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Foreword
In every society, there are four sources of well-being for citizens: market income, non-market
care and support within the family, state-sponsored services and income transfers, and
community services and supports. The roles and responsibilities of actors in markets, states,
communities and families vary considerably from one country to another, and they can change
over time. Certainly, all four sources of well-being have been transformed by economic,
demographic, political and social trends both within and beyond Canada’s borders in recent
years.
During the 1940s, as government leaders looked ahead to the post-war period, they were
convinced that fundamental changes would be needed to ensure that Canada would avoid another
Depression and begin to create a better life for all Canadians. They therefore commissioned
Leonard Marsh, a young McGill professor who was an advisor to the federal Committee on PostWar Reconstruction, to write a report on social security for Canada. Marsh had been educated in
England and was influenced by William Beveridge, the architect of the British welfare regime.
The Marsh Report, as we have come to call it, was published in 1943 and had a major impact on
the design of Canada’s social policies over the next three decades.
Since 1980, governments have tinkered with many of the policies put in place in the first two
decades after the war. They have recognized the existence of new realities and tried to address
them. But the underlying principles governing the roles for market, family, communities and state
have not been thoroughly discussed since the years of the Marsh Report. Canada again, therefore,
needs to go back to first principles. CPRN has commissioned the Social Architecture Papers, a
series of nine research reports, all designed to undertake a serious look at these issues. Some
research reports examine Canada’s history and others look to the experience of neighbouring
countries and jurisdictions. A final synthesis report will summarize what this research suggests for
a basic social architecture that will maximize well-being for all Canadians in the 21st century.
The second of the Social Architecture Papers has been written by Gerard Boychuk, who teaches
in the Department of Political Science at the University of Waterloo. He provides an
introduction to and comparison of the various policy logics that have informed major social
policies since the 1950s in Canada, that is, health, education, and income maintenance. In
addition to providing a careful analysis of the Canadian situation, his paper also is an invaluable
source of cross-time quantitative information about spending levels and the distribution of
benefits within the Canadian social model.
I want to thank Jane Jenson, who directs the Social Architecture Papers, those who provided peer
reviews of this paper and the four members of the Advisory Team as well as the participants at a
CPRN roundtable in October for their helpful comments and advice on the paper. We are also
grateful for the funding provided by six federal departments and agencies, and three provincial
ministries, listed at the back of this document.
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All nine Social Architecture Papers will be released in the first six months of 2004, including a
final synthesis report that will summarize the findings and propose the building blocks for a new
social architecture for Canada. Stay tuned.

Judith Maxwell
January 2004
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Executive Summary
The contemporary Canadian social architecture undoubtedly looks significantly different than it
did just after 1945. However, the development of the social architecture in Canada has neither
been one of epochal shifts nor one simply of incremental change. Rather, it has been marked by
both significant continuity and substantial change with new layers of public provision –
representing different logics of social provision – largely being laid down over earlier existing
layers and, in some cases, existing programs being adapted to new logics of social provision.
The paper first briefly sketches differing conceptions of patterns of historical change in political
institutions and public policies. While the concepts of path dependence and critical junctures are
increasingly shaping the dominant thinking about social policy development, these concepts may
understate the degree of change during periods of stasis as well as overstating the degree of
change occurring during periods of disjunction. An alternative way of thinking about both
continuity and change may be based on the concepts of layering and conversion. Layering
involves accommodating and adapting to the logic of the pre-existing system by adding new
programs rather than dismantling the old and, thus, working around those elements of the
existing system that cannot be changed. Conversion occurs where existing programs are
redirected to a new logic.
The paper then outlines the various logics that may underpin state provision of well-being
including universal social provision, social insurance, social inclusion, and social cohesion. It
also considers a cross-cutting dimension, which currently is focusing attention more on social
investment than on social amelioration.
•

Universal social provision for the whole population. The logic of these universal programs
is to displace other spheres of welfare provision – typically based on the logic that there are
services that don’t belong in the market. The design consequences are an emphasis on
universal programs such as universal health care, pensions, family allowances and education
(including relatively low-cost post-secondary education and quality early childhood
education).

•

Social insurance against risk. The logic of these programs is to help encourage reliance on
the labour market for well-being by ensuring against risks typically borne by workers. The
most obvious examples are workers’ compensation, contributory pensions, and
unemployment insurance – for which benefits depend on a strong connection to the labour
force. As a result, these programs do not protect against absence of connection to the labour
force; rather, such a loss also entails the loss of access to these benefits.

•

Ensuring social inclusion through establishing a social minimum. The logic of these
programs is to mitigate the negative effects of social marginalization for populations deemed
“at risk” – for example, by fighting poverty and supplementing low market incomes. The
design consequences are an emphasis on programs targeted to low-income families and
individuals, such as refundable tax credits, social assistance, and social housing. While these
programs are clearly redistributive in that they are focused on those “at risk,” they are
typically aimed at encroaching on other spheres of welfare provision, such as the market or
family, as little as possible.
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•

Ensuring social cohesion by fostering social integration in a community. There are a wide
variety of policies that go beyond the logics outlined above in attempting to overcome
various social fault lines – for example, based on immigrant versus non-immigrant status,
social diversity including race, ethnicity, and gender, region, poverty and income inequality,
attachment to the labour market, and so on. Policies primarily driven by the logic of
ensuring social cohesion are those that emphasize empowering communities as well as
providing income and services that are targeted by place, industry, or locality. For example,
this logic underpins community development initiatives (whether in Aboriginal communities,
for example, Aboriginal Head Start, among new immigrants, or in rural areas), initiatives for
partnerships with the voluntary sector, and industrial adjustment programs.

Each of the logics outlined above are cross-cut by design choices that emphasize the temporal
dimension – whether policies are geared to achieve the ends specified by each of the logics
above by redressing failures of other spheres of welfare provision in the short-term (social
amelioration) or, alternatively, by using the public provision of welfare to attempt to shift the
provision of well-being in other spheres, such as the market, over the longer term. Perhaps most
importantly, a social investment approach implies shifting the age bias of welfare programs
towards an emphasis on the welfare of children, shifting market income over the long-term through
promoting labour market participation, and emphasizing investment over consumption (e.g.,
programs may place a greater emphasis on the provision of services relative to cash benefits.)
As each of these four logics (and their temporal orientation toward either amelioration of
investment) tends to prescribe certain choices in program design, the paper develops a typology
that identifies the key design options attendant with each of these distinct logics. The main
elements of program design are whether programs are limited to specific categories of people,
whether they are targeted according to income, whether they are aimed at individual recipients or
communities, whether the intent is income replacement/enhancement or some form of minimum
payment, whether benefits are in cash or services, whether there are conditions for benefit receipt
(active or passive programs), and whether programs have an inherent age bias.
The paper then examines broad patterns of development in both the relationship among the three
main spheres of Canadian public provision of well-being (health, education, and income
maintenance) as well as within each of these spheres, with an eye to identifying major shifts in
the underlying logics driving policy development. In the early post-war period, the social
architecture was dominated by universal income maintenance programs and the universal,
service-oriented programs in health care and education built over the 1950s and 1960s reinforced
this orientation. These early universal programs, which remain central to public provision today,
were later complemented by two sets of programs driven by other logics: programs of social
insurance for workers, including contributory pensions and unemployment insurance, and
programs embodying a logic of social inclusion such as social assistance and income targeted
pensions. Both sets of programs remain central to public provision in Canada although the
former has increased in relative significance. Subsequent to their initial development, programs
within these three basic strands have sometimes been adapted to new logics such as the
reorientation of unemployment insurance to a broader logic of social cohesion (an orientation
that was later to fade) and the even more recent adaptation of a number of programs to a focus on
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social investment. However, these shifts have not fundamentally displaced the basic logic of
existing programs or the broader cast of the social architecture.
While the overall pattern over the post-1945 period has been the growth of each of the three
spheres identified above, the trend in gross expenditures has been towards a relative increase in
expenditures on income maintenance programs. Income maintenance and social service
expenditures grew more slowly over the late 1950s and 1960s than did spending on education
and health. However, this pattern began to shift in the early 1970s. Since the early 1970s,
income maintenance expenditures have come to dominate overall social security expenditures in
Canada, with a large proportion being spending on pensions. Thus, the social provision of wellbeing over the post-war period has increasingly shifted away from an emphasis on universal,
service-focused areas of social provision and moved towards the more mixed area of income
maintenance.
The health care and education spheres have generally been marked by stability. The original
logic underpinning health care and education still appears to be sustaining them today – the
universal provision of access to some goods and services outside individuals’ ability to procure
such access through the market, traditional family, or community. In health care, there has been
significant growth in the age bias in health care expenditures due both to the growing proportion
of the population comprised by seniors but also due to the deepening of the age bias – significant
increases in expenditures per person for those over 65 while expenditures per person for those
under 14 have remained unchanged over the past twenty years. The combined effect of these two
dynamics is that, by 2000, just under half of all public health expenditures are consumed by the
12.5 percent of the population over 65. Although total education expenditures (per capita in
relevant age group) have increased at a relatively constant rate since the mid-1950s, expenditures
on elementary/secondary education and university-level education have stagnated in real terms
over the 1990s. Similarly, expenditures per child on Early Childhood Education and Care
(ECEC) in Canada outside of Quebec have remained static over the past decade and actually
decreased by eight percent from 1995 to 2001.
More significant changes have taken place within the income maintenance field. Income
maintenance, as it emerged in the early post-war period, was heavily skewed towards the logic of
universality. However, by 1980, the balance between universal, contributory, and targeted
income maintenance programs was roughly equal and, by 2000, contributory programs
comprised just under half of all expenditures – roughly the same proportion comprised by
universal programs in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
In terms of income maintenance for seniors, the most spectacular pattern of expenditure growth
has been in contributory pensions as the CPP/QPP matured with these expenditures now being
roughly equivalent to those for universal pensions. In terms of income maintenance for the
working age population, the most significant shift was the massive expansion of Unemployment
Insurance (UI) in the 1970s, which appeared to mark a fundamental reorientation away from a
logic of social insurance towards a logic of social cohesion. However, more recent changes in
the 1990s, which served to significantly limit the scope of benefit coverage, appeared to mark a
shift back toward a logic of social insurance. While changes in family and child benefits over
the past twenty-five years may appear as the abandonment of universality, these shifts
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alternatively may be viewed as the recasting of a universal program into a quasi-universal
program based on a universalist logic that has been adapted so as to impinge on labour market
entry as little as possible. Similarly, the goal of recent social assistance reforms, which has been
to reinforce incentives for labour market participation, can be argued to mark an adaptation,
rather than a fundamental shift, in the logic underpinning social assistance. Social assistance
programs were traditionally designed to replicate the norms of the traditional family and were,
by the standards of the day, designed to foster social inclusion into the prevailing set of social
norms (e.g., nuclear families with stay-at-home mothers). The new orientation toward labour
market participation is intended to foster social inclusion into the currently prevailing set of
social norms based on the participation of most mothers in the workplace.
While there has been a shift towards a logic of social investment in income maintenance, this
has, to some degree, been more apparent than real and must be gauged within a context of
relative stability in the existing layers of income maintenance provision, a deepening age bias in
the overall income maintenance system, and a decline in the proportion of redistribution to those
at the bottom of the income distribution. Over the 1990s, expenditures on active labour market
programming have dropped in real terms and also as a proportion of total social expenditures. A
number of programs (which the OECD would typically qualify as passive) have been made more
active, such as Employment Insurance (EI) and virtually all provincial social assistance
programs; however, these changes have occurred as variations on the basic structure of existing
programs as opposed to a recasting of their fundamental underlying logics. Secondly, over a
long period of time, there has been a deepening age bias in income maintenance. In part, this is
due to demographic changes such as the increasing proportion of the population comprised by
those over 65. However, it is also the result of the disproportionate growth in expenditures on
seniors relative to other age categories as programs, such as contributory pensions, have matured.
As a result of the combination of these two effects, by the mid-1990s, just under half of all
income maintenance expenditures were comprised of programs providing benefits to seniors.
Finally, in terms of redistribution, over the past twenty-five years, the distribution of government
transfers has become less progressive and the amount of redistribution achieved for each dollar
spent on transfers has, over time, declined. The overall share of government transfers going to
the bottom half of the income distribution has fallen slightly over this period. Within this
broader pattern, various quintiles have fared quite differently; however, most notably, the only
income category to experience a significant decline in its share of government transfers over this
period has been the bottom fifth of the income distribution.
The paper concludes by considering the overall historical pattern of continuity and change in the
Canadian social architecture. To the degree that the history of the Canadian social architecture
has been the layering of new programs and alternative logics of social provision over existing
ones, the paper argues that rather than thinking of social policy development in terms of
relatively sharply delineated periods of stasis and change, it might be more useful to seek to
identify the conditions under which specific aspects of the social architecture have, at various
times, been open to change.
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The Canadian Social Model:
The Logics of Policy Development
1.0 Introduction
The contemporary Canadian social architecture undoubtedly looks significantly different than it
did just after 1945. To a significant degree, changes in the social architecture are reflective of
shifts in the mix of logics underpinning social provision and how these logics have unfolded in
changing economic and demographic circumstances. As a result, the development of the social
architecture in Canada has neither been one of epochal shifts nor one simply of incremental
change. Rather, it has been marked by both significant continuity and substantial change with
new layers of public provision – representing different logics of social provision – largely being
laid down over earlier existing layers and, in some cases, existing programs being adapted to
new logics of social provision.
Some early post-war programs reflected a logic of universal social provision. But, they were
complemented by two existing sets of programs driven by other logics: programs of social
insurance for workers, including contributory pensions and unemployment insurance, and
programs embodying a logic of social inclusion such as social assistance and targeted pensions.
Later, these programs would, in specific cases, be adapted to alternative logics such as the
reorientation of unemployment insurance to a broader logic of social cohesion in the early 1970s
and the later adaptation of various income maintenance programs to a logic of social investment.
However, these early layers and their initial logics are still clearly evident in the social
architecture today.
The paper first briefly sketches differing conceptions of patterns of historical change in political
institutions and public policies. It then outlines the various logics that may underpin state
provision of well-being including universal social provision, social insurance, social inclusion,
and social cohesion. It also considers a cross-cutting dimension, which currently is focusing
attention more on social investment than on social amelioration. The paper develops a typology
that identifies the key design options attendant with each of these distinct logics. It then
examines broad patterns of development in both the relationship among the three main spheres of
Canadian public provision of well-being (health, education, and income maintenance) as well as
within each of these spheres, with an eye to identifying major shifts in the underlying logics
driving policy development. Finally, the paper concludes by considering the overall historical
pattern of continuity and change in the Canadian social architecture.
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2.0 Patterns of Continuity and Change
There are different, and to some degree competing, perceptions regarding typical patterns in the
historical development of political institutions including the social architecture. The concepts of
path dependence and critical junctures are increasingly shaping the dominant thinking about
institutional development, most broadly, as well as social policy development, more specifically.
However, these concepts may understate the degree of change during periods of stasis as well as
overstating the degree of change occurring during periods of disjunction. As outlined below, an
alternative way of thinking about both continuity and change may be based on the concepts of
layering and conversion.
Path dependence “…see[s] institutions as the products of specific historical episodes or turning
points that result in configurations that then set constraints on subsequent development” (Thelen,
2003: 212). In this conception, “…politics…involves some elements of chance (agency, choice)
but…once a path is taken, once-viable alternatives become increasingly remote, as all the relevant
actors adjust their strategies to accommodate the prevailing pattern” (Thelen, 2003: 219). The
combination of “some contingency at the front end and some degree of determinism at the back
end of path-dependent processes” results in patterns of historical development that may be
characterized as “punctuated equilibrium” – “moments of ‘openness’ and rapid innovation
followed by long periods of institutional stasis or ‘lock in’” (Thelen, 2003: 219, 209).
Gøsta Esping-Andersen suggests that the historical development of European social policy
starkly illustrates this pattern of path dependency:
The history of European welfare states combines brief moments of epochal change
with long periods of politics as usual. More than one hundred years have now
elapsed since Bismarck launched modern social policy, and over a half-century has
passed since the welfare state emerged from war-torn Europe. In both instances,
visionary thinkers and practitioners of bold statesmanship redefined public
responsibilities and social justice. The architecture of the welfare state was
fundamentally altered. But since then, the conduct of social policy has been largely a
matter of fine-tuning and incremental adaptation of the existing edifice by the
bureaucrats and technicians who usually look after things during normal times
(Esping-Andersen, 2000: 1).
This conception of historical development raises a number of concerns. At a conceptual level, a
focus on “switch points” and “lock-in mechanisms” may “…sometimes suggest an overly
contingent view of the ‘choice points’ and a rather deterministic view of institutional
reproduction” (Thelen, 2003: 212). However, Kathleen Thelen’s main criticism of the
punctuated equilibrium model is empirical: “In fact, if one thinks about it, there are many
political institutions that are interesting precisely because if we look at them today we are struck,
simultaneously, by how little and how much they have changed over time. […] From the
perspective of a punctuated equilibrium model, there often seems to be too much continuity
through putative breakpoints in history, but also often too much change beneath the surface of
apparently stable formal institutional arrangements” (Thelen, 2003: 211). As a result, a focus on
critical junctures and path dependence may “…sometimes obscure some of the most interesting
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questions of all, regarding surprising institutional continuities through apparent break points, as
well as ‘subterranean’ but highly significant changes in periods of apparent institutional
stability” (Thelen, 2003: 233).
In order to accommodate such complex patterns of simultaneous continuity and change, Thelen
emphasizes two “common modes of institutional change” – institutional layering and
institutional conversion (Thelen, 2003: 225). Institutional layering “…involves the partial
renegotiation of some elements of a given set of institutions while leaving others in place”
(Thelen, 2003: 225). While “[s]ome aspects may be locked in in the way that path dependence
theorists emphasize, by the power of the constituencies they have created,” reformers “work
around this opposition by adding new institutions rather than dismantling the old” (Thelen, 2003:
226). Thus, reforms are undertaken by “accommodate[ing] and in many ways adapt[ing] to the
logic of the preexisting system” and “working around” those elements of the existing system that
cannot be changed. What is crucial in such cases is that the reforms do not, as typically expected
by path dependent interpretations, “…push developments further along the same track” (Thelen,
2003: 226). Institutional conversion occurs where “…existing institutions are redirected to new
purposes, driving changes in the role they perform and/or the functions they serve”1 (Thelen,
2003: 225)
Of course, whether empirical investigation reveals patterns consistent with punctuated
equilibrium, institutional layering and conversion, or, alternatively neither, will depend on a
number of factors:
•

The time period chosen (for example, the initial inception of welfare state programs likely
mark a more radical break from the past than their subsequent reform in a context of
established programs);

•

The empirical focus of comparisons over time (for example, whether the focus is on policy
debates or on actual policy outputs, as program inertia makes more radical break-points less
likely in the latter case); and,

•

The conceptual basis determining the actual criteria chosen to guide comparisons (where
more specific criteria are likely to generate perceptions of more radical break-points in
comparison with broader criteria).

However, these issues should not obscure the fact that the existence of patterns of historical
development consistent with either punctuated equilibrium or, alternatively, layering and
conversion is, fundamentally, an empirical question. It is to developing a conceptual basis for
comparisons of the social architecture across program areas and time to which the paper now
turns.

1

While both of these processes are used by Thelen primarily to describe formal institutional change, she argues
that “…similar mode[s] of change can be observed in contemporary developments in the welfare state regimes
of some developed democracies” – focusing specifically on Paul Pierson and John Myles’ analysis of public
pension systems (Thelen, 2003: 226).
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3.0 Conceptual Framework for Comparison Over Time: The Logics of
Social Provision
There are a variety of possible logics that may underpin the public provision of well-being by
governments. It is critical to draw a distinction between the explicit intent of policy at the
moment of decision as distinct from long-term and automatic consequences of these decisions
unfolding in the context of changing demographic and economic circumstance. As argued
below, there is an inherent logic to the various policy outputs detailed here but this logic is not
synonymous with the intentions of policy-makers; rather, it is the consequence of design choices
and both their intended and unintended consequences in the face of subsequent socio-economic
changes, many of which were largely unpredictable at the time that policy decisions were made.
Social provision of welfare in Canada in the post-war period has been based on four distinct
logics. Each of these four logics (and their temporal orientation toward either amelioration or
investment) tends to prescribe certain choices in program design. The main elements of program
design are as follows: whether programs are limited to specific categories of people, whether
they are targeted according to income, whether they are aimed at individual recipients or
communities, whether the intent is income replacement/enhancement or some form of minimum
payment, whether benefits are in cash or services, whether there are conditions for benefit receipt
(active or passive programs), and whether programs have an inherent age bias (see Table 2
below). While a certain amount of mixing and matching is possible, there are also certain builtin tendencies. Second, most policies likely reflect more than one logic; however, despite this,
one can attempt to identify what appears to be the primary logic of a given policy.
•

Universal social provision for the whole population. The logic of these universal programs
is to displace other spheres of welfare provision including the market, family and community
in providing well-being. This can be done through cash benefits or through the provision of
services, typically based on the logic that there are services that “don’t belong in the market”
and a reluctance to leave access to these goods and services to the market (Battle, 2001: 195).
The design consequences are an emphasis on universal programs such as universal health
care, pensions, family allowances and education (including relatively low-cost postsecondary education and quality early childhood education).

•

Social insurance against risk. The logic of these programs is to ensure security against risks.
They help encourage reliance on the labour market for well-being by ensuring against risks
typically borne by workers and by tying eligibility to labour market participation. The most
obvious examples are workers’ compensation, contributory pensions, and unemployment
insurance – for which benefits depend on strong connection to the labour force.2 The design

2

4

Assuming full employment and the predominance of the traditional, single-breadwinner family, it could be
argued that the logic of a number of income replacement programs such as Employment Insurance (EI) and
workers’ compensation was to guarantee security for all. However, with high levels of unemployment
(including a faltering commitment to achieving full employment) and a shift away from the traditional, single
bread-winner family, income replacement programs increasingly diverged from the goal of ensuring security for
the whole population and made a more distinct contribution to providing security for the working population.
To the degree that universal health care provides social insurance against the risk of ill health, it can be seen, in
part, in this light. However, health care might well have been more firmly grounded in insurance principles
incorporating, for example, differential levels of coverage based on occupation as is the case in the German
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consequences are that while program eligibility is universal (in the broadest sense of the
word), eligibility for benefits is dependent on labour market status. As a result, these
programs do not protect against absence of connection to the labour force; rather, such a loss
also entails the loss of access to these benefits. Second, as these insurance programs insure
against loss, they are not typically expected to provide benefits to the vast majority of those
covered.3 In both ways, these programs are thus fundamentally different from universal
programs outlined above, such as universal elementary/secondary education or family
allowances.
•

Ensuring social inclusion through establishing a social minimum. The logic of these
programs is to mitigate the negative effects of social marginalization for populations deemed
“at risk” – for example, by fighting poverty and supplementing low market incomes. The
design consequences are an emphasis on programs targeted to low-income families and
individuals, such as refundable tax credits, social assistance, and social housing. While these
programs are clearly redistributive in that they are focused on those “at risk,” they are
typically aimed at encroaching on other spheres of welfare provision, such as the market or
family, as little as possible. This is fundamentally different from universal social provision
in that private spheres of welfare provision remain predominant and it is a failure to secure an
adequate level of well-being in one of the other spheres that triggers benefit receipt for
programs based on a logic of social inclusion.

•

Ensuring social cohesion by fostering social integration in a community.4 In a sense, all
forms of collective provision promote social integration into a community, whether the
community is national (with access to benefits based broadly on citizenship), local or aspatial (with access to benefits being based on membership in a defined community). At the
same time, ensuring social cohesion clearly constitutes a logic distinct from those presented
above. There are a wide variety of policies that go beyond the logics outlined above in
attempting to overcome various social fault lines – for example, based on immigrant versus
non-immigrant status, social diversity including race, ethnicity, and gender, region, poverty
and income inequality, attachment to the labour market, etc. Policies identified for the
purposes here as being primarily driven by the logic of ensuring social cohesion are those
that emphasize empowering communities as well as providing income and services that are
targeted by place, industry, or locality. For example, this logic underpins community
development initiatives – whether in Aboriginal communities (for example, Aboriginal Head
Start), among new immigrants, or in rural areas – as well as initiatives for partnerships with
the voluntary sector and industrial adjustment programs. It is also the logic that underpinned
the provision of unemployment insurance on a regionally differentiated basis that was
intended to allow individuals to remain in their communities.

3
4

system. To the degree it was not, it appears to have been based on the principle of universal social provision –
removing distribution of access to health care from other private spheres of welfare provision.
Obviously, contributory pensions are an exception here.
For a conceptual overview of social cohesion, see Jenson (1998) and Beauvais and Jenson (2002).
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3.1 Ameliorative Social Policy vs. Social Investment
Each of the logics outlined above are cross-cut by design choices that emphasize the temporal
dimension – whether policies are geared to achieve the ends specified by each of the logics above
by redressing failures of other spheres of welfare provision in the short-term (social amelioration)
or, alternatively, by using the public provision of welfare to attempt to shift the provision of wellbeing in other spheres such as the market over the longer term. Rather than discrete policy
categories, social investment and social amelioration can be conceptualized as poles of a
continuum with a range of policy choices falling somewhere between the two extremes.
Table 1.
Examples of Programs
Social Amelioration

Social Investment

Social Provision

Family Allowances
Health Care

Early Childhood Education
Canada Child Tax Benefit and
National Child Benefit
Supplement

Social Insurance

Unemployment Insurance

EI/UI Training Benefits

Social Inclusion

Social Assistance

Targeted Job Training
Programs, especially
programs for lone parents

Social Cohesion

Unemployment Insurance’s
Fishing Benefits

Aboriginal Head Start
CAPC

Perhaps most importantly, a social investment approach implies shifting the age bias5 of welfare
programs towards giving “highest priority to ensuring the welfare of children” (Esping-Andersen,
2000: 3). This fits intuitively with an investment model – there are likely to be greater long-term
returns to investment in children. Second, a social investment framework is typically concerned with
shifting market income over the long-term through the provision of monetary incentives as well as
services promoting labour market participation. Third, where social investment programs
incorporate explicit income redistribution, there tends to be heightened concern placed on families
with children in low-income.6 Finally, a social investment focus tends towards emphasizing
investment over consumption. In order to do so, such programs may place a greater emphasis on the
provision of services (relative to cash benefits), which are more likely than cash benefits to guarantee
investment rather than consumption – “shift[ing]…the cash/service mix towards services provided to
households” (Esping-Andersen, 2000: 3). As outlined in the following section, it can be argued that
the new National Child Benefit (NCB) system in Canada reflects each of these four design choices.
5

6

6

Esping-Andersen, in making reference to the “age bias” of social expenditures, is not implying a “preference”
for spending on a specific age category per se but is simply referring to the distribution of benefits by age
category. An age bias may simply be the unintended result of age-related factors such as shifting demographics
and new technology (such as a greater number and greater cost of life-sustaining medical techniques.)
In a social investment approach, “[t]emporary inequalities are less of a problem than long-term ones and
certainly than poverty traps. Poverty, and especially child poverty, is therefore a key problem, because it
mortgages the future” (Jenson, 2003a: 18).

January 2004

Canadian Policy Research Networks

Table 2.
Summary of Key Design Options
Categorical

Targeted
(e.g.,
income or
means
tested)

Individual
vs.
Community

Income
Replacement or
Enhancement
vs. Minimum
Payment

Cash vs.
Services

Passive
vs.
Active

Age Bias

Universal
Social
Provision

Universal
(or broad
ascriptive
categories)

No

Individual

Minimum
payment (if cash)

Services or
cash

n/a

n/a

Social
Insurance

Dependent
on labour
market
status

No

Individual

Income
replacement

Cash
predominant

n/a

Working
age or
retirement
age

Social
Inclusion

Yes –
based on
income or
“at risk”
status

Yes

Individual

Minimum
payment/
earnings
enhancement

Either

n/a

n/a

Social
Cohesion

Yes –
community,
industry,
locality

May be

Community

Either

Either

n/a

n/a

Social
Investment

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Cash or
services
(bias
towards
services)

Active

Focus on
children
and youth
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4.0 The Public Provision of Well-being in Canada
The earliest programs comprising the public component of the social architecture in Canada
(Workers’ Compensation, Mothers’ Allowances, and Old Age Pensions) were most clearly in
keeping with the logic of social inclusion focusing on those in poverty (or at immediate risk of
falling into poverty). As these programs were largely intended to provide for those unable to
secure adequate provision in other spheres of welfare provision such as the market and family,
they have been commonly referred to as “residualist” (Guest, 1997). This logic dominated the
early decades of the emerging Canadian welfare state; however, in the 1940s and early 1950s, a
second set of considerably more significant programs were added – Family Allowances,
Unemployment Insurance, and Old Age Security. The social architecture as it developed in the
early post-war period emphasized the logic of universal social provision for the whole
population. With the addition of universally-provided services in the late 1950s and 1960s
(especially education and health insurance), the universalist cast of the social architecture was
reinforced. The growth of contributory programs such as UI (which had existed alongside the
universalist elements of public provision) and contributory pensions complemented this
universalist layer with a layer of programs emphasizing a logic of social insurance. And,
occurring at roughly the same time, the growth of targeted programs represented an additional
layer focusing on a logic of social inclusion. The more recent shift towards a social investment
perspective in some areas (such as income maintenance) has taken place within the broader
context of relative stability in the other main spheres of public provision – especially in health
care and education.
Thus, the overall pattern has been one of both significant continuity and substantial change. The
mix in the logics underpinning the social architecture has shifted as new layers of public
provision – representing different logics of public provision of well-being – have been laid down
over earlier existing layers and, in other cases, existing programs being adapted to new logics of
social provision. However, the earlier layers of public provision and their inherent logics are still
largely evident in the Canadian social architecture today.

8
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5.0 Spheres of Public Provision
The state-directed component of the post-war welfare architecture in Canada has been comprised
of three broad spheres – income maintenance, education, and health care. In the post-war period,
the latter two of these have largely been universal while the former has been comprised of a
more complex mix of universal and targeted programs. The latter two have also been focused on
provision of services while the former has been, again, a more complex mix of services and cash
benefits, although it is much more heavily weighted toward cash benefits than the other two main
spheres. Finally, health care in Canada tends to spend more on care for seniors (a tendency that
has grown over time) with the education sphere tending to focus benefits towards children and
youth.
Of course, the overall pattern over the post-1945 period has been the growth of each of these
spheres7 (see Figure 1). The trend in gross expenditures has been towards an increase in income
maintenance programs. Income maintenance and social service expenditures grew more slowly
over the late 1950s and 1960s than did spending on education and health. However, this pattern
began to shift in the early 1970s as income maintenance expenditures began to grow
significantly. The result, in combination with important demographic patterns, was a significant
shift from the situation in the early 1970s (when education spending was highest and health care
spending was lowest). Since the early 1970s, income maintenance expenditures dominate
overall social security expenditures in Canada, with a large proportion being spending on
pensions.
Thus, the combination of initial policy choices as they have interacted over time, often in
unforeseen ways, with changing demographic and other, often unanticipated, circumstances, has
produced this broad trend: the social provision of well-being over the post-war period has been
increasingly away from an emphasis on universal, service-focused areas of social provision and
towards the more mixed area of income maintenance. The paper now examines major patterns
of development within each of these three major spheres of public provision.

7

For a general overview of the development of the Canadian welfare state in the post-war period, see Jenson
(2001: 5-8).
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6.0 Health Care and Education
Health care and education were crucial elements of the new layer of universal programs being
laid down over the existing residualist welfare regime existing prior to 1945. While there have
been important changes and developments within these areas, the main story has largely been
one of continuity. The original logic underpinning these programs still appears to be the logic
sustaining them today – the universal provision of access to some goods and services outside
individuals’ ability to procure such access through the market, traditional family, or community
and the contribution of such provision to social cohesion. There is, thus far, little evidence that
these programs have been fundamentally changed in adaptation to the newer logic of social
investment.
Since the full implementation of public insurance for hospital and physician services in the early
1970s, there has been relatively little change to the Canadian health care system in terms of
universality of covered services, comprehensiveness of coverage, and the bias towards the
provision of services. There has also been little evidence of any significant shift in the Canadian
health care system from an emphasis on treatment to an emphasis on health promotion and
disease prevention despite numerous calls for such a shift (Romanow, 2002: esp.117-35). Thus,
there is little evidence of increasing concern with returns over time that are inherent in the social
investment approach.
The overall implicit age bias in health care expenditures has been growing. In part, this has been
due to the growing proportion of the population comprised of seniors. From 1980 to 2000, the
proportion of the population over 65 increased by just under a third (from 9.4 percent to
12.5 percent of the population), while the proportion of the population under 14 decreased by
15 percent (from 23 percent to 19 percent of the population). At the same time, while health care
has an inherent age bias (with greater resources typically being consumed by older patients on
average in comparison to younger ones), this age bias has also been deepening. The overall trend,
over the 1980-2000 period for which data are available, has been towards increasing expenditures
per person on those over 65 while expenditures per person on those under 14 have remained
unchanged over the past twenty years (see Figure 2). This pattern is likely primarily the result of
increasing costs associated with new life-saving and life-extending technologies. The combined
effect of these two dynamics is that, by 2000, just under half of all public health expenditures are
consumed by those over 65.
While expenditures on education surpassed those in the other two main spheres in the mid- to late1960s, they have been declining and are now the lowest of all three spheres. Similar to health care,
education has an inherent age bias and levels of expenditures are highly dependent on
demographics. Relative to the population aged 5-24, total education expenditures have increased
at a relatively constant rate since the mid-1950s although expenditure growth slowed significantly
in the 1990s (see Figure 3). During the 1990s, expenditures on elementary/secondary education
have stagnated in real terms (constant dollars per capita in relevant age group) as has also been the
case for university-level education expenditures. In vocational education, however, expenditure
growth has continued over the 1990s following a pattern of growth starting in the early 1980s with
expenditures for this category more than tripling from 1981 to 2000.

10
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A specific area of education, which is argued to be a particularly sensitive indicator of
commitment to long-term social investment, is child care and early childhood education.8 In this
area, Canada can be characterized as an “international laggard” (Jenson, 2003a: 42). The
number of regulated child care spaces (relative to the number of children aged 12 years or
younger) in Canada more than doubled from 1986 to 2001 (see Figure 4). However, a large
proportion of this increase has been the result of the massive expansion of early childhood
education and care (ECEC) child spaces in Quebec as a result of the implementation of its
universal $5 per child care program. Growth in the availability of regulated child care spaces in
the rest of Canada has been more modest – albeit still significant at an increase of just over
20 percent from 1992 to 2001.
Expenditures in Canada outside of Quebec have remained static over the past decade and have
actually decreased from 1995 to 2001 (see Figure 5). The expenditure allocations per child 12
years or younger increased by more than five times in Quebec from 1995 to 2001. As a result, the
Canadian average also increased by 75 percent from 1998 to 2001. However, allocations, per child
12 years or younger, in the rest of Canada actually decreased by eight percent from 1995 to 2001.
A 17 percent growth in regulated spaces since 1995 occurring in the context of an eight percent
decrease in financial allocations speaks to the short-term orientation of governments, as Jenson
notes, by which “…in some instances, Canadian jurisdictions are actually moving away from best
practices used in other countries…” (2003a: 42).
Health care and education, in terms of overall social expenditures, have been decreasing in
significance relative to income maintenance. To some degree, these trends are caused by
demographic changes – as largely appears to be the case in education. At the same time, other
factors are also at work – evident, for example, in the historically decreasing share of total social
expenditures devoted to health care despite the ageing of the population and deepening of the age
bias in health expenditures. While these two service-oriented spheres have decreased in relative
significance in comparison with income maintenance, they still remain strongly oriented toward
a universalistic logic. While education expenditures, which can be considered in and of
themselves a social investment, have been growing, there has been little evidence of an
increasing social investment orientation in regards to specific issues such as ECEC. Shifts
towards the logic of social investment are even less discernible in the field of health care.

8

For a good overview, see Jenson (2003a: 41-43).
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7.0 Income Maintenance
At the same time that income maintenance and social services have increased in relative
importance in terms of overall expenditures, significant changes have also taken place within the
income maintenance field.9 Programs based on the universalist logic which dominated income
maintenance programs at the beginning of the post-war period or shortly thereafter (family
allowance and universal old age pensions) were layered over with programs (or growth in
programs) based on the logic of social insurance (the expansion of UI and the inception of the
CPP/QPP) as well as those based on the logic of social inclusion (the consolidation and
expansion of social assistance and other needs-tested programs). The contributory tier of income
maintenance has continued to grow in relative significance and, since the 1990s, has come to
dominate the income maintenance sphere. Despite the shifting importance of various
components of the income maintenance system, the early layers are still visible and, for the most
part, still reflect the logic that initially underpinned them although in some cases this logic has
been somewhat transformed.
This overall picture is evident in the patterns of expenditures on the various types of income
maintenance programs. 10 Income maintenance, as it emerged in the early post-war period, was
heavily skewed towards the logic of universality (see Figure 6). In 1950, expenditures on
universal family allowances comprised fully half of total social expenditures (excluding veterans
pensions) and were roughly two and half times as large as the next largest program – needstested old age pensions. By 1960, income maintenance was comprised basically of three major
programs of comparable size (universal family allowances, universal old age security, and
unemployment insurance) continuing to give the income maintenance sphere a predominantly
universalist cast. However, the pattern over the next two decades was marked by growth in the
relative size of both targeted programs (especially social assistance) as well as contributory
programs (pensions and unemployment insurance) so that, by 1980, the balance between
universal, contributory, and targeted income maintenance programs was roughly equal. From
this point, contributory programs continued to grow relative to universal and targeted programs
so that, by 2000, they comprised just under half of all expenditures – roughly the same
proportion comprised by universal programs in the late 1960s and early 1970s.11

9

10

11

12

For a broad overview of the post-war period, see Jenson (2001: esp. 5-8). For an overview of changes in the
1990s, see Battle (2001).
The description above obviously depends to a significant degree on how specific programs are classified. For
example, classifying the both OAS (after 1989) and CCTB as universal (as argued below) may be controversial.
However, treating these programs as targeted benefits, rather than universal programs, would not significantly
change the main argument made here that the most important trends were the growth of programs based on
logics other than universality after 1950 and the increasing predominance of programs based on a logic of social
insurance after 1980.
The degree to which shifts in expenditures in each program area were driven by demographic changes is
considered in the following sub-sections.
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There has been a more recent shift towards an increased focus on a social investment orientation
– the clawback of OAS, the shifting from family allowances to the NCB system, restructuring of
UI (to EI), and changes to provincial social assistance system, as well as a new emphasis on
“active” programs. However, it is important not to overestimate the significance of this shift. To
some degree, the shift has been more apparent than real (as with the shift to “active” programs)
and must be gauged within a context of relative stability in the existing layers of income
maintenance provision as well as a deepening age bias in the overall income maintenance
system.
7.1 Income Maintenance for Seniors
The history of income maintenance for seniors has been comprised of a process of layering and,
for the most part, the various layers are still evident today.
The earliest component, Old Age Pensions (1927), was comprised of means-tested benefits for
those over 70. This program, which fit tightly with the overall focus of the early Canadian
welfare state on residual programs, was transformed into Old Age Security (OAS) in 1951 – a
universal, non-contributory program. In the mid-1960s, two additional tiers, reflecting two
distinctive logics, were layered on top of the universal tier: the Canada Pension Plan/Quebec
Pension Plan (CPP/QPP) in 1965 which reflected the logic of contributory social insurance and
the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) in 1966 which reflected a logic of fostering social
inclusion, being targeted to seniors with low incomes.12
For the most part, these layers are still visible and still reflect the basic logics which initially
underpinned them. In 1989, OAS was made subject to a clawback for high income recipients.
However, as 95 percent of all seniors receive the full benefit and only two percent of seniors are
excluded from benefits on the basis of the income test, the program is most appropriately viewed
as quasi-universal (Battle, 2001: 186, 198). The GIS has expanded so that it now supports both
low- and medium-income seniors.13 However, it is still much more similar in nature to a targeted
program than a universal one.
In terms of expenditures, universal income maintenance programs for seniors continued to grow
through to the mid-1970s (see Figure 7). Expenditures on income-tested benefits grew quite
rapidly in the late 1960s and early 1970s after the introduction of the GIS. However, incometested benefit expenditures have remained relatively constant since – growing slightly in the mid1980s and stagnating over the 1990s. The most spectacular pattern of expenditure growth has
been in contributory pensions as the CPP/QPP matured with these expenditures now being
roughly equivalent to those for universal pensions under the OAS and spouses’ allowances.
Thus, this pattern matches the development in the broader income maintenance sphere more
generally.

12

13

In addition, at the same time, a tax-related tier supporting occupational pensions and private savings was
emerging. These tax expenditure programs are discussed in the following section.
Close to 40 percent of seniors, including many who had average earnings before retirement and who have
significant assets during retirement, receive a GIS payment.

The Canadian Social Model: The Logics of Policy Development

13

7.2 Income Maintenance for Those Under 65
Unemployment Insurance and Employment Insurance
One of the most significant shifts taking place in income maintenance has been the massive
expansion of UI in the 1970s which is clearly evident in the growth in expenditure levels after the
restructuring of the program in 1971 (see Figure 8). This expansion included, among other things,
the introduction of benefits for individuals not previously eligible (e.g., fishing benefits, the public
sector), special benefits (sickness benefits and maternity benefits), and differential regional benefit
durations and minimum qualifying work periods. While UI, like virtually all social expenditure
programs, always served the logic of social cohesion to some degree, this shift appears to mark a
more fundamental reorientation away from the logic of social insurance towards a logic of social
cohesion – increasingly aimed at bridging various fault-lines including those based on region as
well as relationship to the labour market, such as distinctions between primary and secondary
income earners (see McIntosh and Boychuk, 2000: 85-87).
More recent changes appear to mark a shift away from the 1970s focus on social cohesion and
back toward a logic of social insurance. In the main, changes in the 1990s served to significantly
limit the scope of benefit coverage – evident in dramatic declines in the ratio of beneficiaries to
the total number of unemployed (B/U)14 as well as in total EI benefits paid relative to the total
number of unemployed15 (see Figure 8). More recent changes both broaden coverage (e.g., to
part-time workers) as well as limit it through new rules about eligibility. However, these
changes have been extremely complex and have made eligibility even more difficult for certain
types of part-time workers – especially part-time workers in high unemployment areas and new
entrants to the labour market working part-time.16 In particular, among regular claimants, young
people and women were particularly affected by the restrictions (Canada Employment Insurance
Commission, 1998; McIntosh and Boychuk, 2000).
Thus, despite shifts over time,
unemployment insurance has remained grounded in a logic of social insurance – a logic that is
re-emerging as increasingly central to program design.

14

15

16

14

Although changes in the B/U ratio are driven in part by economic conditions and changes in the labour market
structure, a significant element resulted from federal policy changes. For an overview of changes, see
HRDC (1998); McIntosh and Boychuk (2000); and Boychuk (2001a). For an analysis that attempts to untangle
the effects of policy changes from changes in labour market structure, see HRDC (1998).
B/U ratios cannot be calculated prior to 1976 as Statistics Canada does not report total beneficiaries (but rather
total number of claimants) prior to this point. Instead, the paper relies on total benefits paid per person
unemployed.
For an analysis of this, see Boychuk (2001a), especially Appendix: Impact of 1996 EI Reform on Coverage,
pp.139-40.
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Family and Child Benefits
While changes in family and child benefits over the past 25 years may appear as the
abandonment of universality, these shifts may be alternatively viewed as the recasting of
universal program into a quasi-universal program. From 1978 onwards, there was a movement
away from a universal family allowance program and towards income-tested refundable tax
credits under the Child Tax Credit (1978) and, later, the Child Tax Benefit (CTB) in 1993 and
finally the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB) and National Child Benefit Supplement (NCB
Supplement) in 1998.17 While coverage of families with children dipped to roughly 80 percent
under the CTB, it subsequently expanded so that, as of 2004, 95 percent of all families with
children will receive some benefit. Thus, the CCTB can now be thought of as having “…the
same quasi-universal coverage as OAS” (Battle, 2001: 199). Undoubtedly, these changes were
significant. Benefits are now income-graduated although it is important to note that even here,
as they were taxable benefits, family allowances were also effectively graduated according to the
marginal income tax rate of the recipient family (Banting, 1987: 9). Rather than marking the
abandonment of universality, these changes have recast child benefits to a more highly incomegraduated format but have not fundamentally redefined it as a targeted program.
The NCB system fits with all four characteristics of a social investment focus as outlined above.
First, it is directed to children. Second, it attempts to shift market income over the long-term by
providing incentives for labour market participation. To this end, the NCB Supplement provides
for the “equalization” of benefits between low-income working families and those in receipt of
social assistance, represents an increased concern with creating incentives to enter the labour
market, and is often billed as an initiative to “lower the welfare wall.”18 As a result of the NCB
Supplement and income graduation of CCTB benefits, the overall system provides higher
benefits to low-income working families. Finally, the clawback provision and associated
provincial reinvestment strategies are, for the most part, geared towards the provision of services.
This results in a higher mix of services relative to cash benefits than would be the case if federal
child benefits were simply allowed to flow through to social assistance beneficiaries.
While the NCB system reflects a social investment focus, it does not represent a fundamental
shift away from a logic of universal social provision. The NCB Supplement certainly does lower
the implicit marginal tax-back rate of families leaving social assistance for the labour market in
comparison with a flat-rate benefit. However, as opposed to having a flat-rate benefit for the
lowest income earners as does the NCB, a more radical way to increase incentives for labour
market participation is to have benefits increase with earned income – similar to the Earned
Income Tax Credit in the United States. In contrast, the Canadian model implies a universalist
logic that has been adapted so as to impinge on labour market entry as little as possible as
opposed to a fundamental shift away from the logic of universal social provision.

17
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For an overview of these changes, see McIntosh and Boychuk (2000), Boychuk (2001b), and Boychuk (2002).
For an overview of provincial reinvestment of funds under the NCB program, see Jenson (2003a: 40-42).
For an overview of the operation of this program, see Battle (2001: 208-209).
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Social Assistance
Alongside Workers’ Compensation, Mothers’ Allowances were the first modern social program
in Canada, soon followed by means-tested income maintenance programs for the elderly in 1927.
However, these programs were relatively insignificant in terms of overall expenditures –
especially relative to Family Allowances – until the early 1960s. After this point, social
assistance programs were consolidated and greatly expanded (especially under the Canada
Assistance Plan, 1966). Expansion continued through the 1980s and early 1990s (see Figure 9).
This expansion reflected the logic of fostering social inclusion through the provision of a social
minimum.
The goal of recent social assistance reforms has been to “ensur[e] that an increased portion of
families’ and individuals’ welfare comes from market income, and that social assistance clients
join the labour market” (Jenson, 2003b: 35). Strategies to “reconnect” social assistance
recipients may vary, but may include simply limiting eligibility or reducing benefits (Jenson,
2003b: 6). Social assistance expenditures (measured relative to the total low income gap) and
recipiency rates (measured relative to the total number of persons in low-income) grew over the
1980s and early 1990s but have since dropped relatively sharply back to the levels of the late
1980s and early 1990s (see Figure 9). Over the 1990s, dropping recipiency rates combined with
the reduction of average benefit levels across all major categories of beneficiary. A crucial part
of the shift in social assistance provision has also been qualitative – the renewed emphasis on the
market as the primary sphere of well-being.19
This marks an adaptation in the logic underpinning social assistance more clearly than a shift in
its underlying logic. For the most part, social assistance programs were traditionally designed to
replicate the norms of the traditional family with the state adopting the role of the non-existent
traditional male family breadwinner in order to allow the mother to stay in the home and care for
the children.20 Thus, policies that encouraged mothers to stay in the home (and out of the labour
market) are often viewed, in the contemporary context, as contributing to social exclusion (which
in contemporary debates almost exclusively refers to failure to participate in the labour market).
These policies were, however, by the standards of the day, designed to foster social inclusion
into the prevailing set of social norms (e.g., nuclear families with stay-at-home mothers). The
new orientation toward labour market participation is intended to foster social inclusion into the
currently prevailing set of social norms including the participation of most mothers in the
workplace.

19
20
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For an overview of recent examples of these strategies, see Jenson (2003b: 35-40).
Interestingly, it has even been argued that state demanded, consistent with traditional marriage arrangements, a
form of sexual monogamy in return. See, for example, Little (1998).
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Active Labour Market Programs
One of the most widely-heralded recent shifts in income maintenance programs in western,
industrialized countries including Canada has been from ostensibly “passive” income
maintenance programs to “active” labour market programs.21 Such initiatives have included the
establishment of the Labour Market Development Agreements (LMDAs), inclusion of training
and other supports in the National Child Benefit, and a number of provincial initiatives
especially in regards to social assistance,22 and elements of the shift from UI to EI. One of the
primary goals of these shifts has been to increase access to and reliance on market income by
“…smooth[ing] the transition in to work, and [to] reduce reliance on unemployment or social
assistance” (Jenson, 2003b: 32). For example, the shift to EI was accompanied by a revamping
of associated active labour market programs, such as Employment Benefits and Supports
Measures (EBSMs) and including targeted wage subsidies for private sector employment and
subsidized employment in the public or non-profit sector, training, and self-employment
initiatives.23 While there have been important developments in this area, the shift towards active
programs, dating back to the mid-1980s, has been, in some senses, more apparent than real – an
appearance resulting to some large degree from the paring back of income maintenance spending
more generally.24
Expenditures on active labour market programs increased dramatically in the mid-1980s as a
result of the Canadian Jobs Strategy as well as the federal-provincial employment enhancement
agreements which allowed for shifting federal cost-shared funding for social assistance to a
variety of employment-related programs.25 However, after this initial reorientation, expenditures
on active labour market programming dropped in real terms as well as a proportion of total social
expenditures (see Figure 10). As income maintenance expenditures were decreasing more
rapidly, active expenditures (though also decreasing) increased as a relative proportion of total
labour market programming. This underpins the argument (made most notably by the OECD)
that labour market programming in Canada has an increasingly “active” orientation. Moreover, a
number of programs (which the OECD would typically qualify as passive) have been made more
active such as EI and virtually all provincial social assistance programs; however, these changes
have occurred as variations on the basic structure of existing programs as opposed to a recasting
of their fundamental underlying logics.
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Active labour market programs are those which “aim at reintegrating the unemployed [into the labour market]”
as opposed to “‘passive’ measures which merely provide income support” (OECD, 1997: 3).
See OECD (1999, especially Chapter 5, 79-121).
In terms of expenditures, about one-third of identifiable active expenditures in Canada was under labour market
training initiatives (now primarily a provincial responsibility under the Labour Market Development
Agreements), another third on “employment services and administration,” and roughly one-sixth on subsidized
employment.
It is crucial to note, in regards to the terms “passive” and “active,” that the designation of programs such as
UI/EI as passive (as done by the OECD, for example) represents a very contemporary understanding of what it
means for a program to be passive. Contemporary understandings, geared almost exclusively to the issue of
labour market participation, ignore earlier understandings of the same programs as active in terms of promoting
certain positive outcomes such as, in the case of UI/EI, higher consumer spending. Interestingly, programs such
as social assistance that were historically, in some instances, designed to actively remove female lone parents
from the labour force are now, according to contemporary definitions, defined as passive.
For an overview of these programs, see Prince and Rice (1989).
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Income Maintenance Programs by Age and Income
Over a long period of time, there has been a deepening of the age bias in income maintenance.
Growth in total expenditures on programs aimed at different categories of recipients has been
greatest in programs providing income maintenance benefits to seniors while total expenditures
on programs providing benefits directly to children have remained unchanged in real terms since
the early 1950s (see Figure 11). In part, this is due to demographic changes and the increasing
proportion of the population comprised by those over 65. However, it is also the result of the
disproportionate growth in expenditures on seniors relative to other age categories as programs
such as contributory pensions have matured (see Figure 12). As a result of the combination of
these two effects, by the mid-1990s, just under half of all income maintenance expenditures were
comprised of programs providing benefits to seniors.
Expenditures on children’s benefits (relative to the population 0-17 years of age) remained fairly
constant from the early 1950s to the early 1970s. They then increased substantially with targeted
Family Allowances and then, in 1978, the Child Tax Credit. They stagnated over the late 1980s
and early 1990s but, more recently, have been increasing significantly – though, thus far, only to
levels comparable to those of the late 1970s. The outstanding question is the degree to which
they will continue to grow and whether this growth will still (as it has over the broader post-war
period) be outstripped by growth in expenditures on income maintenance for seniors.
In terms of redistribution, over the past twenty years, the distribution of government transfers has
become less progressive and the amount of redistribution achieved for each dollar spent on
transfers has, over time, declined26 (see Figure 13). The overall share of government transfers
being distributed to the bottom half of the income distribution has fallen slightly over the period
from its high of 63 percent in 1981 to 59.4 percent in 2001. Within this broader pattern, various
quintiles have fared quite differently. The share of the bottom quintile has declined significantly
while the shares of both the third and fourth quintiles have increased.

26
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However, as the distribution of transfers is still progressive (if less progressive over time), overall redistribution
in the system is dependent upon both the distribution of transfers as well as the overall magnitude of transfers.
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8.0 Tax Expenditures
While the discussion above focuses primarily on programs entailing direct expenditures, there has
been a trend towards the increasing reliance on the tax system as a central delivery mechanism.
The tax system is used as an alternative to programs providing direct government benefits in two
ways. One is by the provision of benefits (usually income-contingent) that would normally be
thought of as a regular spending program but are delivered through the tax system (e.g., refundable
tax credits such as the CCTB/NCB Supplement and refundable GST low-income credit). The
second way is to use tax expenditures. These include “exemptions, deductions, rate reductions,
rebates, credits or deferrals,” which are “used as alternatives to direct government spending for
achieving government policy objectives” through foregone tax revenues such as registered
retirement savings plan (RRSP) or registered education savings plan (RESP) exemptions (Canada,
Department of Finance, 1999: 35).27
In terms of overall magnitude, personal income tax expenditures have been growing significantly
relative to direct program expenditures (see Figure 14). Major personal tax expenditures were
just over four percent of the size of total social security expenditures in 1976; however, by 2000,
they were just under 14 percent of the size of total expenditures.28 Measured relative to the size
of total income maintenance and social services expenditures, these proportions are 10 percent
(1976) and 31 percent (2000) respectively.29
The overall redistributive effect of combined taxes and transfers in Canada, as indicated by the
reductions in the Gini coefficient resulting from transfers and taxes, grew from the early 1980s
and peaked in the mid-1990s30 (see Figure 15). After this point, the combined redistributive
effect of taxes and transfers declined significantly although it remained above the level of
redistribution which existed in the early 1980s. Over this period, the proportion of total
redistribution resulting from government transfers and, alternatively, government taxes has remained
relatively constant with the former accounting for just over two-thirds of overall redistribution.31

27

28

29

30

31

The Department of Finance does not draw a conceptual distinction between refundable tax credits (paid to those
with no income) and non-refundable tax credits (which only accrue to those with taxable income and increase in
value in direct relationship to income). From a social policy perspective, this is an important distinction. Second,
there is an important operational distinction between benefits delivered through the tax system and tax
expenditures: Statistics Canada, in its income distribution data, treats the former as transfer income (e.g., child tax
benefits and the GST/HST credit) rather than the “income tax” side of the equation. See Statistics Canada (2003).
1976 is the first year for which personal income tax expenditure estimates are available. 2000 is the last year
for which estimates (as opposed to projections) are available.
Personal income tax expenditures are heavily weighted towards the income maintenance function and, as such,
might be appropriately compared to overall expenditures for income maintenance.
The Gini coefficient is “a statistical measure which has a value of ‘0’ if every person in the economy has the same
amount of income, and ‘1’ if one person had all the income, and everybody else had no income at all. An increase
in the Gini coefficient represents an increase in equality” (Arjona, Ladaique and Pearson, 2001: 17). This paper
measures the Gini coefficient reduction – the absolute reduction in the Gini coefficient resulting from taxes and
government transfers.
It is crucial to note that refundable tax benefits such as the CCTB and GST/HST credit are treated by Statistics
Canada as government transfers. As a result, in this section, these credits enter into the transfer (as opposed to
the taxes) side of the equation.
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Redistribution through transfers remained constant throughout much of the 1980s, grew
noticeably in the early 1990s, but then declined back to the levels of the mid- and late-1980s.
Growth in the redistributive effects of income taxes has been more steady although this effect
has declined slightly since its peak in the mid-1990s.
As tax expenditures increasingly become more significant relative to direct expenditures
programs, it is important to consider their composition. Each of the different types of tax
expenditure has different implications. The GST credit is a targeted, refundable credit reflecting
a logic of social inclusion – attempting to ensure that the GST did not lower the living standards
of low-income persons and families. The CCTB is a much more broadly-distributed refundable
credit and, as argued above, more closely approximates a universalist logic. The RRSP/RPP
exemptions are not refundable (and thus would have little or no value to those without taxable
income even if they could afford to make contributions) and, to some large degree, approximate
the logic underpinning contributory pension plans. The value of educational and health
exemptions depends on the contribution made (or costs incurred) and increases with taxable
income
Of the personal income tax expenditures focused on here, expenditures on RRSP and RRP
exemptions have dominated overall tax expenditures (see Figure 16). However, over the 1990s,
tax expenditures for retirement income savings have not grown in real terms (largely as the result
of significant increases in total taxation of RPP withdrawals). At the same time, tax expenditures
on education and health as well as child tax benefits have continued to grow – somewhat shifting
the overall mix of total personal tax expenditures away from expenditures for retirement income
savings programs. However, with the exception of the basic personal exemption (projected
expenditure of $22.4 billion in 2004), combined RRSP/RPP exemption expenditures (projected
expenditure of $18.4 billion in 2004) still dominate personal income tax expenditures with the
CCTB (projected expenditure of $8.4 billion) coming a distant third.
Tax expenditures are of increasing importance to the public component of the Canadian social
architecture. However, the mix of logics inherent in these expenditures mirrors, for the most
part, the mix of logics evident in direct expenditure programs. The implicit age bias (resulting
from an orientation towards retirement income savings) and emphasis on exemptions for
contributions (e.g., retirement savings) mirrors the growing emphasis on contributory programs
and deepening age bias in the income maintenance field.
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9.0 Conclusion
The post-war history of the Canadian social architecture is neither marked by epochal shifts nor
simply by “…fine-tuning and incremental adaptation of the existing edifice” (Esping-Andersen,
2000: 1). Rather, the picture is one both of significant strands of continuity and substantial
change developing simultaneously as earlier modes of public provision have been overwritten
with new programs representing distinct logics of social provision. Over time, there have been
shifts in the relative importance of various programs as well as shifts within individual programs
reflective of adaptation to new logics. However, for the most part, the main layers of public
provision and the original logics underpinning them continue to be clearly evident in public
welfare provision today.
In the early post-war period, the social architecture was dominated by universal income
maintenance programs and the universal, service-oriented programs in health care and education
built over the 1950s and 1960s reinforced this orientation. These early universal programs, which
remain central to public provision today, were later complemented by two sets of programs
driven by other logics: programs of social insurance for workers, including contributory
pensions and unemployment insurance, and programs embodying a logic of social inclusion such
as social assistance and income targeted pensions. Both sets of programs remain central to
public provision in Canada although the former has increased in relative significance.
Subsequent to their initial development, programs within these three basic strands have
sometimes been adapted to new logics such as the reorientation of unemployment insurance to a
broader logic of social cohesion (an orientation that was later to fade) and the even more recent
adaptation of a number of programs to a focus on social investment. However, these shifts have
not fundamentally displaced the basic logic of existing programs or the broader cast of the social
architecture. For example, despite a nascent shift in public provision toward social investment in
Canada, the contemporary social architecture remains subject to the same criticism leveled
against European social programs which, according to Esping-Andersen (2000: 3), “…remain
heavily biased in favour of the aged rather than the young, and income maintenance rather than
services.” A social investment approach will face the challenge of struggling against the inertia
of existing programs driven primarily by alternative logics. However, the history of the
Canadian social architecture illustrates the scope for the development of new programs,
embodying new logics, alongside existing ones.
To the degree that the history of the Canadian social architecture has been the layering of new
programs and alternative logics of social provision over existing ones, “…it may not be so useful
to think of institutional development in terms of a sharp dichotomy between periods of
institutional innovation and institutional stasis” (Thelen, 2003: 233). Rather, it may be
worthwhile to consider Thelen’s injunction that “…to understand how institutions evolve, it may
be more fruitful to aim for a more fine-grained analysis that seeks to identify what aspects of a
specific institutional configuration are (or are not) renegotiable and under what conditions”
(Thelen, 2003: 233).
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Figure 1
TOTAL SOCIAL EXPENDITURES, BY CATEGORY CANADA, 1959-2000
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Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online at http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml.
Notes:

Real dollar equivalents and per capita expenditure calculated by author. Expenditures
on income maintenance and social services programs cover all payments for income
security and social services. Associated administrative costs are generally not included.
Total health expenditure includes health expenditures made by the public sector,
comprising expenditures by federal, provincial and municipal governments, and by
workers' compensation boards. The statistics include expenditures for insured health
services, extended health care, capital expenditures, health research, administration, etc.
Total education expenditures by the three levels of government, federal, provincial, and
municipal, include expenditures for the following levels of education: elementary,
secondary, post-secondary non-university, university, and vocational training.
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Figure 2
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Source: Health Canada, Health Expenditures in Canada by Age and Sex, 1980-81 to 2000-01 –
Statistical Annex. Table 7C: Total Public Sector Health Expenditures by Age Group
and Sex, $ per capita. Constant dollar calculations by author.
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Figure 3

EDUCATION EXPENDITURES, BY LEVEL
Canada, 1954-2000
Const. $ (2002) per capita in age group
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Source: Statistics Canada, Education in Canada, various years.
Per Capita expenditures for elementary/secondary calculated using population aged
5-18. Vocational, college and university expenditures calculated using population
aged 18-24. Total expenditures calculated using population aged 5-24.
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Figure 4

REGULATED DAY CARE SPACES
CANADA & QUEBEC,1986-2001
Spaces as % of Population >12 years
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For 1986 and 1989, National Day Care Information Centre, Social Service Programs
Branch, Status of Day Care in Canada, 1986, 1989 (Ottawa: Supply and Services,
1986 and 1989), Table1. (Population 0-12 for 1986 and 1989 constructed from
CANSIM II, Table 0510001. For 1992-2001, Martha Friendly, Jane Beach, and
Michelle Turiano, Early Childhood Education and Care in Canada, 2001 (Toronto:
Childcare Resource and Research Unit, 2002). Table 27: Number of children 0-12
years by province/territory – 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001 (rounded in 1000s); Table 29:
Regulated child care spaces by province/ territory – 1992, 1995, 1998, 2001; Table 32:
Allocations in actual and constant 2001 dollars for regulated child care – 1992, 1995,
1998, 2001.
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Figure 5

DAY CARE ALLOCATION
CANADA & QUEBEC, 1992-2001
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Figure 6

INCOME MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURES
By Program Type, 1950-2000
100%
90%
80%
% of Total

70%
60%

Targeted
Contributory
Universal

50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
1950

1960

1970

1980

1990

2000

Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online at http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml.
Notes:
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Universal benefits include Family Allowances (to 1990), OAS, Child Tax Credit (1980
and after) and CCTB (2000). Contributory benefits include UI/EI, Workers’
Compensation and CPP/QPP. Targeted benefits include mothers’ allowances (1950
and 1960; Old Age Pensions (1950); Old Age Assistance, Blind Persons Allowances
and Disabled Persons Allowance (1960, 1970); GIS (1970-200); cost-shared programs
(primarily CAP) and other welfare programs (such as provincial and municipal welfare
not under CAP.)
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Figure 7

INCOME MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURES FOR SENIORS
Canada, 1954-2000
Constant $ (2002) Per Capita 65+
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Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online at http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml.
Notes:

Real dollar equivalents and per capita expenditure calculated by author. Universal
benefits include Old Age Security and Spouses Allowances. Income-tested benefits are
comprised of the Guaranteed Income Supplement. Contributory benefits are composed
of Canada Pension Plan/Quebec Pension Plan retirement benefits.
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EI/UI BENEFITS PAID, REGULAR & TOTAL
CANADA, 1953-2000
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Figure 8

Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml. Labour force data for 1953-1975 from Statistics Canada,
Historical Labour Force Statistics and, for 1975 to 2000, from CANSIM I, Series
d980562, Canada Labour Force Characteristics, Labour Force Age 15+. Real dollar
equivalents and per capita expenditure calculated by author.
Notes:

B/U ratios cannot be calculated prior to 1976 as Statistics Canada (Cat.73-001) does not
report total beneficiaries (but rather total number of claimants) prior to this point.
UI/EI benefits paid are divided by the number of unemployed persons (monthly
average) for the previous year. This produces a much less erratic pattern than matching
current year program expenditures with current year unemployment levels.
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Figure 9

SA TOTAL EXPENDITURES AND RECIPIENCY RATES
CANADA, 1981-2000
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Source: Calculated by author. (Data available upon request.)
Total Low Income Gap – calculated by author as the total number of families and
individuals in low income multiplied by the average income gap (difference between
market income and Statistics Canada Low Income Cutoff—LICO). Total number of
families in low income and average income gap from Statistics Canada, Income Trends
in Canada, 2000 (limited access electronic datafile), Table T804 Families in low
income before and after tax, showing prevalence, estimated number and average
income gap in 2000 constant dollars for selected family types, Canada, Provinces and
CMAs, 1980-2000.
Social Assistance Expenditures and Number of Persons on Social Assistance – Human
Resources Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the Provinces,
1975-76 to 1999-2000. Table 438: Provincial and Municipal Social Assistance
Program Expenditures, 1980-81 to 1999-2000. Table 361: Number of Beneficiaries
(Including Dependants) of General Assistance, by Province and for Canada, as of
March 31, 1976 to 1996 and Table 435: Number of Beneficiaries (Including
Dependants) of Provincial and Municipal Social Assistance, by Province and for
Canada, as of March 31, 1997 to 2000. See http://www.hrdc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialppsociale/statistics/75-76/table.shtml#list.
Persons with Low Market Income – Statistics Canada, Income Trends in Canada, 2000
(limited access electronic datafile), Table T802 Persons in Low Income Before and
After Tax, Showing Prevalence and Estimated Number, 1980-2000.
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Figure 10

ACTIVE LABOUR MARKET PROGRAMS,
CANADA, 1980-2000
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Source: OECD, Society at a Glance: Underlying Data, 2002. Accessed July 2003 at
http://www.oecd.org/document/24/0,2340,en_2825_497118_2671576_1_1_1_1,00.html.
Annex SS, Table 13.1, 13.2, and 13.3.
Notes:
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Total social expenditures include old age cash benefits, disability cash benefits,
occupational injury and disease, sickness benefits, services for seniors and disabled
people, survivor benefits, family cash benefits, family services, active labour market
programs, unemployment benefits, health, housing benefits, and “other contingencies.”
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Figure 11

INCOME MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURES
BY CATEGORY, CANADA, 1952-2000
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Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online at http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml.
Notes:

Real dollar equivalents and per capita expenditure calculated by author.
Children’s benefits include the Child Tax Credit and Family Allowances (to 1992) and
the Child Tax Credit (from 1993.) Benefits for the elderly include OAS/GIS/SPA,
CPP/QPP, and Veteran’s Allowances. Benefits for workers include Employment
Insurance (all benefits), Workers’ Compensation, and federal training and employment
programs. Social assistance (SA) benefits classified as welfare include cost-shared
programs (primarily CAP) and other welfare programs (such as provincial and
municipal welfare not under CAP.)
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Figure 12
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INCOME MAINTENANCE EXPENDITURES
BY CATEGORY, CANADA, 1952-2000

Source:

Human Resource Development Canada, Social Security Statistics: Canada and the
Provinces, various years. Online at http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/sp-ps/socialp-psociale/
statistics/75-76/table.shtml.

Notes:

Real dollar equivalents and per capita expenditure calculated by author.
Children’s benefits include the Child Tax Credit and Family Allowances (to 1992) and
the Child Tax Credit (from 1993.) Benefits for seniors include OAS/GIS/SPA,
CPP/QPP, and Veteran’s Allowances. Benefits for workers include Employment
Insurance (all benefits), Workers’ Compensation, and federal training and employment
programs. Social assistance (SA) benefits classified as welfare include cost-shared
programs (primarily CAP) and other welfare programs (such as provincial and
municipal welfare not under CAP).

Notes:
Per Capita expenditures for children’s benefits calculated using population aged 0-17.
Per Capita expenditures for seniors calculated using population aged 65 plus.
Per Capita expenditures for workers calculated using population aged 18-64.
Per Capita expenditures for social assistance benefits calculated using population
aged 0-64.
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Figure 13

SHARE OF GOV'T TRANSFERS
By Quintile, 1980-2001
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Source: Statistics Canada, Income Trends in Canada, 2002 (limited access electronic datafile),
Table 301.
Notes:

Government transfers include OAS/GIS/Spouses Allowances, CPP/QPP, child tax
benefits, UI/EI, Workers’ Compensation, GST/HST Credit, Provincial/Territorial tax
credits, social assistance and other government transfers.
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Figure 14

MAJOR PIT TAX EXPENDITURES, 1976-2000
as % of Direct Social Security Program Expenditures
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Source: Department of Finance, Government of Canada Tax Expenditures, 1994, 1995, 1997,
1998, 1999, 2000, 2001 and 2002; Department of Finance, Account of the Cost of
Selective Tax Measures, 1985.
Major personal income tax expenditures reported here include:
• health (non-taxation of employer-paid insurance benefits for group private health and dental
plans, disability credit, medical expenses credit);
• education (tuition fee credit, education credit, student loan interest credit,
scholarship/fellowship/bursary income credit and registered education savings plans);
• child tax benefits (child tax credit, 1978-1994; Canada Child Tax Benefit, 1998-2000);
• net tax expenditures for registered retirement savings plans and registered pension plans
(deductions for contribution and non-taxation of investment income net of taxation of
withdrawals); and
• sales tax credit (GST/HST credit).
Major tax expenditures reported here do not include basic credits (personal or spousal); nontaxation of government-provided benefits; tax benefits extended to third parties or tax room
transferred to the provinces; or tax expenditures related to farming, fishing, small business, and
general business investment.
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Figure 15
GINI REDUCTION
Taxes, Transfers, Total, 1980-2001
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Source: Calculated by author. Gini by category (market income and after tax/transfer) from
Statistics Canada, Income Trends in Canada, 2002 (limited access electronic datafile),
Table 705.
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Figure 16

FEDERAL PERSONAL INCOME TAX EXPENDITURES
Major Selected Categories, 1976-2004
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Source: See Figure 16.
Notes: For categories of tax expenditure included in education and health, see Figure 15.
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