employer support and mentoring. 

They are also advocating for broader social policy reforms to support work opportunities and “make work pay”, such as workplace diversity measures, social procurement policies to support local enterprises, incentives for business to ensure low skilled employees have portable skills and qualifications in case of job loss; retention and advancement measures, and measures to support job retention (e.g., reducing marginal tax rates, rent moratoria, etc.). 
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