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Chapter One

Experiencing Social Policy
Focusing on People, Not Policy Arenas

Speaking out is not a simple gesture of freedom in a culture of
domination. (hooks 1989: 16)

Introduction

Capturing and articulating the effects of changing social policies on
people’s lives is important in countries like Canada that have a wel-

fare-state tradition.1  Relating the quality of life of citizens to the existence
of certain types of policies is seldom contested in the field of policy
analysis. Rather, the challenge lies, both conceptually and methodologi-
cally, in illuminating the dimensions of this complex relationship. This
book takes up that challenge. It strives to capture how social policies daily
affect people as individuals, as members of households, as participants in
communities of various sorts, as employees and as citizens in a country
where many enjoy a relatively high standard of living. Drawing on inter-
views with members of forty households conducted between 1997–2000,
this book presents some of the outcomes of neoliberal economic restruc-
turing in Ontario and poses stark questions about mainstream policy
analysis and research. Chapter Nine details our methodology in depth.

In an international context of rising wealth disparities and economic
and social crises in many nations, increasing attention is being paid to how
to build social well-being in order to buffer societies against social disen-
gagement (World Bank 2000). As the uneven effects of market economies
become more global, policy discourse about citizenship has moved from a
focus on social security and universal entitlements to discussions of social
exclusion/inclusion, social cohesion and the role of social capital. The
research presented in this book captures some of the complex local effects
of neoliberalism operating under the aegis of globalization.2  Household
stories document how aspects of globalization reached into people’s lives;
they also reveal the limited theoretical understanding of these effects.
Each chapter presented here documents not only the microeffects of
neoliberalism but also its larger implications for policy analysis.

Our approach to understanding the experiences of individuals con-
fronted by social policy change, which itself has resulted from neoliberal
globalization, is embedded in critical theory. In the social sciences, the
term critical theory has become a shorthand reference for a variety of
attempts to break with the theoretical moulds presented by the dominant
strands of liberalism/neoliberalism. Originating with theoretical work
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emerging from the Frankfurt School, it now encompasses reformulations
of Marxist theory, the spectrum of feminist challenges and poststructuralist
inquiries. Critical race theory also informs our approach. We consider how
race is formed, fashioned and operates in relation to and through other
systems of exclusion, marginalization, abuse and oppression (Goldberg
and Essed 2002: 3). Discourse analysis, which emphasizes speech as per-
formance and “talk” as action, grounds our interpretation of popular and
household-derived discourses about welfare recipients, immigrants, youth
and taxpayer. In this book, a central concept in sampling and analysis was
social location. Social location is defined by the inter-sectionality of di-
mensions of privilege and oppression.3  Starting with the lens of social
location, this book insists on approaching social policy by considering its
differential effects, based on individual and household location within the
Canadian social landscape. In the chapters that follow, household stories
reveal how social policies and programs played out in ways that reinforced
social inequalities arising from differences in class, gender, race, region,
ability and sexuality.

The approach employed in this book deviates from mainstream sin-
gle-issue policy stances. Issues deemed important from the perspective of
those who live with the effects of policies do not map neatly onto pre-set
categories. Although policies are developed and implemented as discrete
entities, they are not experienced in isolation from one another. Engaging
in policy debates from a different entry point, the book is grounded in the
experiences of participants in forty households who were interviewed
repeatedly over three years. During each of four rounds of interviews, the
primary focus rested on the concerns and priorities that were central to
household members; questions about policy issues that were in the news
were secondary. The narratives of the households interviewed for this
study demonstrate how welfare state restructuring affects quality of life.
Key themes that emerged were the scope and speed with which economic
and social policy changes affect people’s lives; the surveillance, violence
and policing that mark the lives of many; the multidimensional effects of
income insecurity; the harm resulting from dominant expectations of a
work career; the mechanisms that maintain social exclusion; how the
myths of family and community deny access to social services; and how
social policies affect people’s subjectivity, critical capacities and ultimately
their identities. By linking these accounts to conceptual and methodologi-
cal debates about definitions of household, income, paid and unpaid work,
support networks and research design, we suggest that the way policy
analysis is commonly understood and practised must be rethought. Set
within the context of the political economy of social policy in the 1990s,
this chapter places the themes emerging from household stories alongside
several important conceptual and methodological debates amongst policy
analysts. It reviews our approach to researching social policy and discusses
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the use of narrative as a source of policy data.
This chapter proceeds in four stages. First, we set the context in which

the household case studies took place. We consider the 1990s as a decade
of economic restructuring, intensified globalization and neoliberal ascend-
ancy in political discourse and practice. In such a context, citizenship is
redefined. Individual experiences of changes in social and taxation policy
are thus framed by new definitions of “who counts” as a citizen in a
shrinking welfare state. Second, we consider the potential and limitations
of social policy analysis in a neoliberal era. Third, we argue that taking the
experiences of members of households seriously matters. Finally, we pro-
vide a map of the layout of the book.

The Nineties—A Decade of Growing Disparities

As in most regions of North America, the province of Ontario, Canada,
was undergoing significant economic and social change during the 1980s
and 1990s. Many of these changes are commonly attributed to the globali-
zation of markets since the 1970s, the effects of which reoriented the
Canadian economic and political landscape. The size and nature of the
relationship between globalization and social change is the subject of
ongoing dispute. For the purposes of this book, globalization is important
because it became the rationale for economic restructuring and an ideo-
logical reorientation regarding state provisioning and social citizenship. In
1995, a provincial election in Ontario saw the return to power of a con-
servative government (under the leadership of Mike Harris) with an eco-
nomic and social vision closely aligned with that of the former Thatcher
Conservatives in the U.K. and the Reagan-Bush Republican right in the
U.S. Provincial initiatives introduced during the three years of the research
confirmed this assessment.4  For example, at the provincial level, employ-
ment equity legislation was revoked; labour legislation was weakened;
social assistance payments were cut by almost one quarter; and education,
public service and health care sectors underwent massive restructuring,
with cuts to their labour forces (for an overview of the speed and scope of
some of these policy changes, see Bezanson and Valentine 1998). Signifi-
cantly, that election also marked a turning point in what was considered
legitimate public policy discourse.

Policy changes reinforced conditions for setting groups against each
other. A decrease in federal transfers and a focus on tax cuts at the
provincial level of government pitted upper-income groups, who were
presumed to require few public goods, against lower-income households,
who required more; the repeal of the Employment Equity Act and cuts to
programs aimed at immigrants and refugees reversed the anti-racist gains
that community groups had fought so long and hard to achieve (Trickey
1997). These events, and the divisions they generated, were not unique to
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Ontario.5  Furthermore, interviews for this study were taking place at a
time when rapid local changes were also occurring as cities were amalga-
mated into administrative regions. Thus, the whole public sphere was
destabilized, making quite visible the tension between local identity and
global pressures.

Restructuring has become a household word in recent years as govern-
ments grapple with changes stemming from the globalization of markets.
Restructuring and globalization have become code for summarizing a
number of trends: (1) the emergence of an economy based on the activities
of transnational corporations; (2) the rapid introduction of new informa-
tion technologies that are revolutionizing communications and the inter-
national dissemination of culture; (3) the formation of regional trading
blocs such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the
Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) and the European Common
Market (EC); and (4) the development of supranational institutions such as
the World Trade Organization and the World Court (Castles and Davidson
2000: 4). The powers of nation states seem to be increasingly circum-
scribed by the forces of globalization (Beiner 1995). At the micro-level,
based on data from this study, the changes brought about by restructuring
resulted in a pervasive insecurity around employment and the disappearing
social safety net at a time when the economy was booming (see Bezanson
and McMurray 2000). Chapter Three takes up the theme of income
insecurity in the lives of members of households, while Chapter Seven
reveals the ways in which the depletion of social infrastructure affects
personal relationships and choices available to people.

What Does it Mean to be a Citizen?

In the context of globalization and restructuring, citizenship emerges as a
central concept. Most accounts of citizenship in western countries are
informed by T.S. Marshall’s theory (1965), which assumes the existence of a
nation wherein a welfare state operates to redistribute, through taxes and
social benefits, some of the resources that accrue disproportionately to
different sectors of the population. The existence of the welfare state
suggests a recognition of the contradictions that exist between the ideals
of democracy and equality on one hand, and the operation of a market-
based economy on the other. Marshall, and others, also argued that civil
rights can progress to social rights such as rights to education, housing,
employment and health. In countries like Canada, citizenship rights have
been tied to participation in the market economy. This results in the de
facto exclusion of many people who do not, and cannot, participate in the
paid labour force. Furthermore, such citizenship models render invisible
the mechanisms by which segments of the population historically and
currently are disenfranchised. The stories of Aboriginal households, peo-
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ple with disabilities and many women reveal how rights are negated and
claims invalidated. Juxtaposed to the above welfare-state tradition has
been the movement by a wide variety of groups over the last decade to
expand the arena of citizenship claims and to challenge long-standing
exclusions by broadening the definition of democracy (Lewis, Gewirtz and
Clarke 2000; Vandenberg 2000). These efforts expose some of the limita-
tions in Marshall’s assumptions, not the least of which is that the nation-
state is the deciding factor in determining the quality of life of its citizens.
The nation-state’s role is no longer fixed in an era of international flows of
capital and continent-wide agreements such as the FTAA. Furthermore, a
global market economy gives rise to inequalities not only within nations
(where there may or may not be the political will and capacity to address
these) but also between countries (Jordan 1998). This debate shapes the
changing international context within which federal and provincial policy
is formulated.

Household stories might be thought of as the experiential dimension
of a changing dialogue on citizenship. For instance, Canada is a nation
which has an official policy of multiculturalism, a policy that, some argue,
aims to offer the basis for building a society where difference does not
result in social exclusion. This claim has been challenged repeatedly by the
very groups it seeks to encompass:

Official multiculturalism represents its polity in cultural terms,
setting apart the so-called immigrants of colour from Francophones
and the Aboriginal peoples. This organization brings into clearer
focus the primary national imagery of Canada.... It rests on posing
“Canadian culture” against “multiculturalism.” An element of
whiteness quietly enters into cultural definitions marking the
difference between a core cultural group and other groups who are
represented as cultural fragments. The larger function of this
multiculturalism not only takes care of legitimation of the Cana-
dian state, but helps in managing an emerging crisis in legitima-
tion produced by a complex political conjunction evolving through
the years after the second world war. (Bannerji 2000: 10)

Policies need a concept of citizenship that does not reduce groups to
cultural fragments outside of a cultural core. Important debates are occur-
ring as the claims and meanings of citizenship are redefined and the
boundaries and authority of nation-states are questioned (Beiner 1995;
Castles and Davidson 2000; Drover 2000). In Canada, challenges take the
form of Aboriginal claims (Henderson 2002), demands for sovereignty by
Quebec and the protests by many—particularly people of colour—of the
stonewalling they encounter as they try to influence the direction of
important social institutions. Similarly, refugee claims are transformed
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when they are considered within a framework of international obligations
wherein the privileges enjoyed by people living in countries like Canada are
part of an economic and political structure that results in poverty and
violence in refugees’ countries of origin.

Western countries are increasingly focused on global security issues.
Since September 11, 2001, the very word security has taken on new and
contradictory policy meanings. Discussions of social security formerly
linked to welfare-state citizenship are now displaced by referents to secur-
ing borders against (usually racially profiled) “outsiders” who are seen as
threatening “Canadian citizens.” Abu-Laban (2002) shows how a renewed
popularity of arguments positing a “clash of civilizations” (Huntington
1993), as well as renewed ethnic profiling, exists in spite of Canada’s liberal
democratic and multicultural tradition. In the arena of social policy, bor-
ders are policed through immigration policy, while federal and provincial
social programs have regulations that include and exclude people, based on
ideas of who qualifies as a full member of the Canadian nation state. These
practices that separate and differentiate reinforce oppressive discourses of
who is a real citizen (Castles and Davidson 2000). Household stories in
Chapter Six reveal how this happens.

The dimensions of household stories presented in the following chap-
ters reveal some of the experiential dimensions of a changing dialogue on
citizenship. The experiences of participants in this study suggest that the
priorities of post-World-War-Two welfare states are being reordered to-
ward more restrictive definitions of equality, merit and need. Equality of
opportunity, rather than outcome, and rights, rather than social benefits,
are emphasized. These concepts, rooted in modernist ideas of individual-
ism, do not challenge economic and political processes that reproduce
social inequities and the resulting policy orientation, referred to as neolib-
eralism. “Merit” becomes not only the basis for economic and social
rewards, but inequalities structured by race and gender are sanctioned as
they get folded into ideas of merit. Meanwhile, a narrowing definition of
what constitutes “genuine need” becomes the only basis upon which to
claim state support, and, even then, support is provided under increasingly
strict tests for eligibility (Gilbert 2001; Jordan 1998).

The meaning of work comes up repeatedly in household stories. It is
quite apparent that paid employment covered a small fraction of the work
in which participants engaged. Yet people’s lives were regulated by the
hegemony of paid labour as the only legitimate form of work. Scholars
examining the paid work assumptions underlying prevailing definitions of
citizenship have noted repeatedly how they exclude women, people with
disabilities and racialized sectors of the population (see, for example,
Morris 1993; O’Connor, Orloff et al. 1999; Williams 2000). Neoliberal
conceptions of citizenship prize self-sufficiency and independence, dispar-
age need and dependence, and thus sanction receding state intervention



Experiencing Social Policy

13

and greater privatization of, for example, caring responsibilities. A “normal
citizen” is first and foremost constructed as an individual participant in
the labour market. This individual is also expected to translate his/her
needs into market-oriented behaviour, for instance, conceiving of self as a
care consumer in the market of caring services (Aronson and Neysmith
2001; Sevenhuijsen 1997: 57). Ongoing attempts to define and measure
unpaid work (Glazer 1993; Luxton and Vosko 1998; Neysmith and Reitsma-
Steet 2000; Perrons 2000; Statistics Canada 1995; Waring 1988), which
culminated in Statistics Canada counting the hours spent on housework
and child and elder care in the 1996 census, highlight the amount and types
of unpaid work being done, particularly by women. These studies have also
noted that the offloading, for example, of health care into the informal
realm of family-based care is increasing. The cumulative effects of decreas-
ing social provisions on the options available to households persuaded us
that it was important to document people’s personal experiences in order
to more fully understand the dynamics of these policy changes for citizen-
ship within and across households.

The entrenched oppositions in dominant political discourse between
independence and dependence, taxpayer and service user, “us” and “them”
along with the withering of many universal social programs increase the
likelihood of what Tronto calls “privileged irresponsibility”: she describes
this as a situation in which “those who are relatively privileged are granted
by that privilege the opportunity simply to ignore certain forms of hard-
ship that they do not face” (1993: 120–21). Plus, the social programs they do
access, along with benefits such as increased tax breaks, elide their own
dependence on the state. The way dependency is constructed, however,
suggests that relatively advantaged groups, i.e., those who are “included”
will not support more inclusive types of policies. Thus, any analysis of
responsibilities that citizens have in the spheres of family, paid work and
community needs to take into account the differing social locations of
people. Where individuals and households are located in Canadian society
will promote or impede their capacity to engage and to make claims as
citizens. Chapters Four and Six in particular take up this discussion.

Alternative Ingredients for Policy Analysis?

Policy analysis has, typically, concerned itself with the assessment of policy
formation, implementation and particular effects. Many assessments start
with a statement of what a particular policy is intended to do. The analysis
then proceeds to consider the resources and measures associated with
implementing the policy; that is, the actors, institutions and instruments
involved, the nature of the public good anticipated and the populations
affected (see, for example, Howlett and Ramesh 1995). These models are
concerned with understanding the dynamics and results of a policy pro-
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gram. In contrast, research coming out of the policy sciences often focuses
on how and why a particular policy came into being in the first place; that
is, the policy itself, not its effects, is treated as the dependent variable
(Dobuzinskis, Howlett et al. 1996). In this book we move outside both
these traditions to examine how policies play out in the lives of citizens
from the perspective of those who experience them—those for whom,
ostensibly, they are designed.

Tapping into citizens’ experiences and knowledge of the effects of
social policies in their lives is a complex undertaking. People do not usually
position themselves as assessors of how social policies are affecting their
daily activities. Few household members who took part in this research
used policy language to describe the barriers they faced or the help they
received to meet, for example, their needs for transportation, for shelter or
for assistance with a child with an attention deficit disorder. Nevertheless,
in the chapters that follow, the complex routine impact of policies in
people’s lives are vividly illuminated. This book introduces that complex-
ity into mainstream policy analysis and into what are often ideologically
rigidified debates about public policy. Policies are simultaneously personal
and political; they affect sectors of society differentially—the same policy
can promote the welfare of some while adding to the insecurity of others.
Understanding the unequal and compounding effects over time of policies
across the population is critical if meaningful engagement of citizens in
local and national debates is to occur. People take action based on their
interpretation of events around them; however this often occurs in ways
other than those anticipated by analysts when they talk about the feed-
back that influences agenda setting, problem definition and ultimately the
shape and content of programs (see, for example, Dery 2000).

Doubuzinskis (1996: 112) poses the question, “Does policy research
really compel us to rethink policy problems in creative ways, or does it
merely add a veneer of pseudo-scientific legitimacy to the claims and
counter claims of competing interests?” Building better theory often means
moving outside the confines of disciplinary boundaries—in this case,
looking beyond the usual administrative, judicial and policy communities
which are concerned with the development and implementation of poli-
cies. Normal policy making is not about change that shifts power relation-
ships in the society. Transformative possibilities can often only be envi-
sioned when alternative information and perspectives are used. The exten-
sive use of household voices in this text is based on the premise that there
is no reason to assume that the needs of various communities reflect the
particular policy priorities and forms that policy makers articulate. We do
not question the utility of this focus from the policy-making side of the
equation. Indeed, assessing if policies are delivering their claimed benefits
is an important thread in the critical policy literature. However, we have
positioned ourselves quite differently. Stories told by participants differed
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from what might be called powerful organizational stories, that is, those
told by health care professionals, Ministers of Education or welfare offi-
cials. In the discussion sections of each chapter we deliberately juxtapose
these household stories to the dominant organizational forms that silence
alternatives.

During the three years of the study, reports were regularly issued by
the research team on topical policy issues such as employment, education,
health and income security (see “Speaking Out”  Reports at
www.caledoninst.org). Each report was based on an analysis of interviews
with household members about their experiences in the preceding eight
months. Key concerns identified during the first round of interviews
became the basis for a more in-depth exploration in subsequent inter-
views. Thus, the guide used in each round of interviewing had many similar
questions but there was also a changing substantive section that anchored
each of the preceding reports. As discussed in Chapter Nine, secondary
data available from other studies were used to elaborate and generalize
from the particulars of what an individual household might experience.6

Now, with over three years of household stories, the cumulative impact of
policy changes from participants’ perspectives is examined. The analysis in
the ensuing chapters comes out of a re-examination of household inter-
views with the purpose of building theory and suggesting alternative
analytic approaches to policy analysis.

Conceptual Strengths in Using Household Stories as Data

The use of people’s experiences for understanding social phenomena and
for developing alternative explanations of why and how practices take the
form they do has a long history. There has been a resurgence in the use of
qualitative methods in the social sciences as the limitations of positivist
research paradigms and existent forms of quantitative data analysis for
understanding social phenomena became increasingly evident. The devel-
opment of new concepts and theorizing is usually the result of pushing
from the margins. For instance, by the late 1960s, feminist activists were
engaged in exploring why so many of their experiences were not reflected
in prevailing theories of work and family life. One of the key ideas emerg-
ing from thirty years of feminist research is that “the personal is political”
and that “policy is personal” (Ungerson 1987). Analyzing what was happen-
ing to women and then trying to name it led to the emergence of concepts
such as invisible work, the double day, “his” and “her” marriages and the
glass ceiling. Similarly, critical examinations of these concepts revealed
their white middle-class roots about images of the nuclear family. Low-
income women and women of colour have straddled the separate spheres
in quite different locations from those which feminist theorists of the time
were experiencing (Dua 1999: 241). The specifics of participants’ stories in
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this book may be personal but the shape they took in the late nineties
reflected the social structures of the society within which they lived. This
book documents some of the complex relationships between private trou-
bles and public issues.

The household stories in the chapters that follow are particularly rich
because they were gathered continuously over several years by the same
interviewer/research associate returning four times to each household.
Thus, interviewer and household members developed a rapport over time
which allowed for a deeper understanding of the complexity that charac-
terizes the interaction of public policy and private lives. Because inter-
viewers were also research associates, this understanding was carried into
the analysis of the longitudinal data. In each chapter, the tone is set by
household voices. We draw on their narratives as the means for document-
ing the effects of public policy. The importance of documenting the
experiences of individuals as a way of understanding social change was
articulated by Berthoud and Gershuny as they reflected on their seven-
year panel study of British families:

The micro-dynamics of life, the processes through which indi-
viduals and household circumstances are maintained or trans-
formed from year to year—what might be thought of as life
chances—may simply be the best, the most informative and the
most powerful way to describe the current workings of the soci-
ety.… Events experienced by individuals do not necessarily create
trends in society as a whole. On the other hand, the major trends
that have occurred during the past generation are made up of
altered life experiences for individuals, and it is only by studying
those personal experiences, and the influences on them, that it is
possible to understand the trends fully. (Berthoud and Gershuny
2000: 215–16)

These authors also comment on how presenting their findings in chapters
that focused on policy areas such as health and housing disguised the
interactive and cumulative effects of people’s experiences. We attempt to
capture this important dynamic by organizing the chapters in this book in
terms of analytical themes emerging from three years of data rather than
around policy arenas.

The definition of household was a broad one. We loosely defined it as
comprising one or more people sharing living space on a regular basis,
where adult members share some or all resources and some degree of
commitment to the relationship. Households may consist of a mix of men,
women and children of different ages, in different jobs, involved in differ-
ent aspects of community life (McMurray 1997: 2).7  This sampling strategy
proved invaluable in tracing the iterative effects of policy change. Thus,




