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Income Assistance Receipt Among Off-reserve Indigenous
Peoples in Canada

Jungwee Park
Health Analysis Division, Statistics Canada

Abstract: This study demonstrated income assistance (IA) receipt among Indigenous people
living off-reserve using data from the 2012 Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS), a national
survey of First Nations people living off reserve, and of Métis, and Inuit. In 2011, 12 percent
of Indigenous people living off-reserve received IA. This study focused on sociodemographic,
labour market and health characteristics found in IA receipt and on different levels of
dependence on IA. For almost half of the Indigenous IA receivers, IA was their only source of
income; it was the main (but not sole) source of income for 27 percent; and for the remaining
29 percent, IA was a secondary source of income. The receipt of IA was associated with
sociodemographic characteristics such as never having been married; being female; less than
high school levels of education; and living in lone-parent households. About 22 percent of IA
recipients were employed in 2011. Compared with other Indigenous workers not receiving IA,
they were more likely to have a job with short tenure; to be part-time workers or temporary
workers; and to work in the sales and services sector. Compared to non-recipients, recipients of
IA also reported significantly poorer mental and physical health conditions. The associations
between health status and IA remained significant after controlling for other demographic
factors. These results have important implications for policymakers and other stakeholders
interested in IA for Indigenous people. The complexity of employment, health, and other risk
factors of IA need to be considered to understand these issues further.

Introduction

Previous research has demonstrated that historically, Indigenous people in Canada have ex-
perienced significantly higher rates of low income and poverty than much of the country’s
population (Murphy, Zhang, and Dionne 2012; Noél and Laroque 2009; Human Resourc-
es and Social Development Canada 2013). Among off-reserve Indigenous people, one in
every six individuals has experienced low income (HRSDC 2013), a rate that was almost
twice as high as the rate for the overall Canadian population. Despite improvements in
recent years, low-income rates among Indigenous people have remained consistently
higher than the Canadian average. According to Statistics Canada’s after-tax low-income
cut-offs (LICO), 10 percent of Canadians lived with low income in 2009; under the Mar-
ket Basket Measure (MBM), the low-income rate was 11 percent; and under the after-tax
low-income measure (LIM), it was 13 percent. The rates of low income for Indigenous
people in 2009 were 15 percent, 16 percent, and 23 percent, respectively (Murphy, Zhang,
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and Dionne 2012)." In 2015, the LIM rate (after tax) for Indigenous people was 24 percent
compared with 14 percent for non-Indigenous Canadians (Statistics Canada 2018).

Indigenous people have been limited in their access to the resources and conditions
necessary to maximize socioeconomic status (Galabuzi 2004). Low income among off-
reserve Indigenous people was strongly tied to their employment patterns (Murphy,
Zhang, and Dionne 2012). Indigenous people were less likely than other Canadians to
participate in the labour force and to be employed (Reading and Wien 2009). According to
the 2016 Census, unemployment rates among individuals aged 15 and older were higher
for First Nations (North American Indian), Métis, and Inuit with rates of 18 percent, 11
percent, and 22 percent respectively, compared to an unemployment rate of seven percent
for the non-Indigenous population; the unemployment rate for the overall Indigenous
population was 15 percent in 2016 (Statistics Canada 2018).

Moreover, there exists a considerable gap in employment earnings between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous workers (Wilson and Macdonald 2010; Centre for the Study of Living
Standards 2012) partly due to Indigenous people’s employment in low-paying and non-
professional positions. For example, according to studies using data from the Canadian
Labour Force Survey, the top three occupations for Indigenous employees were sales
and services (mainly retail sales clerks and cashiers, food and beverage occupations,
protective services, and child care and home support); trades, transport, and equipment
operators (mainly mechanics, contractors, construction trade workers, and transportation
equipment operators); and business, finance, and administration (mainly clerical workers,
and administrative and regulatory workers) (Luffman and Sussman 2007; Usalcas 2011).
Compared to non-Indigenous people, they were more likely to work in sales and service
occupations; trades, transport and equipment operators and related occupations; natural
resources, agriculture and related production occupations; and occupations in education,
law, social, community, and government services (Moyser 2017). On the other hand,
Indigenous people were underrepresented in so-called knowledge occupations that tend to
require higher levels of education and generally pay better (Baldwin and Beckstead 2003).
Specifically, Indigenous people were less likely than non-Indigenous people to work in
natural and applied sciences and related occupations; business, finance and administration
occupations; management occupations; and health occupations (Moyser 2017).

1 Statistics Canada provides two relative measures of low income: the low-income measure (LIM) and the
low-income cut-off (LICO) measure. Human Resources and Skills Development Canada provides an absolute
measure: the market basket measure (MBM) (Zhang 2010). The definitions of each measure are below from
Murphy, Zhang, and Dionne (2012):

e Low-income measure: The LIM is defined as half the median family income, adjusted for family size. A
person whose income is below that level is said to be in low income.

e Low-income cut-off: The LICO is the income level below which a family would devote at least 20 percentage
points more of their income to food, clothing, and shelter than an average family would. People are said
to be in the low-income group if their income falls below this threshold, adjusted based on family size and
community size, and depending on whether income is calculated before or after taxes.

e Market basket measure: The MBM is a measure of the disposable income a family would need to be able to
purchase a basket of goods that includes food, clothing, shelter, transportation, and other basic needs. The
dollar value of the MBM varies by family size and composition, as well as community size and location.
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Income assistance

Each Canadian province maintains a program of income assistance, sometimes referred
to as “social assistance,” “income support,” or “welfare” No matter the name, all provin-
cial and territorial social assistance programs provide financial assistance and in-kind
goods and services to cover the cost of basic living requirements for an individual or
family when all other financial resources for that individual or family have been exhaust-
ed (Federal-Provincial-Territorial Directors of Income Support 2010). The purpose of
income assistance programs lies in alleviating extreme poverty by providing assistance to
people with little or no income (Assembly of First Nations 2015). The programs’ broad
objective is to provide individuals and families with the means to fulfil basic needs for
food, clothing, and shelter. In addition, they involve a wide range of employment support
services and programs to promote the entry or re-entry of employable persons into the
active labour force (Federal-Provincial-Territorial Directors of Income Support 2008).
As provincial/territorial governments are responsible for the provision of social
assistance, a substantial degree of variation exists among jurisdictions (Curtis and Pennock
2006; Caledon Institute of Social Policy 2015; Kneebone and White 2014; Atkinson et al.
2013; Béland and Daigneault 2015; William 1998). There exist considerable differences in
benefit levels for single people who are “employable,” lone parents, and married parents;
and there is no evidence of a strong convergence (Boychuk 2015; Roy and Boychuk 2016).
For example, due to the extra support for children provided provincially, parents (whether
lone or married) tend to fare better than single individuals without children, particularly
in provinces such as Prince Edward Island, Québec, and Saskatchewan, compared to
those in British Columbia, Manitoba and Nova Scotia (Kneebone and White 2014).
According to a recent study, the rate of income assistance receipt (the number of
social assistance beneficiaries measured as a fraction of the population aged zero
to 64) for Canada was about six percent in 2012 (Kneebone and White 2014). It has
been noted that more information would be helpful in understanding subpopulations
within the Canadian population and their relationships to provincial social assistance
(Béland and Daigneault 2015). Income assistance for on-reserve Indigenous people
has been documented (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2012a;
Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2012b; Aboriginal Affairs and
Northern Development Canada 2013a; Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development
Canada 2013b; Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2013c; Aboriginal
Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2013d; Aboriginal Affairs and Northern
Development Canada 2014; Eisleb-Taylor 2013; First Nations of Quebec and Labrador
Health and Social Services Commission 2011; Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 2007).
Compared to the Canadian average, the income assistance rate is much higher among
Indigenous people living on-reserve. For example, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern
Development Canada (AANDC) estimated the rate of income assistance receipt for on-
reserve Indigenous people at 34 percent in 2012/13, and in some communities the rate
is more than 80 percent (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2014).
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The total number of beneficiaries was estimated at 161,062, and the total expenditure for
2012/13 was $861 million (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 2014).

In comparison to the patterns of income assistance among Indigenous people living
on-reserve, less is known about income assistance for Indigenous people living off-reserve.
Using the 2012 Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS), this study aims to fill this data gap by
investigating conditions and correlates of income assistance receipt among off-reserve
Indigenous people. According to the 2012 APS, 12 percent of Indigenous people living off-
reserve received provincial income assistance in 2011. This rate was twice the Canadian
average, though it was lower than that of their on-reserve Indigenous counterparts.
Policymakers and the general public will benefit from a better understanding of the
barriers that off-reserve Indigenous people may face as they attempt to transition from
income assistance to paid employment (Strategic Research Directorate 2015).

This study further examines sub-groups of Indigenous recipients of income assistance,
which include Registered Indian, Non-status First Nations, Inuit, and Métis. Income
assistance is a source of income for people who, for various reasons, do not work as
much as others. However, recipients of income assistance are not a homogeneous group.
There are some people who have no other sources of income and rely solely on income
assistance to meet their basic living expenses. There are some who live mainly on income
assistance while earning some money from other sources. For others, income assistance
gives them a helping hand as they are actively working yet not making enough money
to live from their employment. According to the 2012 APS, for almost half (about 45
percent) of the Indigenous income assistance receivers, income assistance was their only
source of income; it was a secondary source of income for 28 percent; and it was the main
(but not sole) source of income for the remaining 27 percent. Individuals at different
levels of reliance on income assistance may have different needs and challenges, yet these
subgroups have rarely been examined previously (Strategic Research Directorate 2015).

To understand income assistance receipt better, it is important to examine its
correlates. This study specifically investigates the distribution of income assistance receipt
by sociodemographic categories such as gender, education, household type, marital
status, and Indigenous group. In doing so, it attempts to identify sociodemographic
characteristics prevalent among Indigenous recipients of income assistance. In other
words, this analysis identifies population groups with different levels of dependency on
income assistance as well as factors associated with the receipt of income assistance. For
example, in the general population, women are more likely to rely on provincial income
assistance due to a higher likelihood of living in poverty, especially lone-parent mothers
and unattached women (Saverse and Morton 2005; Kerr, Frost, and Bignell 2004; Wiebe
and Keirstead 2004; Gurstein et al. 2008). Education is believed to be a protective factor
against labour market disadvantages such as higher unemployment rates and lower
earnings than those with higher levels of education (Health Council of Canada 2005;
Bougie, Kelly-Scott, and Arriagada 2013; Centre for the Study of Living Standards 2012;
Conference Board of Canada 2011). It is worth paying special attention to the association
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between education levels and income assistance receipt among Indigenous peoples. This
paper examines whether education has a significant association with the receipt of income
assistance after other confounding factors are taken into consideration.

A considerable number of Indigenous people who receive income assistance report
other sources of income (about 60 percent, according to the present analysis). Some
of them report having worked for pay during the week prior to the reference week of
the survey. It is thus important to examine the labour market characteristics of income
assistance recipients who are currently working. They may be considered as the working
poor (Chen 2005), and the quality of their employment may be associated with receipt of
income assistance. In this analysis, as indicators of job quality, the following variables are
examined: job tenure, full-time status, job security, and occupation (Lin 2008). As income
assistance policies emphasize “active” support for employment rather than “passive”
provisions of financial assistance, it is important that income assistance receivers get
access to employment opportunities (Atkinson et al. 2013; Torjman 1996; Ministry of
Community and Social Services 2012; Johnston Research Inc. 2007).

Health and the receipt of income assistance interact with each other. Poor health
may be associated with low income for some individuals, with physical or mental health
conditions limiting work participation. Income has been described as an important
health determinant affecting many physical and mental health conditions, health
status, morbidity and mortality (Raphael 2001; Hay 2006; Health Quality Ontario 2016;
Mikkonen and Raphael 2010). This study examines specific associations between health
and income assistance for different groups of income assistance receivers.

The present analyses aim to examine the patterns of income assistance for off-reserve
Indigenous populations and associated factors to help illuminate challenges Indigenous
recipients of income assistance may face.

This study aims to answer the following research questions:

First, what are sociodemographic correlates of different groups of income assistance
recipients among oft-reserve Indigenous people? What factors are associated with a higher
risk of income assistance in terms of age, gender, Indigenous groups, marital status, and
family structure? Second, what are labour market characteristics of Indigenous workers
who receive income assistance in terms of job tenure, full-time status, job security, and
occupation? And third and finally, to what extent are mental and physical health conditions
associated with the receipt of income assistance?

Methods

Data sources

The data are from the 2012 Aboriginal Peoples Survey (APS), a national survey of Indig-
enous peoples (First Nations people living off reserve, Métis, and Inuit living in Canada)
developed by Statistics Canada. The target population consisted of the self-identified In-
digenous-identity population of Canada, aged six years and over, and living in private
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dwellings. People living on Indian reserves and settlements as well as in certain First Na-
tions communities in Yukon and the Northwest Territories were not included. Data were
collected directly from respondents through computer-assisted telephone or personal
interviews. Respondents were interviewed in the official language (English or French) of
their choice. More than 50,000 individuals of Indigenous identity or ancestry from the
2011 National Household Survey were sampled. The overall response rate to the 2012
APS was 76 percent (28,410 respondents). More details about the survey can be found at
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/APS (Statistics Canada 2017a).

The sample for the present study consisted of Indigenous people aged 18 to 64 living
off reserve (N=14,962; weighted N=597,255). About 54 percent of the study population
was female, and the average age of the sample was 39. Thirty-seven percent had Registered
Indian status (N=5,392; weighted N=223,879); 19 percent were non-registered First Nations
(N=1,864; weighted N=110,038); 40 percent were Métis (N=5,224; weighted N=236,755);
and four percent were Inuit (N=2,482; weighted N=26,583). Most resided in the Prairies
region (37 percent) and Ontario (25 percent), followed by British Columbia (17 percent),
Quebec (10 percent), the Atlantic region (seven percent), and the Territories (four percent).

To examine the difference between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations in
terms of receipt of income assistance, Census data were used. Data are from the 2016 Census
long-form sample, which is a 25 percent sample of Canadian households that has a response
rate of 97.8 percent (Statistics Canada, 2017b). This analysis covered men and women aged
18 to 64. Its total sample size is 5.3 million, representing 21.8 million Indigenous (living on-
and off-reserve) and non-Indigenous peoples.

Measures

Indigenous groups

Indigenous groups were classified in accordance with the Indigenous group designation
as defined by Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC). The category of Regis-
tered Indian includes respondents who reported being Status Indians, that is, Registered
or Treaty Indians, regardless of whether they identify as being First Nations, Métis or Inuk.
Respondents who are not Status Indians and have a single identity only are grouped by their
Indigenous identity group—Non-status First Nations, Inuit, or Métis. In recognition of the
uniqueness of each of the four Indigenous groups, analyses were conducted and presented
separately for Registered Indian, Non-status First Nations, Inuit, and Métis. In this study,
those who reported multiple Indigenous identities were excluded from analysis.

Income assistance status

APS collected the information on sources of total personal income for 2011. Based on the
information on income sources, a respondent’s income assistance status was characterized
in one of four categories: no receipt of income assistance; receipt of income assistance as the
secondary source of income; receipt of income assistance as the main (but not sole) source
of income; receipt of income assistance as the sole source of income.
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Education level in this analysis has five categories:

 Current student: a person is currently attending school at any level at an educational
institution.

» Below high school graduation: this category includes grade 8 or equivalent or lower;
some secondary education.

« High school graduation

« Some postsecondary education

o Post-secondary degree: this category includes postsecondary certificate or diploma
below bachelor level; bachelor’s degree; university certificate/diploma/degree above
bachelor level.

Household type indicates the type of household based on various family or non-family
types (in relation to the respondent) in the household. A “respondent family household” is
one in which the respondent lives in the household with other members of his/her family. A
“respondent non-family household” is one in which the respondent lives alone or only with
persons who are unrelated to him/her, even if these persons are related to each other. In
this analysis, household type was collapsed into three categories: couple household (couple
with child[ren] or couple without child); lone-parent household; other family household
and non-family household including unattached individuals.

Self-perceived health: excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor. Respondents who answered
that their health was fair or poor were considered to have poor self-perceived health.

The number of chronic conditions is a self-reported measure of the number of chronic
conditions with which a respondent has been diagnosed. Considered chronic conditions
included asthma, arthritis, high blood pressure, allergies, chronic bronchitis/emphysema/
COPD, diabetes, heart disease, intestinal or stomach ulcers, bowel disorders, mood disorder,
anxiety disorder, learning disability, attention deficit disorder, and other diagnosed long-
term condition. In this analysis, the number of chronic conditions was collapsed into three
categories: 0, 1-2, 3 or more (Canadian Institute for Health Information 2011).

Self-perceived mental health: excellent, very good, good, fair or poor. Respondents who
answered that their mental health was fair or poor were considered to have poor self-per-
ceived mental health.

High psychological distress was based on six items from the Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale (K6), which has been validated for American Indian respondents (Mitchell and
Beals 2011). K6 measures the frequency of non-specific symptoms experienced during the
previous month: sadness, nervousness, restlessness, hopelessness, worthlessness, and the
feeling that everything is an effort (Kessler et al. 1996). Items are rated on a five-point Likert
scale, with responses ranging from “none of the time” (score 0) to “all of the time” (score
4). The final score summarizes the six items and can range from 0 to 24, with higher scores
indicating greater psychological distress (Kessler et al. 2002). In this analysis, scores 13 or
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higher were categorized as indicative of high psychological distress, as previous research
suggested (Kessler et al. 2002).

Labour force status was based on self-reported information on whether a person was
employed, unemployed, or not in the labour force during the reference week. The 2012
Aboriginal Peoples Survey used a floating reference week for the labour force and labour
market activities questions. This was because the survey was conducted over a six-month
period (February 6, 2012 to July 31, 2012). The definition of the “reference week” for the
labour force and labour market activities questions was based on the date of the interview.
It was the most recently completed seven-day period beginning on a Sunday and ending on
the following Saturday.

Full-time/part-time work identified whether a person who was employed during the
reference week worked full-time or part-time. Status is determined by the usual number of
hours per week that the respondent works, excluding overtime. Part-time employment is
defined as fewer than 30 hours per week; full-time is 30 hours or more per week (Canadian
Council on Social Development 2019).

Job tenure identified the time in months that a person has been working at his/her current
job or business. In this analysis, job tenure is classified into two groups: less than one year,
and one year or more.

Permanent work indicates whether a person has been working at a job that is permanent or
non-permanent (such as a seasonal job, a temporary, term or contract job, a casual job, or
not permanent for any other reason).

Occupation was collapsed into three groups using the National Occupational
Classification for Statistics (NOC-S) 2006: white-collar (management; business, finance,
and administration; natural and applied sciences; health; education/law and social/
community/government services; art, culture, recreation and sport); sales or service;
and blue-collar (trades, transport or equipment operator; natural resources, agriculture;
manufacturing or utilities).

Analytic strategy

Descriptive statistics were calculated for rates of income assistance receipt by demographic
factors; distribution of labour market characteristics of Indigenous workers receiving in-
come assistance; and the prevalence of health conditions by income assistance group.

A series of logistic regression analyses for male, female, and the four Indigenous groups
were conducted to evaluate the extent to which this variation in the receipt of income
assistance (dependent variable) is explained by social-demographic factors (independent
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variables) such as age, education level, household type, marital status, and geographic region.
Separate analyses were conducted to examine whether specific gender and Indigenous
groups have distinctive associations between income assistance and social-demographic
factors. Another series of regression analyses was conducted to examine the association
between income assistance status and specific health conditions for male, female, and
the four Indigenous groups (separate models for the number of chronic conditions; self-
perceived poor physical health; self-perceived poor mental health; and high psychological
distress) while controlling for the above-mentioned sociodemographic factors.

An ordinal logistic regression, using a proportional odds model, was applied to
accommodate the ordinal level of measurement of the dependent variables (1 = no
assistance; 2 = assistance as a secondary source of income; 3 = assistance as a main source
of income; 4 = assistance as the sole source of income) (O’Connell, 2006). The proportional
odds model produces one odds ratio for independent variables. The odds ratio pertains
to the comparison of the values at or below one of the response option categories to those
above the category (for example,l vs. 2, 3, 4, and 1, 2 vs. 3, 4, and 1, 2, 3, vs. 4). There is
no proportional odds ratio for the last category because there is no group above it. The
proportional odds ratios are assumed equivalent for the three other categories (hence there
is only one odds ratio for each variable) (O’Connell 2006).

All analyses were performed in SAS version 9.3 using survey weights to account for the
complex APS sample design, and a bootstrapping technique was used to calculate estimates
of variance.

Results
Income assistance rates by demographic characteristics

Age, gender, regions, Indigenous groups

Overall, among Indigenous people aged 18 to 64, 12 percent were recipients of income
assistance, that is, reported provincial/municipal social assistance/welfare as an income
source in 2011: Among them, about 29 percent indicated that income assistance was the
secondary source of income; 27 percent indicated that it was the main source of income; for
the rest, 44 percent, income assistance was the sole source of income (Table 1).

Compared to non-recipients, income assistance recipients were more likely to be
younger. The mean age for the recipients was 38, whereas that for non-recipients was
40. Women showed a higher rate of income assistance receipt than men (16 percent vs.
10 percent). This gender differential stayed significant after controlling for other factors
such as age, Indigenous group, education, household type, marital status, and region
(data not shown).

In terms of Indigenous groups, income assistance was received by 18 percent of
Registered Indians (13 percent for men, 21 percent for women); 11 percent of First Nations
(eight percent for men, 14 percent for women); nine percent of Métis (seven percent for
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men, 11 percent for women); and 22 percent of Inuit people (22 percent for both men
and women) (gender-specific data not shown). Compared to other regions, the Territories
showed the highest rate of income assistance recipients at 23 percent.

Family-related characteristics
Almost thirty percent of lone-parent families received income assistance in 2011, com-
pared with seven percent of couple families. Moreover, 11 percent of lone-parent families
indicated that income assistance was their sole source of income, compared to three per-
cent of couples. Income assistance receipt was high (18 percent) among members living
in “other” types of households—including households with other relative(s); or non-fam-
ily households.

More than 20 percent of never-married Indigenous people received income assistance,
compared to six percent of married. For about 10 percent of never-married individuals,
income assistance was their only source of income.

Education

Educational attainment is strongly linked to income assistance. One in four respondents
with less than high school graduation received income assistance in 2011, compared to
eight percent of those with a post-secondary degree. Income assistance was the only source
of income for 13 percent of those with less than high school education, whereas that was
the case for almost none of those (0.2 percent) with a university degree (data not shown).

Labour and income

As would be expected, those not employed (unemployed or not in labour force) showed
higher rates of income assistance receipt: 29 percent of the unemployed and 36 percent of
those not in the labour force as compared to only four percent of those employed or in the
labour force. As well, compared to other employed workers, those who received income as-
sistance were more likely to have a job with short job tenure (less than one year): 61 percent
vs. 23 percent (Table 2). More than one-third of those employed who received income assis-
tance in 2011 were part-time workers or temporary workers, compared with 15 percent of
Indigenous workers who did not receive income assistance. The proportion of occupations
in sales and services was significantly higher among workers receiving income assistance
than among other workers (36 percent vs. 25 percent).

Not surprisingly, higher rates of income assistance receipt were found among individuals
who also reported low income. Almost none of those whose personal income was $30,000
or higher received income assistance, compared to 29 percent of those with income less
than $10,000 (Table 1).

This finding of labour market conditions should be interpreted with caution due to
different reference times for two measurements. The income assistance variable was based
on information about the past year’s income—whether there was income from income
assistance. On the other hand, the labour market outcomes measured in this study were for
the reference week. As a result, some individuals listed as being on welfare in 2011 may not
have been on welfare by the time of the survey.
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Health conditions

Health and the receipt of income assistance were highly correlated with each other. Each
income assistance recipient group showed lower health ratings than their non-recipient
counterparts, for each of the four health indicators included. A higher proportion of in-
come assistance recipients reported having a chronic condition. About 75 percent of in-
come assistance recipients reported having one or more chronic conditions, compared to
57 percent of non-recipients (Table 3). Almost half of those whose only income source was
income assistance indicated that they had three or more diagnosed chronic conditions.

Income assistance recipients were much more likely (45 percent) than non-recipients
(16 percent) to rate their general health as poor (rather than excellent, very good, or good)
as well as their mental health as poor (30 percent vs. 10 percent, respectively). Among
the recipients, those who received income assistance as their sole source of income were
most frequently in the poor self-perceived health category compared to the other groups.
The percentages of poor general health were 52 percent among those receiving income
assistance as the sole source of income; 41 percent among those reporting it as the main
source of income; and 36 percent among those who received income assistance as a
secondary income. Negative self-perceived mental health was reported by 36 percent of
those who received income assistance as their sole income, by 30 percent of those who
reported income assistance as their main source of income, and by 20 percent of those who
received income assistance as a secondary income.

Moreover, 31 percent of Indigenous peoples who received income assistance reported
high psychological distress, whereas just 11 percent of non-recipients reported high distress.
More than one-third of those who reported that income assistance was their sole source of
income were assessed to have a high level of distress.

Comparison with non-Indigenous population

Table 4 presents prevalence rates and odds ratios of receiving income assistance for non-In-
digenous and Indigenous people aged 18 to 64. Based on the 2016 Census data (income in-
formation from 2015), Indigenous men and women living oft-reserve (13 percent for men,
17 percent for women) were more likely to receive income assistance compared to their
on-reserve Indigenous (seven percent for men, eight percent for women) and non-Indige-
nous (five percent for men and women) counterparts.

Findings of age-adjusted logistic regression models showed that Indigenous men and
women were more likely to receive income assistance than non-Indigenous people after
controlling for age. Even after controlling many demographic (age, Indigenous group, ed-
ucation, household type, marital status, and geographic region) and labour market (employ-
ment, full-time status, and occupation) confounders, the differences between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous peoples stayed significant. In particular, odds for receiving income
assistance were high for Indigenous men (2.3) and women (2.8) living off-reserve.
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Results of logistic regression models

A series of logistic regression analyses for male, female, and the four Indigenous groups
were conducted to assess the extent to which this variation in the receipt of income assis-
tance is explained by social-demographic factors such as age, education level, household
type, marital status, and geographic region. Separate analyses were conducted to exam-
ine whether specific gender and Indigenous groups have distinctive associations between
income assistance and social-demographic factors. Another series of regression analyses
were conducted to examine the association between income assistance and health condi-
tions for male, female, and the four Indigenous groups (separate models for each outcome;
the number of chronic conditions, self-perceived negative health, self-perceived negative
mental health, and high psychological distress), while controlling for the above-mentioned
sociodemographic factors.

A series of ordered logistic regressions (also known as the proportional-odds model)
was conducted. The ordered dependent variable included income assistance receipt
with values of:

1 = no assistance

2 = assistance as a secondary source of income

3 = assistance as a main source of income

4 = assistance as the sole source of income

Higher numbers represented increasing dependence on income assistance.
Sociodemographic factors were included in each regression model—age, Indigenous
group, household type, education, marital status, and region.

Effects of sociodemographic factors

Findings of ordered logistic regression analyses confirmed the associations between so-
ciodemographic characteristics and income assistance reported by descriptive statistics.
Namely, the associations between the receipt of income assistance and education, family
status, and Indigenous group stayed significant even after controlling for other confound-
ing factors. For both men (odds ratios=2.8) and women (5.1), having less than high school
levels of education increases the likelihood of being more dependent on income assistance
receipt compared to those with a post-secondary degree (Table 5). Lone-parent family
status increased the odds of receiving income assistance as well. In particular, women in
lone-parent families were 3.2 times more likely than their couple-family counterparts to
be more highly dependent on income assistance. Never having been married increased the
odds of being an income assistance recipient compared to being married for both men and
women (odds ratios were 2.3 for men, 2.2 for women). Compared to their Registered Indian
counterparts, Inuit men showed higher odds of income assistance receipt (odds ratios=1.5),
and Métis and non-status First Nations men and women showed lower odds of receiving
income assistance compared to Registered Indians.
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Another set of proportional-odds model regressions was conducted for each Indigenous
group, and similar results were found. Having an education level less than high school
and being single were significantly associated with the likelihood of higher dependence
on income assistance for each Indigenous group. For example, non-status First Nations
respondents with less than high school levels of education were seven times as likely as
those with post-secondary to be in a higher category of income assistance receipt (Table
6). Registered Indian members of lone-parent families were almost three times more likely
than their counterparts in couple families to be dependent on income assistance. Never-
married Métis people were almost four times as likely as married Métis people to have
income assistance as a source of income.

Health models

A separate ordinal regression analysis was conducted for each health outcome. Chart 1
shows adjusted odds ratios for being in a higher category of income assistance receipt
for individuals with three or more chronic conditions: self-perceived negative health,
self-perceived negative mental health, and high psychological distress. All of these health
conditions significantly increased the odds of income assistance receipt for both men and
women. For instance, Indigenous men with three or more chronic conditions were six
times more likely than those with no chronic conditions to receive income assistance af-
ter controlling for other factors. Similarly, Indigenous women with three or more chronic
conditions were 4.6 times more likely than those Indigenous women with no chronic
conditions to receive income assistance after controlling for other factors.

All of the four health conditions significantly increased odds of income assistance
receipt for each of four Indigenous groups (Chart 2). For instance, Métis respondents
with three or more chronic conditions were almost ten times more likely than their
counterparts with no chronic conditions to receive income assistance after controlling
for other confounders. First Nations respondents with negative self-perceived mental
health were six times more likely than other First Nations respondents to receive income
assistance. It is noteworthy that those two Indigenous groups were lower in the rates of
income assistance receipt compared to Registered Indians and Inuit groups.

Chart 3 presents predicted probabilities of different levels of income assistance receipt
for respondents with health problems based on a series of multivariate ordered logistic
regressions. It shows predicted probabilities for four categories of income assistance status
for four sub-population groups: people with three or more chronic conditions; people
who reported self-perceived negative health; people who reported self-perceived negative
mental health; and those withhigh psychological distress; and healthy population with
positive self-rated health and mental health, no high distress, and no chronic condition.
While controlling for other confounding factors, the predicted probability of receiving
income assistance for healthy people was 13 percent (five percent as the only source
of income). If one has high psychological distress, however, that individual’s chance
of receiving income assistance was more than 18 percent—nine percent for income
assistance as the only source of income.
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Discussion

This study demonstrates multiple dimensions of income assistance receipt for Indigenous
peoples. This study identified important associations between sociodemographic factors
and income assistance receipt. Higher risks of receiving income assistance were found
among those never married; who were female; who had lower than high school levels of
education; who were living in lone-parent households; and who reported poor mental
and physical health. Those associations remained significant after controlling for other
demographic confounders and held or all three Indigenous groups. Also, an additional
analysis of the 2016 Census data indicated that Indigenous people living off-reserve were
significantly more likely to receive income assistance compared to the non-Indigenous
population. Even after controlling for various sociodemographic and labour-market fac-
tors, Indigenous men and women living off-reserve were more than twice as likely to have
received income assistance in the previous year.

Educational attainment is strongly linked to income assistance: 25 percent of
respondents with less than high school graduation received income assistance in 2011,
compared to almost none of those with a university degree. The association between
low education and income assistance receipt stayed significant even after controlling
for other sociodemographic factors in multivariate analyses. This result points to the
importance of educational attainment for youth. In fact, this is in line with national
priorities to provide adequate employment skills training and to promote opportunities
for postsecondary education for Indigenous youth (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada
2007; Bougie, Kelly-Scott, and Arriagada 2013).

Some family-related conditions are important in the receipt of income assistance:
household type and marital status. People in lone-parent households demonstrated a
higher risk for income assistance receipt. More than one in four lone-parent families
received income assistance in 2011, and more than 11 percent of them indicated
that income assistance was their only source of income. Regression results show that
women in lone-parent families were three times more likely than their couple-family
counterparts to be in a higher category of income assistance receipt after controlling for
other confounding factors.

This finding is consistent with widespread evidence suggesting that mothers and
children in lone-parent families are more likely to need social assistance (Crossley and
Curtis 2006; Curtis and Phipps 2004). This group is likely affected by the consequences
of both lone parenthood and poverty (Curtis and Pennock 2006). Female members
of lone-parent families were three times more likely than those in couple family to
receive income assistance. It may be, first, because women’s ongoing responsibility
for childrearing makes it far more likely that they will be lone parents than their male
counterparts; second, women tend to leave paid work more often than men because of
childcare responsibilities (Cooke and Gazso 2009). Both conditions would make income
assistance an important resource.
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There is strong evidence of a link between income assistance receipt and health. Social
assistance recipients have significantly higher rates of poor health and chronic conditions.

This finding is consistent with previous research pointing out that income assistance
is the main source of income for the most health-compromised group of working-age
people (Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, University of Toronto’s Social
Assistance in the New Economy Project and the Wellesley Institute 2009). Though the
cross-sectional data used in this study cannot determine the causal relationship between
income assistance and health, it is possible that the association may be bi-directional:
individuals may experience falling incomes as a result of ill health or they may experience
declining health as a result of low income (Phipps 2003). Undoubtedly, poverty further
compromises health and undermines a person’s ability to cope with chronic health
problems (Community Social Planning Council of Toronto, University of Toronto’s Social
Assistance in the New Economy Project and the Wellesley Institute 2009).

Thus, income assistance policies promoting employability may benefit from involving
strategies of health promotion (Savarse and Morton 2005).

Limitations

As the sample of APS does not include the on-reserve Indigenous population, this study
examines the receipt of income assistance only among Indigenous people living off-re-
serve. The rate of income assistance for those living on-reserve warrants further study
(Strategic Research Directorate, Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada
2015). Also, since the APS did not include non-Indigenous respondents, there was no
opportunity for comparisons.

The sample size of income assistance recipients in the 2012 APS was too small to
conduct separate gender-specific multivariate analyses for each Indigenous group—
Registered Indians, non-Registered Indian, Métis, and Inuit.

As APS provides cross-sectional information, findings are about associations, and no
inferences about causality can be made—the relationships described are bi-directional.
For example, it is uncertain whether income assistance dependency leads to health
problems or vice versa.

Receipt of income assistance and the level of dependence on it were determined
by respondents’ self-reports. Although the questions regarding income and sources of
income were specific and straightforward, there remained potential recollection and/or
reporting biases.

Receipt of income assistance may have been underreported. Only one household
member typically reports IA as an income source; if a person lives with his/her spouse or
common-law partner when the payments are received, the person who has the higher net
income has to report all of the payments. As a result, some individuals sampled for this
analysis might live in a household receiving IA but not report it as their source of income.

The timing of data collection might have affected the receipt of income assistance
or the respondent’s level of dependence, especially if they had seasonal employment.
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However, adjustment for seasonality was not possible, as APS did not provide specific
times of data collection for individual respondents. The current survey was done between
February 6, 2012 and July 30, 2012.

Future studies

It is recommended that future studies examine causal relationships between income assis-
tance and its correlates, especially health conditions. It would be important to differentiate
specific health factors contributing to the need for income assistance, and the effects of in-
come assistance (and lack of other income sources) on health status. It is also important to
understand to what extent income assistance helps individual recipients not just to obtain
basic needs, but to make a successful transition to work. Thus, information on the duration
of income assistance is important and necessary. Retrospective questions may be helpful
in longitudinal or cross-sectional survey analyses. Newly emerging sources of survey data
linked with administrative records may also allow for this type of longitudinal analyses.

As well, it is important to study intervening factors between income assistance and
health status to make sense of the pathway between the two variables. The connection
between low income and poor health may be reinforced by limited health care access
and subsequent low satisfaction with health care. Those with low income tend to report
higher rates of unmet needs (Williamson et al. 2006; Chen and Hou 2002). Another
potential intervening factor may be food insecurity. Household food insecurity caused
by low income is significantly associated with adult chronic health conditions (Tarasuk,
Mitchell, McLaren, and McIntyre 2013).

Conclusions

The 2012 APS provided self-reported information on income sources, including income
assistance, as well as detailed data on sociodemographic factors such as labour market
characteristics, education, and marital status. This study suggests that the likelihood of re-
ceiving income assistance was associated with lower age, being female, never having been
married, levels of education lower than high school, and living in lone-parent households.
It is important to note that a considerable number of recipients of income assistance were
employed. These “working poor” individuals showed that their job characteristics differ
from those not on income assistance—namely, they held jobs of lower quality. Moreover,
associations were demonstrated between income assistance and self-reported physical
and mental health outcomes. Although results are correlational and causality cannot be
inferred, this study points to the “complexity” of income assistance and the number of
factors that should be considered by policymakers, researchers, and others who are inter-
ested in the living conditions of Indigenous people. Future studies can include longitu-
dinal analysis of newly available sources of survey data linked to administrative records.
Such data sources would allow to examine causal relationships between income assis-
tance and its correlates, especially health status and its mediating variables.

Supporting Agencies: Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada.
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Table 1. Income assistance receipt by selected demographic characteristics , Indigenous
peoples aged 18-64, 2012

Percentage (except for age)

Not as main source of As main but not only As the only source of
income source of income income Total receivers No assistance
% 95% Cls % 95% Cls % 95% Cls % 95% Cls % 95% Cls

Mean age (years) 36.7 36.3 37.2 359 355 363 39.8 395 40.2 37.9 37.6 38.1 39.7 39.6 39.8
Age group
18-24 40 37 43 34 32 3.6 5.8 5.5 6.2 13.2 12.7 13.7 86.8 86.3 87.3
25-44 44 42 46 5.3 5.0 5.5 5.7 5.5 6.0 15.4 15.0 15.7 84.6 84.3 85.0
45-64 27 24 29 1.8 1.6 2.0 6.3 6.0 6.6 10.7 10.3 11.1 89.3 88.9 89.7
Gender

Male 27 25 28 27 25 2.8 5.0 4.8 5.3 10.3 10.0 10.7 89.7 89.3 90.0

Female 45 43 47 44 4.2 4.6 6.8 6.5 7.0 15.6 15.3 16.0 84.4 84.0 84.7
Aboriginal group

Registered Indian 44 42 47 48 45 5.0 8.3 8.0 8.7 17.5 17.1 18.0 82.5 82.0 82.9
Non status First Nations 37 34 40 25 23 28 5.0 45 5.4 11.1 10.6 11.7 88.9 88.3 89.4
Métis 24 23 26 27 25 29 4.0 3.8 4.2 9.1 8.8 9.5 90.9 90.5 91.2
Inuit 78 73 83 63 61 6.6 7.8 7.4 8.2 21.9 21.3 22.5 78.1 77.5 78.7
Region

Atlantic 20 18 23 1.8 16 20 5.5 5.0 6.1 9.3 8.8 10.0 90.7 90.0 91.2
Quebec 25 21 29 30 27 33 6.4 5.8 7.0 11.9 11.2 12.6 88.1 87.4 88.8
Ontario 42 39 45 36 33 39 43 39 4.6 12.1 11.6 12.6 87.9 87.4 88.4
Prairies 41 39 43 42 40 44 6.5 6.2 6.8 14.8 14.5 15.2 85.2 84.8 85.5
British Columbia 21 19 23 26 24 29 6.9 6.3 7.6 11.6 10.9 12.3 88.4 87.7 89.1
Territories 9.1 86 95 71 67 74 7.3 6.9 7.7 234 22.8 24.0 76.6 76.0 77.2
Personal income

Less than $10,000 43 40 46 75 7.0 80 171 164 179 289 28.1 29.7 711 70.3 71.9

$10,000-$19,999 73 69 76 71 68 74 8.9 85 9.3 23.2 22.7 23.8 76.8 76.2 77.3

$20,000-$29,999 16 15 18 04 03 04 0.6 0.5 0.8 2.6 24 2.9 97.4 97.1 97.6

$30,000 or higher 06 05 038 F F 0.9 0.7 1.0 99.1 99.0 99.3
Education level

Current students 31 26 36 101 87 116 182 157 211 31.4 28.7 34.2 68.6 65.8 71.3
Below high school 50 47 53 74 70 7.8 127 122 132 25.0 24.4 25.6 75.0 74.4 75.6
High school 34 31 36 30 27 32 6.3 5.9 6.9 12.7 12.1 13.3 87.3 86.7 87.9
Some college 45 41 50 33 31 36 5.4 4.9 5.9 13.3 12.7 13.9 86.7 86.1 87.3
Post-secondary degree 29 2.7 31 20 18 2.1 2.6 2.4 2.8 7.5 7.2 7.8 92.5 92.2 92.8
Labour force status

Employed 22 21 24 11 1.0 1.2 0.8 0.7 0.9 4.1 3.9 43 95.9 95.7 96.1
Unemployed 9.0 82 99 104 96 11.2 9.6 9.0 10.3 29.0 27.9 30.2 71.0 69.8 72.1
Not in labour force 6.2 59 6.6 9.0 86 94 203 19.7 210 35.5 34.8 36.3 64.5 63.7 65.2
Household type

Couple family 23 22 24 1.9 1.8 2.0 25 2.4 2.6 6.7 6.5 6.9 93.3 93.1 93.5
Lone parent family 79 75 84 88 83 9.2 10.8 10.2 11.3 27.5 26.8 28.2 72.5 71.8 73.2
Others 36 33 38 3.7 35 4.0 11.1 10.5 11.7 18.4 17.7 19.1 81.6 80.9 82.3
Marital status

Married/common-law 21 20 23 1.7 16 1.9 25 2.3 2.6 6.3 6.1 6.6 93.7 93.4 93.9
Windowed/separated/divorced 48 43 53 34 31 37 9.8 9.1 10.6 18.0 17.2 18.9 82.0 81.1 82.8
Never married 55 52 57 6.4 6.2 6.7 9.7 9.3 10.1 21.6 21.1 220 78.4 78.0 789
Weighted N 21,787 21,488 35,617 78,892 518,363
% 3.4 3.2 5.2 11.8 83.6
Unweighted sample size 618 665 872 2,155 12,807

F Suppressed due to CV greater than .333 or cell size <10.

Data source: Aboriginal Peoples Survey 2012
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Table 2. Selected labour market characteristics by income assistance status, Indigenous
workers aged 18-64, 2012

Income assistance

receivers No assistance
% 95% Cls % 95% Cls

Job tenure

Less than 1 year 61.1* 58.6 63.5 23.1 22.7 235

1 year or more 38.9* 36.5 414 76.9 76.5 77.3
Full-time work

No 35.1* 32.8 37.5 14.6 14.3 14.9
Yes 649* 62.5 67.2 85.4 85.1 85.7
Permanent work

No 35.7* 33.4 38.0 14.1 13.8 144
Yes 64.3* 62.0 66.6 85.9 85.6 86.2
Occupation

White-collar 41.5* 38.8 443 50.5 50.1 51.0
Sales and services 35.9* 33.6 38.1 24.8 24.4 25.2

Blue-collar 22.6 209 244 247 243 251
Employed sample:
Weighted N 17,143 404,337
Unweighted sample size 476 9,706

*Significantly different from the same category of No assistance at the p=.05 level.

Data source: Aboriginal Peoples Survey 2012



71

Income assistance receipt among off-reserve Indigenous peoples in Canada

Table 3. Selected health characteristics by income assistance status, Indigenous peoples
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Table 4. Prevalence rates and odds ratios of receiving income assistance, non-Indigenous
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Table 5. Adjusted proportional odds ratios for the receipt of income assistance by sex, for
Indigenous peoples aged aged 18-64, 2012

Men Women

OR 95% Cls OR 95% Cls
Age group
18-24 (ref) 1.00 1.00
25-44 1.74 1.58 1.91 1.91 1.77 2.07
45-64 193 1.73 2.17 1.20 1.08 1.34
Education level
Current students 1.24 1.11 1.39 0.85 0.78 0.93
Below high school 2.81 2.56 3.09 5.11 473 5,53
High school 1.83 1.63 2.06 1.92 1.74 212
Some college 1.35 1.19 1.52 1.84 1.68 2.02
Post-secondary degree (ref) 1.00 1.00
Aboriginal group
Registered Indian (ref) 1.00 1.00
First Nations 0.66 0.58 0.74 0.67 0.62 0.73
Métis 0.60 0.55 0.66 0.47 0.43 0.50
Inuit 1.50 1.37 1.65 0.81 0.74 0.89
Household type
Couple family (ref) 1.00 1.00
Lone parent family 1.60 1.45 1.76 3.21 295 3.50
Others 197 1.80 2.15 1.79 1.61 1.99
Marital status
Married/common-law (ref) 1.00 1.00
Windowed/separated/divorced 1.48 1.29 1.70 1.64 145 1.84
Never married 2.30 2.09 2.53 2.23 2.01 2.48
Region
Atlantic 0.94 0.82 1.08 0.87 0.77 0.98
Quebec 1.23 1.09 1.39 0.87 0.77 0.98
Ontario (ref) 1.00 1.00
Prairies 1.24 1.11 1.39 1.25 1.16 1.35
British Columbia 1.37 1.20 1.57 0.79 0.71 0.87
Territories 0.56 0.50 0.62 0.86 0.78 0.94

Data source: Aboriginal Peoples Survey 2012
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Table 6. Proportional odds ratios for the receipt of income assistance by Indigenous group,

for Indigenous peoples aged aged 18-64, 2012

Non Status

Registered Indian First Nations Métis Inuit

OR 95% Cls OR 95% Cls OR 95% Cls OR 95% Cls
Age group
18-24 (ref) 1.00 ..|] 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..|] 1.00
25-44 162 149 176|588 4.87 7.09| 2.10 1.83 2.40( 120 0.85 1.70
45-64 136 121 152 2.82 224 355/ 231 196 272 050 0.29 0.86
Female 167 155 1.79] 1.58 139 1.78| 1.34 1.23 147 105 0.79 1.41
Education level
Current students 1.16 1.06 1.26] 1.34 1.12 1.59| 0.67 0.58 0.77 0.64 0.33 1.27
Below high school 327 299 358| 706 6.11 8.16| 3.98 3.57 4.44| 3.60 245 5.28
High school 1.89 1.70 2.11| 3.69 3.07 445( 1.34 1.17 154 188 1.14 3.10
Some college 1.17 1.06 1.30| 2.06 1.64 2.59| 2.72 242 3.05 1.53 092 255
Post-secondary degree (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Household type
Couple family (ref) 1.00 ..|] 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..|] 1.00
Lone parent family 285 260 3.13| 454 394 522| 199 1.77 2.23| 125 0.82 1.88
Others 201 180 2.25/ 298 256 3.48| 135 1.19 153| 149 094 237
Marital status
Married/common-law (ref) 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..| 1.00
Windowed/separated/divorced 134 117 154|154 129 1.85| 2.11 1.83 244 110 051 235
Never married 196 1.77 2.18] 1.92 1.65 2.23| 3.79 3.30 4.36| 224 154 3.26
Region
Atlantic 0.69 059 0.80f 166 140 1.96| 0.66 0.52 0.83] 0.98 0.32 3.05
Quebec 133 1.16 1.52| 0.88 0.72 1.07| 1.04 090 1.20f{ 0.26 0.10 0.71
Ontario (ref) 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..| 1.00 ..] 1.00
Prairies 163 150 1.78] 1.41 1.22 1.64| 0.78 0.70 0.87 0.78 0.17 3.59
British Columbia 1.20 1.08 1.34| 0.82 0.59 1.14| 0.74 0.62 0.87| 2.04 0.22 18.56
Territories 1.09 099 1.20] 1.40 0.93 2.09| 1.69 1.37 207 0.68 0.26 1.75

Data source: Aboriginal Peoples Survey 2012
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Chart 1. Adjusted* proportional odds ratios for receiving income assistance for those with

negative health conditions, by sex, Indigenous peoples aged 18 to 64, 2012
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Chart 2. Adjusted* proportional odds ratios for receiving income assistance for those with

negative health conditions, by Indigenous group, Indigenous peoples aged 18 to 64, 2012
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Chart 3. Predicted probabilities of income assistance status by health conditions among

Indigenous peoples aged 18 to 64, 2012
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