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FACT SHEET 
MOVING WOMEN OUT OF POVERTY 

 
At the Canadian Women's Foundation, we want every low-income woman to be given the chance to 
move herself and her children out of poverty. 
 
We help women in Canada to move out of poverty by funding life-changing programs designed 
especially for them. Through these unique programs, they can learn a skilled trade, start a small 
business, or get work experience. 
 
Here are some commonly asked questions about women and poverty in Canada: 
 

1. Canada is a rich country—is poverty really a problem? 

 Once the full impact of the recent global economic crisis is calculated, it is estimated that as many 
as 4.8 million Canadians will be poor. 1 If you gathered this many people in one place—men, women 
and children—you would create a city twice the size of Toronto.2

 On average, 9% of people living in Canada are poor. However, some groups are much more likely to 
be poor than others:  

 

o Aboriginal women (First Nations, Métis, Inuit)—36%3

o Visible minority women—35%
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o Women with disabilities—26%
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o Single parent mothers—21%

 
6  (7% of single parent fathers are poor7

o Single senior women—14%

) 
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 Some groups have appallingly high rates of poverty: In Manitoba, almost 70% of Aboriginal children 
under the age of six are poor.
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 Compared to other developed countries, Canada’s poverty rate is high—we rank 20th out of 31 OECD 
countries.
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2. Why are so many people in Canada poor? 

 High poverty makes a country less competitive, its people less healthy, and its society 
less equal.  

 In Canada, people may be poor for many reasons:  

o They don’t have enough skills or education to get a good job, one where they can earn enough 
to live above the poverty line. 

o There are not enough good jobs in their community. 

o They have lost their job and can’t find another. 

o They have a physical or mental disability that limits their ability to work. 



2 
 

o They have an accident or develop an illness and can no longer work. 

o They can’t find a good job because of workplace discrimination. Immigrants often have trouble 
finding work because of language barriers and the refusal of many employers to recognize 
education or experience from outside Canada, no matter how impressive. 

o They live on welfare. People who rely on social assistance live in poverty.11

3. How is poverty measured in Canada? 

 For example, a 
woman raising one child on her own could receive as little as $14,829 per year in welfare 
benefits. That’s only $1,235 per month. After paying rent, she would have very little left to buy 
food, clothing, bus tickets, school supplies, and other essentials.  

 Poverty can be described as ABSOLUTE or RELATIVE: 

o Absolute poverty describes deprivation, a situation where a person can’t afford basic needs 
such as adequate food, shelter, clothing, and transportation. Our research shows that 38% 
of the women who attend our economic development programs cannot meet their family’s 
basic needs.12

o Relative poverty describes inequality, a situation where a person is noticeably worse off 
than most people in his or her community. Many low income families can barely afford to 
pay the rent and put food on the table, let alone pay for dental care, eyeglasses, school 
outings, sports equipment for the kids, Internet access, or prescription drugs. These are 
things that most people in Canada take for granted and would consider necessities. 
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 Our statistics are based upon Low-Income Cut Offs (LICO) as determined by Statistics Canada.
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 We focus on inequality because a large gap between rich and poor can have a devastating impact 
on a nation’s overall economic health. At the 2011 World Economic Forum, senior economists called 
the current increase in income inequality the most serious challenge facing the world. It not only 
“exacerbates political instability” but can also cause economic crises: inequality peaked in 1929 and 
again in 2007, directly before the two worst economic meltdowns of the past 100 years.

 
LICOs measure relative poverty and inequality. 
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4.  Why should we focus on women and poverty, rather than men and poverty? 

 

 Helping poor women helps poor children.  

o When children are poor, it’s usually because their mother is poor. Eighty percent of all lone-
parent families are headed by women. This adds up to over 1 million families, and they are 
among the poorest in the country. Single moms have a net worth of only about $17,000, 
while single dads have about $80,000.16

o Poverty makes children sick. Poor children often start out as underweight babies, which 
sets them up for future health problems. As they grow up, kids who live in poverty suffer 
from higher rates of asthma, diabetes, mental health issues—even heart disease.  

 (Net worth is the total value of possessions such as 
a car, furniture, real estate, savings, stocks, RRSPs, etc.) 

o Poor children have more speech and hearing problems, and score lower on cognitive tests. 
Not surprisingly, they are also more likely to struggle in school. Research shows that poor 
children have “reduced motivation to learn, delayed cognitive development, lower 
achievement, less participation in extra-curricular activities, lower career aspirations, 
interrupted school attendance, lower university attendance, an increased risk of illiteracy, 
and higher drop-out rates.”17

 Poverty endangers women’s safety.  

  

o Women who leave a partner to raise children on their own are more than five times likely 
to live in poverty than if they stay with their partner.18

o There’s plenty of evidence showing abused women sometimes stay in abusive relationships 
because they know that leaving will plunge themselves and their children into poverty.
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 Females in Canada are more likely than males to be poor.  

o Overall, one in seven females in Canada is poor, compared to one in eight males.20

5. Why are women more likely to be poor? 

 

 Women are more likely than men to be poor for two main reasons:  

o Women spend more time doing unpaid work, leaving less time for paid work.  

 Each day, men and women work about the same number of hours, but women do more 
unpaid work (housework, childcare, meal preparation, eldercare, etc.)21 Women do about 
4.2 hours a day doing unpaid work, while men do about 2.2 hours.22  Stay-at-home dads do 
less childcare (under 1.6 hours per day) than stay-at-home moms (3.1 hours per day).23

 In addition to doing this domestic work, 70% of women with children under the age of six 
also work outside the home. Not surprisingly, women are much more likely than men to 
lose time from their paid work because of family responsibilities.
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 In order to juggle their domestic responsibilities, many women choose part-time, seasonal, 
contract, or temporary jobs. Unfortunately, most of these jobs are low paid, with no 
security, few opportunities for advancement, and no health benefits.  

  

 70% of part-time workers25 and 66% of minimum wage earners are female.26

 Most poor women in Canada are working, but can’t earn enough to lift themselves out of 
poverty because they are clustered in these low paid and precarious jobs.
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 Canada’s lack of affordable childcare—and the lack of workplace policies such as flex-time 
and caregiver leave—often forces women into career choices that severely limit their earning 
power. That’s why many women refuse overtime and promotions, and select careers that 
promise to be ‘family-friendly.’ Women’s domestic responsibilities also make it harder for 
them to return to school or attend training sessions that could advance their career.  

  

 Women who interrupt their career to care for children or other family members have much 
lower earnings: in one study, women aged forty who had interrupted their careers for at 
least three years for maternity leave were earning about 30% less than women with no 
children.28

 The double-duty demands of home and workplace force many women to sacrifice their 
long-term economic security. This is a high price to pay for being a mother. 

 

o Women face a gender wage gap. 

 Women who work full-time earn about 71 cents for every dollar earned by men.29

 Some people argue that this gap can be explained by the fact that women can’t or won’t 
work as many hours as men. However, this wage gap persists even when hourly wages are 
compared: women earn an average of $17.96 per hour compared to $21.43 for men, 
meaning that women earn 83.8% of the male hourly wage.
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 The wage gap also persists even when women have the same education and experience as 
men. Although more women graduate from university, they are not earning as much as 
men. Female graduates earn an average of $62,800, males earn $91,800.
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 Part of the problem is that jobs that have been traditionally done by women pay less than 
traditional male jobs. This is true “regardless of the value of the work to the employer or 
the consumer.”
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6. Is the earning gap between men and women really that significant? 

 The more a job is considered ‘women’s work,’ the less it pays. 

 Since women still shoulder most of the domestic load and still face wage discrimination, it’s not 
surprising that - over their lifetime – they earn much less than men. 

 In 2007, the estimated average lifetime earnings for men was $803,000. On average, women earn 
about 65% of that, or $519,600. While women’s lifetime earnings are higher now than in the 1970s, 
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given the stubbornness of the current wage gap it seems unlikely that women’s average lifetime 
earnings will ever equal men’s. 

 Women’s lower earning power means they are at a high risk of falling into poverty if they have 
children and then become separated, divorced, or widowed. They are less able to save for their 
retirement and more likely to be poor in their senior years. And, as previously mentioned, the fear 
of falling into poverty means that some women stay in abusive relationships, despite the danger.  

 It’s true many women today pursue demanding careers and are very successful. However, the top 
female CEOs usually have partners who take on the bulk of the domestic work and childcare.33

 When women work outside the home and also do most of the domestic work, their long-term health 
suffers. According to Statistics Canada, women at every age are more likely than men to describe 
their days as ‘quite a bit’ or ‘extremely’ stressful.
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 There are now twice as many working women in Canada as there were thirty years ago.

 

35 This ranks 
among one of the most dramatic social changes of the last century. However, the failure of 
governments and employers to adequately respond to this new reality leaves women at an 
incredible disadvantage. Women “simply cannot participate in the labour market on an equal footing 
with men.”36 According to Human Resources Development Canada, “One of the major obstacles to 
gender equality has been the failure of workplace and social institutions, historically organized 
around the male breadwinner model of the family, to keep pace with changing labour market 
trends.”37

7. What’s the best way to help a woman get out of poverty? 

 

 The Canadian Women’s Foundation works to advance women’s economic equality by bringing 
together community organizations to share research, skills, and the most promising practices for 
moving low-income women out of poverty. 

 We also invest in community programs that help women to increase their income by launching a 
small business, learn a skilled trade, or work in a job placement. 

 In the programs we fund, women learn to identify their strengths and skills and build upon them. 
This positive ‘asset-based’ approach avoids creating long-term dependency and builds self-
confidence—an essential tool for starting the difficult journey out of poverty. Each woman receives 
customized just-in-time services, whether her immediate priority is food and shelter, budgeting 
skills, developing personal goals, creating a business plan, learning a trade, or being matched with 
a mentor. The goal is to help her to build a solid foundation that includes stable housing, childcare, 
employment skills, self-confidence, financial literacy, a strong social network, and a supportive 
family. 

 Through this approach, we have helped thousands of women from across Canada to move out of 
poverty. Along the way, each woman has contributed to Canada’s economy and created a more 
secure future for herself and her children. 

 

 

 

 

MEDIA INQUIRIES PLEASE CONTACT:  
Sarah Barker, Manager, Marketing and Communications 
Canadian Women's Foundation  
504-133 Richmond St. W, Toronto, ON, M5H 2L3 
416.365.1444 x 242 
sbarker@canadianwomen.org 
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