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Telling Tales: Living the Effects 
of Public Policy
Sheila Neysmith, Kate 
Bezanson and Anne O’Connell
Fernwood Publishing
 pages, paperback
 

Telling Tales: Living the 
Effects of Social Policy is 
one of those books that 

come out every so often destined 
to be a landmark. It does some-
thing that few policy analyses 
ever do: ground itself in the lived 
experience of those affected by 
social policy change. It will be 
essential reading for anyone who 
wishes to understand the effects 
of social policy, both intended and unintended, 
on those who live the experience.

In a nutshell, Telling Tales follows the lives 
of  families in Ontario, many of whom were 
on low incomes and received social assistance 
(welfare) from  to , a time in which the 
Harris government followed an agenda of social 
service cutbacks. We get very real insights into 
the lives of the  families and see the equally real 
consequences of the social policy directions taken 
in Ontario and many other North American 
jurisdictions in the late s.

The  mostly low-income families take us 
for a long ride through a world where they do 
not have enough money, either through work 
or through government programs, to make ends 
meet. The consequences of not being able to live 
and work decently lead to the chaos and daily 
disorganization that most of us would expect. 
And the participants are speaking within the 
context of a society that sees poverty as a per-
sonal deficit that is one’s own job to overcome 
and rise above.

It does not matter much whether the chaos 
and disorganization caused the poverty or 
whether the poverty is the root cause. Both are 
omnipresent and both, the book demonstrates, 
must be resolved to keep us from creating a 
permanent underclass of low-income people in 
Canada.

I am reminded of some of the insights gleaned 
from the University of Michigan longitudinal 
study (Panel Study on Income Dynamics—PSID) 
on poverty in which the two best ways of escaping 
poverty were characterized as “Get a job, any job, 
and keep it” and “Get a spouse, any spouse, and 
keep him or her” (my paraphrasing). Needless to 
say, the tale tellers in Telling Tales are often people 
who have lost their jobs or their spouses, or both, 
sometimes more than once during the period in 
question. A single example will give the impres-
sion of the fragile nature of these lives.

Patrick was one of the  participants, divorced 
in his early s with an eclectic work history. He 
moved from out west in the early s and ran 
through his savings while looking for work and 
finally had to apply for welfare. He found train-
ing courses to be disastrous because there were 
no jobs at the end. He had chosen computer 
animation as a possible career path. None of the 
community participation opportunities included 
computer animation training.

He lived through the welfare cuts of  
noting that they were “in some ways … a good 
thing and in some ways … a bad thing … I said 
to myself, ‘Well, wait a minute—. You can’t 
survive on that, let’s do something about it.’ You 
know, take responsibility and get off of it.”

The appendix to Telling Tales notes Patrick 
to be one of about a third of the  participants 
who are doing better now, and he was off social 
assistance as of . But the world of low-paid 
work with no benefits in high-cost Toronto 
(where the work is) is simply a place for Patrick 
where he still cannot make ends meet. As he says, 

“you cannot work at . [then 
 cents above the minimum 
wage] full-time and make a liv-
ing in Toronto, it is absolutely 
impossible.”

With no prescription drug 
card, no dental benefits, no sav-
ings, no job or wage progression 
and little chance of getting assis-
tance with housing, Patrick is 
one minor crisis away from fall-
ing back onto social assistance.

I attended the book launch 
for Telling Tales, where Carol 
Goar, an editorial writer for the 
Toronto Star, enumerated three 
reasons why policy makers do 
not take the lived experience of 
real people into account in mak-
ing policy:

The first reason … is that most bureaucrats 
have little direct exposure to people who depend 
on government programs. I’d also have to add that 
most journalists write about social issues from a 
comfortable middle-class perspective. They’re not 
so much willfully blind as ignorant.

The second reason for the gap between knowl-
edge and action … is that complexity can be over-
whelming. The better you understand the intricate 
interplay of forces that can cause a person’s life to 
go off the rails, the harder it is to come up with 
one-size-fits-all policy prescriptions…

The third reason is that governments at all lev-
els, but especially at Queen’s Park, have chosen to 
place those in need at the bottom of their priority 
lists. The government of Mike Harris did it overtly 
and brazenly. The current government is doing it 
surreptitiously. But in both cases the result is the 
same. Money that is being handed out in tax cuts, 
or funneled into health and education, simply isn’t 
available for social support.

It is worth examining each of these reasons in 
more detail.

Exposure of Policy Makers to the Lived 
Experience of Those Affected
There are two overriding explanations why the 
lived experience of low-income people does not 
count in the formation of policy development 
in the area of economic security. The first is that 
economic and income security policies are not 
always about implementing what will work. They 
are instead often based on the enforcement of 

Tracking Those in Poverty
Nobody knows you when you’re down and out.

John Stapleton

John Stapleton worked for the Ontario government in the 
Ministry of Community and Social Services for 28 years in 
the areas of social assistance policy and operations. He is 
currently research director for the Task Force on Modernizing 
Income Security for Working Age Adults in Toronto.
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value-based moral imperatives related to how 
low-income people should live their lives, that is, 
demanding that they should be making the leap 
to self-sufficiency.

The second explanation is that policy makers 
tend to view the lived experience of low-income 
people as being the sole cause of their problems. 
Nothing else in the society needs changing; only 
the behaviour of low-income people themselves. 
So the only value in looking at people’s lives is 
to identify the things that need to be changed in 
order to support the goals of policy interventions.

Let’s be clear. In good evidence-based policy 
making, accurate studies are completed to map 
the environment in which a policy intervention 
will be undertaken. Telling Tales is one good 
example of such a study. In policy environments 
where evidence is important, moral imperatives 
take a back seat to fact-based findings. Policy 
makers try to have a reasonable idea as to how 
an intervention will work based on evidence of 
how participants define their own situations and 
the consequences they assume will occur when 
changes are introduced.

For example, researchers may know that if 
participants have little or no access to social 
workers or public servants with good informa-
tion, a particular program is not likely to work 
well. They will look at participants’ levels of 
program knowledge, ask them what they would 
do with extra funds and services they may receive 
and perhaps conduct experiments to observe 
behaviour. They may then conclude that good 
information and improved access to it is impor-
tant for the success of the policy.

But what happens when policy makers 
approach the issue of economic and income 
security from the point of view that it is impera-
tive for people to change the way they think? And 
what happens when the participants themselves 
are seen as being ultimately responsible for 
changing how they define the world? What hap-
pens further when policy is designed for “model” 
recipients only, who would, in an ideal world, 
take full advantage of the intervention?

In this formulation, the way that poor people 
define their own situations, the way they live or 
are forced to live, or what they will actually do 
when faced with a set of difficult program rules, 
may be of little consequence. When policies are 
designed with the intent of having participants 
change the way they think and the way they 
behave, their lived experience up to that point 
may be seen as a trivial footnote.

Like it or not, mainstream policy making often 
presupposes a fictional world where an organized 
exemplary life can be mounted on an income 
platform that does not permit a decent living. 
Until policy makers or strong elements within 
civil society draw the connection between low 
income and tumult as different faces of the same 
reality, it will be difficult to achieve progressive 
traction in social policy.

Complexity
In the world of Canadian social policy, the left 
hand quite often and quite literally does not 
know what the right hand is doing. Policy mak-
ers inhabit the subdivided provincial and federal 
worlds of our two levels of parliamentary democ-
racy plus our city governments. Under three 
jurisdictions, they toil in silos called ministries 
and departments, each with its own set of inter-
ests and mandates. Policy makers have often never 
even met members of their own cadre in other 

governments or ministries, let alone know what 
their policies might be.

Clearly, this is a problem that can be recti-
fied. A good example is the Policy Research 
Initiative at the federal level that is designed to 
survey ministries and departments and orders 
of government to gather evidence and formulate 
policy that moves across traditional boundar-
ies. Resolving complexity is PRI’s stock-in-trade 
and the information and approaches that have 
the capacity to build can provide alternatives to 
traditional silo-based policy making.

So can think tanks and independent research 
initiatives and programs such as the Community 
Undertaking Social Policy at St. Christopher 
House in Toronto. Under that program in , 
as a just-retired civil servant from the Ontario 
Ministry of Social Services, I had the opportunity 
to see how policies I had had a hand in creating 
played out at street level, so to speak. What one 
learns from such an experience is that the key to 
dealing with complexity is to do it holistically and 
directly. Subdividing complex problems into con-
venient issues that fit neatly into departmental 
mandates is seldom the answer to issues arising 
from the maelstrom of social policy and lived 
experience that is evidenced in Telling Tales.

Government Priorities
Government policy makers know that the amount 
of money that they would have to spend to allow 
working-age adults to live decently is very large. 
Providing it to persons who are seen by the wider 
society as responsible for their own low-income 
situation would be politically unpopular.

For example, the sum of , a year roughly 
approximates the amount of money it takes to 
start to live decently in the province of Ontario. 
This is the amount of money that we pay to the 
neediest and most penniless senior citizens in 
the province. The income that governments are 
prepared to pay needy seniors through Old Age 
Security, the Guaranteed Income Supplement, 
the provincial GAINS-A program and an array 
of refundable tax credits is largely uncontested 
by the public. It seems to be an amount on which 
one can get by.

This amount is roughly , higher than a 
minimum wage job pays to a person living and 
working in Ontario for the number of hours 
that minimum wage workers can usually secure, 
roughly  hours a week. But if , marks the 
threshold for the beginning of a decent living, then 
we appear to have decided as a public that anyone 
who is not over  or who does not work full time 
should not be afforded a decent standard of living 
in the province of Ontario if that individual is 
unable to earn at least this amount independently.

A single welfare recipient in Ontario can 
expect a maximum amount of , or  per-
cent of what the neediest senior receives. A lone 
parent with a young child receives almost the 
same amount as the single senior citizen when 
all federal and provincial benefits are taken into 
account. A childless couple who receives provin-
cial benefits gets about , or about  per-
cent of what the single senior receives.

Despite the obvious imbalances in the above 
examples, the reality is that these ratios continue 
to deteriorate. Old Age Security is indexed and 
welfare and minimum wages are not. At the pres-
ent rate of decline, it will not be too long before 
a single senior receives more in income security 
benefits than a family of three. If minimum wages 
are not indexed, Old Age Security levels will con-

tinue to outsprint minimum wage levels for the 
foreseeable future.

Accordingly, social policy makers face an 
almost insurmountable task. While no one 
disputes that a needy senior citizen should live 
decently, there is little public appetite for large 
increases or expansions in any of the income 
security or labour market measures that would 
permit a redressing of the imbalance I’ve demon-
strated above. The real answer lies in a wholesale 
revamping of our income security system that 
measures the real costs of the creation of an 
underclass against the costs of improved income 
security and labour market policy.

Most policy makers will tell you that if they 
found a pulse in the veins of civil society for 
doing this kind of wholesale rethinking, they 
would eagerly pursue the large-scale changes 
required. The reality, it seems, is that the body 
politic is not interested.

Conclusion
In a March  article in Toronto Life, journalist 
Sara Wilson reported that the average household 
income in Toronto is ,, a figure that has 
increased by , since the early s. For 
some, she noted, that’s a stretch, “too little to get 
by on without the help of bank loans and credit 
cards.”

If it is truly a stretch to live on ,, then 
how are we to characterize living on less than the 
increase the average household experienced since 
the early s? Even more to the point, if an 
“average” family sometimes feels stretched, it will 
not have much sympathy for those doing a whole 
lot worse. Stretched families are more likely to 
believe that the government should be helping 
them cope (usually in the form of lower taxes), 
not somebody else. After all, isn’t it the average 
middle-class working stiff who keeps the whole 
economy going?

It follows that there is little political will at the 
provincial level to address the plight of the disad-
vantaged in terms of improving income security 
programs. If the province does just a little, they 
bring the inadequacy of programs into sharp 
relief and shine a light on everything that they are 
not doing. If they were to consider doing a lot, it 
would cost more money than they can spend on 
a target group that has little political support or 
public sympathy.

Nevertheless, Telling Tales reminds us that 
it is important to give a human face and voice 
to those low-income adults who are affected 
by public policy. It is also important because, 
whether we view adults as responsible for their 
own poverty or not:

• There are only so many low-income people 
who can rise up out of poverty on their 
own (i.e., without the programs and poli-
cies that benefit so much of the rest of civil 
society).

• Behavioural change based on moral impera-
tives is not always possible.

• Macroeconomic policy and social policies 
are not equal in their intents or their out-
comes; they often advantage persons with 
high incomes and disadvantage working-age 
persons with low incomes.

It is difficult, if not manifestly unfair, to make 
low-income people responsible for the programs 
and policies that contribute to their being in a 
low-income state in the first instance. We need 
to keep reminding ourselves of these hard truths, 
and Telling Tales helps us do that.m


