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Connecting Public Policy
with Frontline Experience

John Stapleton

Agencies that deliver social services have been increasing-
ly frustrated with worsening social conditions. Workers and
volunteers at the frontline repeatedly find government poli-
cies and income support programs that hinder or even wors-
en the financial situation of individuals: - often unintention-
ally. Concerned about the gap between frontline experience
and policy design, St. Christopher House, a multi-service
community agency located in west central Toronto, began
the Community Undertaking Social Policy (CUSP) project
in 2000 with funding from the Atkinson Foundation and
support from Massey College. 

CUSP is based on the model of an “artist in residence”. A
policy expert temporarily joins the St. Christopher House
community of program participants, volunteers, frontline
staff, management, Board of Directors and partner agencies
to share and analyze stories of their lived experience. The

goal is to ground current social policy work in our communi-
ty: creating an informed dialogue between policy-makers and
affected community members in order to improve the quali-
ty of social policy. Policy-makers gain greater sensitivity to
the nuanced issues facing diverse low-income people while
low-income people and frontline agencies improve their abil-
ity to contribute to improved social policy.

In addition to the CUSP policy ‘fellows’, St. Christopher
House works with volunteer technical experts from the
financial services and business community to deliberate on
solutions to some of the income policy problems identified
during these projects. St. Christopher House and its net-
works are building more awareness about these income poli-
cy problems with lower-income people and with the broader
public. As a result, some government policy-makers are lis-
tening more attentively to frontline community issues.

Observations by John Stapleton, CUSP
Fellow, excerpted from “Learning from the
Public and the Lived Experience of St.
Christopher House Participants”, August
2003.

In my interviews [with St. Christopher
House participants and staff during
my fellowship program], I started by

asking participants on social assistance
how they saw themselves. Interestingly,
they saw themselves first and foremost in
terms of what they do for a living even if
they are temporarily not doing it. They
then saw themselves, as mothers or
fathers, as friends, as volunteers, as com-
munity members, as citizens, as immi-
grants, as voters, as taxpayers, and as
advocates. 

I now believe that what often gets mis-
taken for apathy or lack of interest in

their situation as social assistance recipi-
ents is really a detachment from political
and social debates over issues in which
they do not see themselves as having a
real interest.  Like society at large, par-
ticipants see themselves as individuals
struggling for self-sufficiency. Like any-
one else, they think that they would do
better if they had more money from the
system and they don’t like stigma, but
they see themselves as solving this dilem-
ma by individual effort or perhaps with
personal assistance to help them individ-
ually out of poverty. 

Part of this viewpoint may be
explained by the times we live in.  Paid
work, mostly outside of the home, is val-
ued highly in our society by both men
and women. Like governments that see
work as an alternative to welfare, they
largely share this value and vision for

themselves, even when they are raising
young children alone. 

Insofar as St. Christopher House helps
them to achieve their own goals to
become self-sufficient, they are very
much advocates of the work of St.
Christopher House and other agencies.
However, few had strong feelings in
favour of a social policy agenda to make
changes in society and social policy in
general. 

In social policy terms, government,
agencies and advocacy groups from both
left and right, argue the pros and cons of
welfare reform, some believing in further
cuts while others call for increases to
strengthen the safety net.  But from the
perspective of welfare recipients, perhaps
agencies like St Christopher House could
achieve more success by promoting the
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quality and equality of opportunity in the
workplace itself, rather than trying to
improve welfare. In this way, the “decon-
struction of welfare” as a policy alterna-
tive could be of interest to advocacy
agencies.  This approach is not new. It
was originally championed in Ontario
with the publication of the Transitions
document in 1988. It is often referred to
as the SARC report or (Report of the
Social Assistance Review Committee).

For the last ten years, government pol-
icymakers have paid much attention to a
type of welfare reform that has resulted in
lower rates and tighter rules. These
changes are designed to get people to go
to work. This approach needs to change.
More emphasis should be placed on the
quality and adequacy of paid work itself. 

People become trapped on social assis-
tance because the workplace simply does
not offer them an economically viable
set of opportunities to achieve self-suffi-
ciency. Minimum wages, tenuous hours,
and equally tenuous work-place experi-
ences we have do not support indepen-
dence from programs. Moreover, benefit
structures for welfare programs were
designed to support non-work.  What is
needed is work-friendly policies such as
improved childcare, financial literacy,
and income supplementation, private
and public job security, and advance-
ment regimens.

A particular work-unfriendly policies
are the tax advantaged savings vehicles
available to the middle class and well-to-
do but not the poor. The Registered
Development Savings Plan (RDSP) con-
cept that I [developed] as one of the writ-
ten products of this fellowship is a vehi-
cle that policymakers could use to pro-
mote opportunity in new and creative
ways.  

One other reason people become
trapped on social assistance is that they
simply cannot afford to save. They are
also prohibited by welfare rules from tak-
ing on the arduous process of returning
or entering the workplace. 

In the US, polling results suggest that
a majority of people favour welfare sav-
ings going into providing greater oppor-
tunity for the recipients from whom the
savings have been realized. Making a
case to the public that some of the sav-
ings should be spent on recipients them-
selves will fall on receptive ears.

Participants at St. Christopher House
seem to be simply asking governments,
their agencies and the public to help
them get ahead and to refrain from poli-
cy efforts that stop them from doing so.
They are asking for no special favours –
they are just asking for policies that level
the playing field to give them the same
opportunities that others with higher
income and wealth already have.

By pigeonholing people into the very
unpopular label of social assistance recip-
ients, advocates see participants as peo-
ple who are outside the labour force who
have needs, yet the wider society sees
them as people who don’t work.  The
reality is neither. Most working poor will
either go on welfare or alter their life pat-
terns as a result of a fear of ending up on
welfare. Most welfare poor experience a
constant cycling between welfare, EI,
and work. They take their identity from
the less stigmatizing role of “worker tem-
porarily not working”.

By focusing on social assistance, agen-
cies, governments, and the public divert
themselves into a debate over entitle-
ment vs. forced work when the real
debate is over the availability vs. the
non-availability of opportunity to enter
the mainstream. We need to focus on
that mainstream, improving both its real-
ity while breaking down the barriers to
access to it.  

Access to income security programs is
still a problem for low income people

Richard Shillington, the first recipient
of the CUSP fellowship at St.
Christopher House discovered that gov-
ernments do not actively notify people of
eligibility for government income securi-

ty programs even when they are aware
(through large computer systems) that
people are eligible for them. He was able
to elicit real changes to policies at the
federal level to use these computer sys-
tems notify people of their eligibility for
basic income security.

The fact that people are unaware of
the programs for which they are eligible
reveals that social inequality in Canada
results in part from the availability and
quality of basic information. The good
news is that there are a number of areas
where progress can be made.

For example, the federal government
could do a better job to notify low-
income families with children in Ontario
of their potential eligibility for the
National Child Benefit and other tax-
based benefits.  St. Christopher House
has taken an active interest in this area
and has written to Canada Customs and
Revenue Agency in order to make
progress on this matter. A positive
response to begin a dialogue on these
issues has been received.

I was struck by the low quality and
lack of availability of information on
basic income security program eligibility
experienced by St. Christopher House
participants. Program complexity, diffi-
culty in access, language and cultural
barriers all conspire to keep needed
information and assistance on eligibility
and application processes away from
needy low-income people. 

Repeatedly, I interviewed people eligi-
ble for social assistance who did not
receive it and did not know how to go
about receiving it. The same was true for
processes to lower public housing rents,
to apply for Canada Pension Plan (CPP),
disability benefits, and the Guaranteed
Income Supplement (GIS)  

People living sometimes chaotic and
disorganized lives, often living without
the help of others, have particular prob-
lems in accessing information, processes
and services. Information requirements
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involving photocopying, faxing, filling
out forms and access to third party verifi-
cation are often onerous enough to pre-
vent people from receiving benefits for
which they are eligible. 

Governments and the public alike
often believe that potential recipients of
benefits are expert in the rules surround-
ing access and eligibility. However true
this may be for a small minority of peo-
ple, it is not the case for a large cadre of
people who come to the attention of
social service agencies with a host of
issues that find their root cause in lack of
access to basic income.

As we move in to a period of greater
automation of access for government ser-
vices, these same governments should
provide   needed assistance to those who
have difficulty with these innovations.
Many simply do not possess the set of
skills required to understand and access
basic income security.

Living on low income accentuates the
important role of minor windfalls

In all of the discussions about helping
low-income people to build assets to save
towards an income for later life, much of
the discussion in the literature tends to
centre on savings (e.g. Individual
Development Accounts or IDA’s).

Although important, the whole idea of
saving money while on welfare is not
only rare and difficult, it also invokes
serious debate over the adequacy of
social assistance rates in two important
ways. The first centres on the level of
deprivation that one would have to
endure in order to save money while
receiving welfare while the second
invokes the possible adequacy of social
assistance rates if one is able to save in
the first instance.

In my immediate experience before
coming to St. Christopher House, I
worked in a social assistance field office
talking to clients on a daily basis.  Only
two recipients had questions around sav-

ing money while on assistance.  Each was
in a special situation with special hous-
ing and other supports which allowed
them to entertain the possibility of build-
ing assets.  I was impressed with the num-
ber of people calling on the subject of
how to handle a minor windfall. 

These windfalls came in three varieties:

• minor inheritances or payback of
money owed in a personal situation;

• compensation awards of some type;

or

• lump-sum payments from a program
where amounts had accrued over a
period of time

Put together, these three varieties of
windfall result in a fairly common phe-
nomena experienced by welfare recipi-
ents (or people worried about needing
welfare in the near to medium term).  In
many instances, governments exempt
these windfalls under social assistance
rules. However, the common denomina-
tor among recipients, their trustees, and
advocates is how to use the windfall in a
responsible way to meet the needs of the
recipient. 

In my mind, windfall management is a
whole area that relates to the daily, lived
experience of low-income people that
requires much more policy consideration
by governments and policymakers.  On
the one hand, a concerned public can be
driven to distraction over stories of “wel-
fare spending sprees” where clients spend
their assets just to remain eligible for a
program. On the other, explicit policies
insist on real impoverishment as a
requirement for eligibility. These policies
are often complicit in forcing these hur-
ried spending sprees in the first instance.

At St. Christopher House, we are
proposing the Registered Development
Savings Plan (RDSP) as a place to park a
windfall until a point in time is reached
where recipients can put the money to its
best use. 

Poor people are used to living in their

private boom and bust economies made
up of long droughts and minor windfalls
– they learn to manage their money to
meet these realities. Social policymakers
should study these realities and try to
make policies that reduce recidivism
among social assistance recipients. Good
evidence from the US shows that recidi-
vism is dramatically decreased where for-
mer recipients are able to retain and save
a cushion of funds to call on during the
inevitable rough patches that occurs
from time to time. 

Low Income Individuals and
Communities

A demanding public wants to have
social programs that exact responsible
behaviour from those who benefit from
them.  Those who may benefit from
social programs must be prepared to
change their behaviour in positive ways
in order to derive the maximum benefit. 

But the public also wants programs
that work and perform in the best inter-
ests of individuals and society. There is
no point putting a program in place that
is too hard to access or which creates
incentives to work where the rewards of
work are too meagre. 

Low-income people are in agreement
with society at large on the best ways to
alleviate poverty. They share a common
view of dependency and have the same
dreams for themselves and their children.  

At the community level, the same is
true. Community activists have started
new approaches to reverse the negative
view of low-income communities as vul-
nerable and weak. They portray low
income communities as strong, innova-
tive and resilient (just like so-called rich
communities).  Through such approach-
es as community assets mapping these
activists replicate the positive approach-
es that agencies use commonly when
they approach their donors for funding. 

By reversing the safer and more tradi-
tional approaches that emphasize weak-

41

John Stapleton Connecting Public Policy



Volume 3 Number 2 A quarterly

ness, under funding, discrimination and
vulnerability, these new approaches show
the hidden assets that these communities
contain.

But we need to be mindful of the rea-
sons that low-income communities hide
their assets in the first instance. This is
not a simple paradigm shift. It is the real-
ity that communities hide assets for the
same reasons that individuals do – the
fear that if exposed, the assets will be at
risk of being taken away. 

We need assets retention strategies for
individuals to gain traction to live, work,
and build their assets in plain view.
Communities need the same strategies
and need them even more urgently when

they take pride in the assets and
strengths that low income communities
possess. Just like individuals, communi-
ties need to be able to live, work, and
build their assets in plain view.

John Stapleton joined St. Christopher
House as the second CUSP "policy fellow"
in 2002/03 after 28 years in the provin-
cial civil service as a senior policy ana-
lyst. Stapleton worked with diverse mem-
bers of the St. Christopher House commu-
nity to explore issues such as access to dif-
ferent income security programs, the new
Immigration and Refugee Protection Act,
the National Child Benefit and how the
civil service and politicians respond to

public opinion to shape social policy.
Through his experience in St. Christopher
House, Stapleton developed a proposal for
a "Registered Development Savings Plan"
(RDSP) to help secure the assets of low-
income people. This RDSP model is an
improved alternative to RRSP's for low-

income people.
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For more information: 

St. Christopher House, 
www.stchrishouse.org




