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CH Introduction 

Poverty carries a lot of stigma and shame. Those of us who grew up poor know all to well the 

creative strategies and diversions we come up with to hide our struggles to fit in. Poverty and 

being fatherless was something that I felt shame around and spent a lot of energy concealing and 

avoiding when asked about my homelife. Because I worked so hard at hiding these realities I did 

not think that anyone cared about the poor, the struggle, the stigma, the trauma. I was luckier 

than most. My mother was loving, fun, and full of life despite the multiple jobs she held down as 

a young single mother raising two kids on her own. When we had to move across the country 

and leave our life behind and start over, she had few options but to go on welfare until she could 

get back on her feet. The harshness to which she was judged and treated and the sting of town 

gossip and moral judgement specifically because she was single, young and receiving social 

assistance was unyielding. The absence of a husband made her suspect of all kinds of immoral 

doings from sleeping around to drug addiction. I knew this because my classmates would taunt 

and tease me; as a young child, it was humiliating and I internalized this stigma. I carried this 

pain with me for a long time, hidden deep down, until it was pulled out of me unexpectedly in a 

lecture hall. 

I never imagined writing a book about welfare, surveillance, or the regulation of poor 

single mothers, especially because it was so close to home, an uncomfortable home I had spent a 

great deal of my life distancing myself from. During my undergraduate degree, I had not come 

across research or writings on poverty and the experiences of single mothers until my final year 

for a course on gender and the welfare state. When I first read Pat Capponi’s Dispatches from the 

Poverty Line and Margaret Little’s No Car, No Radio, No Liquor Permit I was moved so deeply 
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that I could hardly articulate my thoughts about these readings in my seminars. I found myself 

having to leave class during documentaries about poverty, especially when it zeroed in on the 

intersections of family and state violence. In some ways I felt exposed and raw, yet I also felt 

seen and my experiences validated for the first time as I had not seen struggles of poverty, as 

well as defiant resistance, from the perspectives of women and single mothers reflected in the 

course content until then. 

I was inspired by anti-poverty and feminist writers and thinkers who were committed to 

exposing the injustice and unearthing the everyday experiences and resistance of what it was like 

to be poor in a system designed to break us — including those who actually lived it or were 

imbedded in anti-poverty activism. I was called to anti-poverty activism and research because I 

felt affinity with these women’s stories and a part of me thought I could heal my own pain by 

confronting the injustice. A rich body of anti-poverty, feminist, social-legal, and anti-racist 

research had documented and challenged Ontario’s neoliberal welfare reforms of the 1990s and 

the impacts on single mothers, yet few had examined the multi-layered welfare surveillance 

apparatus and the accompanying privatization of social services. Welfare surveillance became 

my entry point and added a new lens and exploration on the criminalization and stigmatization of 

poverty in Ontario. 

When I sat down to interview Marie in my home, I was reminded of the tenacity of single 

mothers who find creative and necessary means to survive. She shared her strategies that would 

be largely impossible to hide with the sophisticated technologies used by Ontario Works (OW) 

today. Marie shared that she was “completely opposed” to surveillance “instead of the whole 

belief that you’re innocent until proven guilty … it’s a system where they’re out to prove you 

guilty.” Prior to the welfare reforms and anti-fraud surveillance technologies of the mid-1990s, 
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she worked under the table bartending and waitressing. While an underground service economy 

still exists today, it is much harder to hide this from welfare authorities, especially if it is not paid 

in cash as they can access bank account statements as well as mandatory reporting for any 

additional income. Additionally, employers can use this to their advantage and leverage it to 

coerce workers to do work longer or do tasks outside of their job descriptions. Tara shared that 

she faced discrimination as a Black single mother in her under the table job that she took to help 

pay for her medication not covered by the Ontario Works (OW) Drug Card. She feared that they 

would report her to the welfare fraud hotline if she refused unsafe work or additional hours. She 

had no recourse or workplace protections, and her employer used this to their advantage to 

further exploit her. This was a common feeling among the women I interviewed, many felt 

criminal and “bad” for needing financial support following a separation, fleeing abusive 

situations, succumbing to illness, loss of employment, or a combination of these life crisis. 

The women I interviewed shared countless stories of how they felt very little of their 

lives escaped the gaze of Ontario Works. What was most troubling was how invasive and 

penetrating the gaze invaded their personal lives including romantic relationships, where the 

bought their groceries, how they balanced their budgets and how they parented. For instance, I 

interviewed two sisters who shared that they felt that even their sex lives were monitored by 

welfare. They were worried about how often their partners came over and if the neighbours 

would “rat them out” to the fraud hotlines. This was further complicated in situations where there 

was shared custody and parents were doing their best to co-parent. Fiona was shocked that her 

caseworker found out that she was at a community fair with her ex-husband and children and 

faced an investigation for welfare fraud. Investigations, surveillance, and accusations of fraud 

made single mothers feel criminal and they feared for their future and the custody of their 
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children as investigations could trigger the involvement of child welfare authorities. They shared 

painful examples of how welfare surveillance went beyond welfare offices and included 

community surveillance. Even charities like foodbanks increasingly employ file and electronic 

surveillance to determine eligibility for basic needs. 

What my study revealed is that welfare surveillance has evolved, and home visits and 

inspections have largely been replaced with a much more sophisticated apparatus of surveillance, 

regulation and social control. Today, welfare surveillance goes beyond the face-to-face and the 

bureaucratic demands on women to provide constant “proof” that they are deserving. The new 

powerful computer databases initiated in the late 1990s that include algorithmic surveillance to 

weed out the alleged wide-spread fraud. This system has become automated and uses risk criteria 

to alert caseworkers of potential fraud and issues automatic letters to recipients when a file is 

“red flagged.” Receiving these letters made single mother’s hearts skip a beat and the threats of 

financial punishments was experienced as a coercive form of economic violence enacted by the 

state. The letters threatened to cut off benefits, criminally investigate them for fraud, and review 

their files for reasons often outside of their control and often reasons they were completely 

unaware of. Women felt powerless in the system, or as Annie described, “like a puppet on a 

string.” 

Policy and the rules and regulations attached to them, are not neutral, they have real 

impacts on people’s live. The sophisticated surveillance technologies that have evolved are 

imbedded with bias and assumptions about the poor that date back to the earliest state supports 

for the poor. Over the past decade and countless hours I spent with single mothers, anti-poverty 

activists, social policy analysts, and caseworkers I learned that the welfare surveillance apparatus 

is purposeful and has wide reaching social and political consequences for the poor. The 
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criminalization of poverty, the ever shrinking welfare state, the privatization of social services, 

discrimination and social exclusion are just some of the many ways that welfare surveillance 

impacts low-income communities. I undertook this study with two key goals 1) to understand 

and map the welfare surveillance apparatus and 2) to understand, from the perspectives of those 

who endure this surveillance, as well as those expected to enforce it (caseworkers) their 

experiences of welfare surveillance. 

H1 The Feminization of Poverty, A “No-Win” Situation 

Nationally, over 2.4 million women and girls are living on a low income — a rate of 13.8 percent 

(Statistics Canada 2016a). Women make up 81 percent of lone parents (Statistics Canada 2015) 

and single mothers have been identified as being at a “high risk” for poverty (Lankin and Sheikh 

2012: 98). While women are more likely to experience poverty, single mother families are at a 

particular disadvantage as they are often forced to take part time, poorly paid jobs to meet their 

childcare responsibilities (van Berkum and Oudshoorn 2015; Vincent 2013). As of 2021, single 

adults without children make up the majority (61%, n=200,231) of cases on social assistance in 

Ontario. However, when you account for total beneficiaries (including dependents), lone parents 

and their children are the largest group of recipients (48%, n=372,288) with over 93 percent of 

lone parents headed by women (Zon and Granofsky 2019; OMCCSS 2021). 

While we must account for how the feminization of poverty is experienced differently 

depending on one’s social location, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and disability, we must also 

acknowledge the systemic factors that perpetuate the feminization of poverty. Unfortunately 

Ontario Works does not collect this data, which prevents researchers from gaining a deeper 

understanding of social assistance recipients. There are many overlapping and compounding 
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systemic factors that keep women poor (Wallis and Kwok 2008). Race and gender labour market 

exclusions, discrimination and lack of opportunities to advance prevents women from leaving 

poverty and the ranks of the working poor (Block, Galabuzi, and Tranjan 2019; Katshunga et al. 

2019; Wallis and Kwok 2008). Persisting gender stereotypes about “women’s work” in the home 

and the simultaneous devaluation of this unpaid care work erases this labour, which contributes 

to “double” and even “triple days” for women in paid employment (Bezanson and Luxton 2006). 

The deficit of affordable childcare options is a significant barrier facing working women so that 

they can equally participate in the labour market. Adding to all of this, domestic violence, which 

is one of the leading causes of women’s homelessness, contributes to financial precarity and 

housing instability creating even more vulnerabilities to poverty (Schwan et al. 2020; Maki 

2017). Finally, after decades of neoliberal reforms, the eroded welfare state fails to support 

women when they experience financial hardships as social assistance rates remain far below the 

poverty line and the various systems of support (social housing, social assistance, etc.) are 

insufficient and disconnected resulting in ineffective system responses. 

The feminization of poverty is deeply intertwined with systemic racism as seen in the 

Canadian labour market. The 2016 Census demonstrated that 20.8 percent of people of colour are 

low-income compared to 12.2 percent of non-racialized people (Statistics Canada 2016c).1 

Accounting for gender, racialized women face higher levels of poverty; 65 percent of families 

led by single Black mothers are poor compared to 26 percent of families headed by white single 

mothers (Statistics Canada 2016a; Katshunga et al. 2019). Racialized women, both immigrant 

and Canadian-born, are often segregated into non-unionized precarious, low paying jobs with 

little or no benefits in the service sector or care economy (Galabuzi 2006; Block, Galabuzi and 

1 For a great resource on the racialization of poverty, see the Colour of Poverty 2019. 
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Tranjan 2019; Katshunga et al. 2019). The gender and racialized pay gap is also a factor with 

racialized women earning 59 cents in comparison to non-racialized men and 87 cents per dollar 

compared to non-racialized women (Block, Galabuzi and Tranjan 2019: 14). Since racialized 

women are segregated into low paying and precarious work “employment offers little protection 

from poverty” (Katshunga et al. 2019: n.p.). For Black women specifically in the greater Toronto 

area, “one of the highest rates of working poverty was among Black women at 10.5 percent,” 

which was more than double the rates for white female workers (4.7 percent) (Katshunga et al. 

2019: n.p.). Systemic discrimination and racist labour market policies, including social 

assistance, perpetuate a cycle of poverty that make it difficult for racialized women, especially 

single mothers to get ahead. 

In Canada, Indigenous peoples are made up of three distinct groups including First 

Nations, Métis, and Inuit with each group having many distinct cultural groups within. As a 

result of a long history of colonialism, systemic racism and sexist discrimination, Indigenous 

women face some of the highest levels of poverty in Canada (MMIWG 2019; NWAC 2019; 

Yerichuk, Johnson, Felix-Mah and Hanson 2016). The social and economic marginalization 

experienced by Indigenous single mothers puts them at further risk for violence — at the state 

level (systemic violence), the institutional level (education, health care, housing, social 

assistance, etc.) and as individuals (domestic violence, non-partner violence, lateral violence, 

etc.) (MMIWG 2019). Yet there is a paucity of research and data exploring the poverty of 

Indigenous mothers; much of the literature focuses on children’s poverty instead. However, the 

existing research does provide insight into the disparity. A report co-published by the Canadian 

Centre for Policy Alternatives and the Assembly of First Nations, found that more than half (53 

percent) of First Nations children on reserve live in poverty, off reserve (41 percent), non-status 
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First Nations (32 percent), Inuit children (25 percent) and Métis children (22 percent), compared 

to the 1 in 5 or 18 percent national average (Beedie, Macdonald and Wilson 2019: 9). National 

census data is not capturing accurate data on Indigenous peoples; the Native Women’s 

Association of Canada has been fighting for decades for data on poverty for each Indigenous 

identity (NWAC 2017). 

For decades researchers, policy analysts, caseworkers, politicians, and anti-poverty 

activists have noted that social assistance rates are woefully inadequate, leaving many single 

parent families struggling to meet their basic needs including food and shelter and few 

alternatives for survivors who have to choose staying with abusers and homelessness (Little 

2015; van Berkum and Oudshoorn 2015). A bare bones budget calculation illustrates the 

impossible situation facing lone parents, a majority of which are single mothers. Across Ontario, 

a single parent with one child under 17 years receives $360 for basic needs and up to $642 extra 

for shelter, a total monthly allowance of $1002 regardless of the size of the community or cost of 

housing, which varies significantly in rural and urban centres (OMCCSS 2020c). In addition to this 

amount, if the recipient has filed their annual taxes, they are eligible to receive a federal and 

provincial child tax benefit. The maximum Canadian Child Benefit for children under age of six 

($553.25) and Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) ($119.50) totals $672.75 for one child. Combined, 

this amounts to $1674.75 per month to cover shelter, food, childcare, and all other expenses. 

However, the OCB is not universal nor accessible to all families, especially racialized families; 

recent immigrants may only access the OCB if their partner is a Canadian citizen, a permanent 

resident, a refugee, or a temporary resident who has lived in Canada for the past 18 months and 

who has a valid Temporary Resident Permit (Government of Canada 2012). Indigenous 
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applicants for OCB are also at a disadvantage because applicants must file an income tax return in 

order to be eligible, and families who live on First Nations reserve are not required to file them. 

As Table 1 shows, the average costs of living for a family of two in Toronto in 2020 are 

well above ($2761 vs $1675) the amounts allotted to a single parent and child on Ontario Works 

(Lowest Rates 2021). The Low Income Cut-Offs (LICOs), has historically been the only measure 

Canada used to measure poverty, was $26,143 in 2018 for a family of two in a large urban centre 

(Statistics Canada 2020a). The total annual income a single parent with one child receives on 

social assistance is $20,100 — $6043 below the LICOs. As part of Canada’s First Poverty 

Reduction Strategy, in 2018 the Canadian government introduced a new low-income measure, 

the Market Basket Measure (MBM), to establish Canada’s Official Poverty Line (Heisz n.d.). The 

MBM is calculated “based on the cost of a basket of goods and services that individuals and 

families require to meet their basic needs and achieve a modest standard of living” (3). The MBM 

marks progress, however, critiques of the MBM argue that it only addresses physical sustenance 

and therefore ignores social and cultural needs as well as the impacts of social exclusion that 

accompanies poverty (Campaign 2000: 2018). In 2018, the MBM in Toronto was estimated at 

$48,142 (Statistics Canada 2020b), more than double the amount afforded to OW recipients with 

one child ($20,100). 

Table 1: Average Monthly Living Costs in Toronto Ontario, 2020 

*Totals have been rounded up.

Expenses Amount 

Rent (2 bedroom) $2966 

Transportation $259 

Earl
y E

xc
erp

t



18 

Food (family) $1055 

Phone and Internet $156 

Total Expenses $4436 

Total Income (Social Assistance and 

Child Benefit) 

$1675 

Discrepancy in benefits vs. cost of 

living 

-$2761 

Discrepancy in benefits vs. MBM -$2336 

The feminization and racialization of poverty is troubling and our broken social safety net is 

failing low income mothers. Considering these harsh realities where welfare rates do not come 

close to providing the necessary financial supports to meet basic needs, it is shocking to see how 

closely surveilled single mothers spending was. As I interviewed caseworkers, it was clear that 

there were differing opinions on how much surveillance is required to administer welfare 

benefits. Some were more understanding of the struggle facing low income women and cited the 

stats and numerous system failures that keep women poor. Ohers had no qualms about digging 

into people’s personal lives and did not see any issues with welfare surveillance. One caseworker 

I interviewed actually felt obligated to keep tabs on recipients and felt that the work he did was 

no different than a bank teller who does financial assessment. Yet the moral undertones and 

placing blame on recipients for their life circumstances was clear, “In life there’s nothing really 

free and at the end of the day people are turning to Ontario Works to get help … there has to be 

some accountability” (Peter, caseworker). 
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Surveillance has become increasingly normalized in many aspects of our lives and 

“systematic surveillance has become routine and inescapable part of everyday life in modern 

times” (Lyon 2009: 1). Surveillance is ubiquitous in the workplace, finance, law enforcement, 

education, health care, social media, and has been “rapidly embraced as the central mode of 

administrative management” (Gilliom 2001: 124). With ever-evolving technological 

advancements and anti-welfare sentiments, surveillance practices since the late 1980s have 

become particularly prevalent in government services in countries that have most enthusiastically 

embraced the neoliberal doctrines, specifically Canada, the U.S., Australia, and the U.K 

(Webster 2012). Because surveillance mechanisms have become so pervasive, during my 

research I was frequently told, by skeptics and liberals alike: “well if you have nothing to hide,” 

“if you haven’t done anything wrong,” “if you follow the rules,” “it is just the way it is now,” 

and “we need technology to solve our problems.” At the other extreme I heard myths and 

misconceptions about “widespread fraud,” “welfare cheats,” the “lazy,” and “undeserving” 

stereotypes of those who at times rely on social assistance for their subsistence. They were not to 

be trusted and therefore surveillance and regulating their behaviour were necessary to ensure that 

they were not abusing the system. 

In the following pages I hope to disrupt such assumptions about surveillance and 

technology by situating the experiences of those who must live under these conditions at the 

centre of the narrative. It is my hope that the insights of single mothers on social assistance will 

challenge these normalized ideas of surveillance as neutral, apolitical and harmless, as well as 

poor bashing stereotypes that suggest that the poor deserve such intensive monitoring of their 

private lives. Welfare surveillance is neither apolitical nor neutral, indeed as I will demonstrate 
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social sorting, discrimination, moral regulation and “othering” processes are intertwined with 

various surveillance practices and not everyone is surveilled for the same reasons. 

 

H1 Key concepts and terms 

While studying welfare surveillance, it became clear that there was lacking a conceptual model 

that could capture the full experience of what it is like to live under this form of surveillance and 

regulation. Employing feminist methods and theory situates the lived experience as an important 

form of knowledge construction and uncovers how hidden forms of state regulation manifest in 

the daily lives of single mothers on social assistance (Naples 2003: 143). Theoretically, I weave 

together feminist political economy, moral regulation and theories of surveillance to analyze the 

impacts of welfare surveillance and regulation on single mothers and caseworkers. Feminist 

scholars of poverty have largely ignored technological surveillance as an area of inquiry and only 

a handful of surveillance scholars have grappled with surveillance in the lives of low-income 

people, particularly low-income, racialized and Indigenous women. Too often these theoretical 

perspectives are not in conversation with one another, missing the potential for new insights and 

interdisciplinary connections across and beyond theoretical frameworks. By merging these 

perspectives together, I aim to build a conceptual model of the welfare surveillance apparatus. 

Here I go over some of the main concepts that are used throughout the book to guide the reader 

in their understanding and application of welfare surveillance. 

Welfare and social assistance are used interchangeably throughout the book. While the 

term “welfare” has and continues to be used in a derogatory manner by some it was the more 

common term that the single mothers and advocates I interviewed used. The term welfare state 

refers to a host of government-funded and managed public services such as health, education, 
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and social services (including social assistance, unemployment insurance, disability supports, 

etc.). I used the term “recipients” rather than clients to challenge neoliberal framing that 

increasingly individualizes poverty by and treats welfare delivery as a business and exchange of 

consumer goods that can be outsourced and earmarked for profit. 

 

H2 Surveillance 

Surveillance involves close monitoring, observation, record keeping, and categorization of 

information about individuals (Lyon 2007). Surveillance is much more than just watching 

individuals or groups. Lyon outlines three different types of surveillance used to classify 

individuals including human surveillance, file-based surveillance, and interface (electronic) 

surveillance. While surveillance has existed long before computer databases and technology, for 

instance, the census, surveillance in modern society is unique because of the capacity to speed up 

the collection, analysis, categorization, and analysis of vast amounts of data, as well as the 

permeance of the digital record (Lyon 2007). State surveillance is not neutral but rather a form of 

social control that is experienced differently as not everyone is surveilled in the same way or for 

the same reasons (Lyon 2007; Monahan 2010, 2017). As Gilliom argues, “Surveillance of human 

behaviour is in place to control human behaviour, whether by limiting access to programs or 

institutions, monitoring and affecting behaviour within those arenas, or otherwise enforcing rules 

and norms by observing and recording acts of compliance and deviance” (2001: 3). 

In the context of publicly funded social programs, welfare surveillance is a concept that 

refers to the technologies, practices, regulation and implications of tracking applicants and 

beneficiaries of social assistance and services (Dee 2013; Maki 2015; Gilliom 2001; Henman 

and Marston 2008; Monahan 2010). Welfare surveillance is utilized by the state to monitor and 

Earl
y E

xc
erp

t



22 
 

regulate low income communities often across multiple government jurisdictions. Depending on 

what services the poor are trying to access, they will encounter different types of surveillance 

(Henman and Marston 2008: 191; Gilliom 2001: 42). Yet, it is not only the state that draws on 

welfare surveillance, communities, individuals, and increasingly non-governmental 

organizations, private companies and employers participate in monitoring the poor as well. 

Borrowing from the work of Foucault (1980), I use the term “apparatus” to map out the various 

interconnected systems of state and non-state welfare surveillance leveled against the poor 

including the policy and regulations, bureaucracy, welfare offices, community surveillance, and 

increasingly surveillance technologies. Framing in this way helps identify how the “apparatus 

itself is the system of relations that can be established between these elements” (194). 

We also need to think about computers and emerging technologies and how they factor 

into welfare surveillance and subsequent social sorting: “There are dangers inherent in 

surveillance systems whose crucial coding mechanisms involve categories derived from 

stereotypical or prejudicial sources” (Lyon 2003: 2). For instance, in a U.S. study about 

automating public services, Eubanks found, “in new data-based surveillance, the target often 

emerges from the data … Surveillance is not only a means of watching or tracking, it is also a 

mechanism for social sorting. Coordinated entry collects data tied to an individual behaviour, 

assesses vulnerability, and assigns different interventions based on that valuation” (2017: 122, 

emphasis in original). Algorithmic surveillance (Yeung 2018) refers to contemporary 

surveillance that draws on the management of risk using algorithms developed by computer 

databases to predict risky behaviour or populations and is a useful concept for understanding 

how welfare automates decision making. Specifically, pre-defined codes developed through the 

software work with “criteria to trigger special programmed events (alarms, etc.) or outcomes 
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(profiles of risky people)” (Ceyhan 2012: 43). The process of risk management and predicting 

behaviours before they even occur separates modern surveillance from previous methods that 

were not possible without the current technology and reach (Lyon 2007: 56). It is important to 

look beyond the mathematical and technical aspects of algorithms to account for the humans that 

design them, the institutions that use them and those who are impacted by them (the users) 

(Yeung 2018: 506). Indeed, there is the potential for data to obscure discrimination against 

people on the basis of their gender, race, disability, and class (Monahan 2009, 2010, 2017; Lyon 

2007; Barocas and Selbst 2016; Noble 2018). 

Understanding how these different surveillance practices come together and spread out 

among other governing bodies helps illuminate the ways in which single mothers are caught in 

an interconnected web of interwoven surveillance threads. Borrowing from Haggerty and 

Ericson’s (2002) theory of surveillance assemblages, “surveillance mashups” is a concept 

created by Nicolas Pleace (2007) to describe data sharing by multiple social services sources to 

acquire the necessary information about low income individuals. It means that welfare recipients 

may be monitored by several surveillance mechanisms and social service government agencies at 

any given time. Mashups allocate power to social service agencies to amalgamate, share, and 

categorize confidential information about welfare recipients and poor people in general (6). 

These powerful database sharing technologies have drastically widen the capacity of the state to 

monitor individuals and increasingly is automated (Eubanks 2017; Maki 2015). It is used 

throughout to describe data sharing between different government bodies for the purpose of 

surveillance. Social control therefore operates at multiple levels in the welfare state apparatus: 

other governing bodies, caseworkers, civil society and by the recipients themselves in the form 

of self-surveillance and self-monitoring whereby individuals internalize social control and 
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