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Introduction
I chose young single mothers and their intersection with Ontario’s child welfare system as the topic 
for this advocacy report because my own mother had me quite young and our family faced many 
investigations and involvement from the child welfare system in Ontario between 2000 and 2015. 
I recognized from a young age that this is a group that I believe deserves more attention from 
researchers, at least in recent years.

Research suggests that young single mothers are investigated by the child welfare system and have 
their children apprehended from them at a higher rate than two-parent families, (Wieneck, et al,  
1998, pg. 55).  When children from single mother homes are placed in care they have lower rates of 
being returned to their biological family. Single-parent families receive family preservation services at 
a lower rate than 2 parent families, (Wieneck, et al, 1998 pg 64). Family preservation services include 
“any services that provide intensive assistance to at-risk families in an attempt to avoid removal of 
the children while maintaining a safe and nurturing environment for them in the home.” Since there 
is a lack of Canadian research on this topic, looking at American jurisdictions has been helpful in 
understanding these issues. Studies from Michigan, USA have shown that these services are benefi cial 
because they help improve families’ internal relationships, teach family confl ict resolution and help 
provide families with basic necessities like food and shelter which can rectify the situation.  

I would like to explore this issue for Ontario by answering the following question: ‘How can existing 
wrap-around and social  programs have employability or educational elements that can help 
single-young mothers better prevent child placement in foster care? Another connected question 
I raise is: What are adequate and effective solutions that could  reduce single-mothers and their 
children from being investigated by the child welfare system? My research is relevant to young 
single mothers themselves and various service providers, social policy actors, and children’s aid 
societies.

This project advocates that young single mothers in Ontario get all the support that they need so that 
they can keep their children, as research proves that children do better when they remain in their 
biological home. Existing studies show that employment training is not as prominent in wrap-
around services as it could be.  
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My work addresses this issue by seeking to understand the role of employment support programs in 
the general provision of assistance to young single mothers.

I found that existing supports can have employment and education training elements but there are 
many challenges and barriers that prevent that from providing long term benefi ts for young single 
mothers. From my discussions I found that young single mothers feel insecure around the child 
welfare system and due to more immediate needs taking priority over employment and education 
training. 

This report is organized as follows. The next section discusses the fi ndings from the literature review 
that was conducted early on in this project, followed by a section that shares my research fi ndings. 
My fi nal section provides recommendations on how the problems and issues I discovered in my 
research may be addressed. The last section in this report contains my concluding statements and 
an articulation of my advocacy platform.  The reader can fi nd the organizations I spoke to concerning 
this project as well as the questions from the anonymous survey listed in the appendix. 
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What the Literature Says 
About Single Motherhood, 

Custody & Poverty
From the literature survey, a number of observations about young single motherhood and the link to 
the child welfare system can be made. 

Teenage pregnancy, thus teenage motherhood has been steadily decreasing from highs in the 1980s 
in US/Canada over the last thirty years, due to contraception and awareness (Mckay, 2010). However, 
single parenthood has been steadily increasing in Canada, (Aldridge, Zon, 2018). For example, almost 
1 in 8 Canadian children live in a family headed by a single mother. As of 2018, there were 49,250 
single mothers aged 24 years and younger in Canada, with young and dependent children. There 
were approximately 1.1 million single mothers of all ages, with children of all ages, including adults in 
Canada in 2018. (Statistics Canada). The age group with the most single mothers was between 34 
and 44 years, numbering around 247,550. Although ‘young (less than 24 years) single mothers’ as a 
demographic group is relatively small, it does not change how disadvantaged this group truly is.  

Single motherhood, especially young single motherhood has a strong link with poverty, one that 
is much higher than two-parent families. Specifi cally young single mothers are more likely to be 
affected by poverty since they have limited access to the labour market compared to older, more 
established single mothers. Often young mothers are teen mothers. Poverty produces young 
motherhood and young motherhood tends to produce a life of poverty, forcing many young women 
to become trapped in this extremely- hard- to-escape cycle. For example, as compared to average-
aged mothers, teen mothers were more likely to have low socioeconomic status, be non-immigrants, 
have no partner, and to have previously experienced physical or sexual abuse, and have preferred to 
have had their pregnancies later into their adulthood, (Sahab, 2010). Single mothers have one of the 
highest poverty rates in Canada, and children in single mother families are more vulnerable 
to poverty. According to Statistics Canada (2019), close to one-third (29.8%) of children 
in Canada living in female lone-parent families were in poverty compared to less 
than one-tenth (7.2%) of those living in two-parent families. The Canadian 
Research Institute for the Advancement of Women also states that 
51.6% of lone-parent families headed by women are poor 
(Canadian Research Institute for the Advancement of 
Women, 2015, pg. 2). According to low-income cut 
offs, 23.7% of people in single parent families 
live in poverty (Government of Canada, 
2016, pg. 16). Another study also 
found that 99% of adolescent 
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mothers were single and 47% had a history of child welfare involvement (Thompson et al 2015). These 
statistics strongly show that single mothers tend to struggle with poverty related issues.

Often poverty is confl ated with maternal neglect by the child welfare system. Food insecurity and 
lack of adequate housing, which are factors commonly affecting young single mothers, can look 
like neglect, resulting in increased reporting for low-income families. Neglect also tends to be the 
main reason given for placing children in out- of -home care in single mother families. For example, 
75% of the children in care were apprehended due to “neglect” (Ontario Association of Children’s 
Aid Societies, 2017). In Ontario specifi cally, this occurs often with Ontario Works (the social assistance 
program that provides income assistance to young single parents) recipients (Maki, 2011). A study 
conducted by Queen’s University cited an example of a young single mother named Amanda who 
stated that “her ex-husband has often reported to Ontario Works that I am a negligent mother. 
Every time he makes such false accusations the tiny amount of fi nancial support I receive from the 
government is threatened, I am forced to rehash past trauma, and the authorities blame me for my 
precarious situation.” This is a common experience for those who depend on Ontario Works. There 
is evidence in this study suggesting that some people are wrongly categorized as being neglectful 
parents when in reality they are simply facing the symptoms of poverty. 

This confl ation of poverty with neglect tends to lead to an increased likelihood that children of young 
single mothers will be placed into foster care, and also to have been investigated by child welfare 
services at higher frequencies. Single parents are more likely to lose their children to the system even 
when they experience less stress and lower child maltreatment cases (Wieneck, et al, 1998, pg. 50). 
Young single mothers are investigated by agencies such as Ontario Works or child welfare systems 
more so than two parent families. Their children are also taken away from them at higher rates than 
two parent families and are reunited with their families after care at much lower rates. The Michigan 
Association found that children from single parent homes were less likely to have received family 
preservation services before the children were taken out of the home, (Wieneck, 1998). These services 
include any services that provide intensive assistance to at-risk families in an attempt to avoid the 
removal of the children while maintaining a safe environment in the home. 

This increased likelihood of children being removed is not ideal because research shows 
that keeping children with their biological families is better than placement in foster 

care (Berzin, 2008). The foster care system is systematically broken and 
comes with its own set of challenges (Hook, 2007). It hurts children 

currently in the system and after they have left the system. For 
example,“those placed in foster care are far more likely 

than other children to commit crimes, drop out 
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of school, join welfare, and experience substance abuse problems,” (Doyle, 2007, pg. 1583). A  theory 
cited to explain the negative effect on children in care is attachment theory, (Ramsay-Irving, 2015).
This is the idea that children need a primary attachment figure in their life. As such, getting moved 
from one foster care home to another interrupts this and may cause children to have  insecure 
attachment, which may result in behavioural, emotional, or psychological issues that harm them 
long-term. It was also found in the “Child Protection and Child Outcomes: Measuring the Effects of 
Foster Care” study that children on the margin of coming into care, which is usually where children 
from young single mother households fall, tend to have better outcomes when they remain in their 
homes  (Doyle, 2007). 

Keeping all of this research in mind it follows that young single mothers and teenage mothers must 
have continuous and holistic support, including educational and employability support to enable 
them to keep their children and prevent adverse outcomes for them and their children. I believe that 
education and employability support are an important focus since they end up serving the family the 
most benefits on a long term basis. For example,  “studies identify that achieving educational goals 
like completing high school can help prevent young teen mothers from facing disadvantage. When 
they do achieve these educational goals it provides improved financial situations and better social 
development of the children,” (Kingsley, et al, 2018, pg.28). 

However, introducing employment and training programs as a part of programming for single 
mothers is not a simple matter. When these types of programs do exist they are often inadequate. 
For example, one work initiative in British Columbia only had a 20% success rate in helping young 
single mothers find employment, (Ministry of Social Development and Social Innovation, 2015). Many 
young mothers are also resistant to intervention most likely due to the condescending nature of 

many of these programs.  Besides, the content of employment and training programs appears 
limited because they focus only on subjects like financial literacy and parenting skills, with a few 
aid programs to give employment training and opportunities, (Kinglsey et al, 2018). Lastly, there is 
some evidence that such employment training only has an effect on moods, rather than on helping 
someone gain independence or climb out of poverty.  For example, a Canadian Medical Association 
study took 116 participants of young mothers and put them through an 8 week support program, 
alongside a control group. Their main finding was that “the program significantly improved mood 
and increased self-esteem among the single mothers but had no reliable effect on levels of social 
support and parenting,”(Lipman, 2005). 

Keeping all of this research in mind it follows that young single mothers 
and teenage mothers must have continuous and holistic support, 
including educational and employability support to enable them to keep 
their children and prevent adverse outcomes for them and their children. 

                 9 
                 



Existing Supports 
for Single Mothers 
in Ontario

General Education Supports

From an environmental scan and conversations 
I have had with many service providers working 

within this space,  I have compiled a non-
comprehensive list of supporting programs that 

currently exist for young single mothers in Ontario.

OSAP
In Ontario OSAP will cover if want to go to school 
but that puts them in debt Students’ Association 
Single Parent Bursary provides a $250 bursary for 

single parents.

The LEAP Program 
(Learning, Earning, and Parenting Program)

If you are a parent between the ages of 18 
and 25 receiving Ontario Works, and have 

not completed high school. Leap helps 
young parents under 25 to fi nish high 

school, improve parenting skills and help to 
prepare for and fi nd work. Also gives a $500 

bursary into an RESP (Education fund) 
for their dependents.

Education Supports
 Specifi c to Parents, 

Including 
Young Single Mothers: 

Canada Education Savings Grant
This is money that the Government adds to a 
Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP). This 

money helps to pay the costs of a child’s
 full- or part-time studies after high school.

YESS CANADA 
scholarships are for those post-secondary 

students who are in high need of a helping hand, 
including single-parent students and 

students of single parents. 

Anti-Proverty Programs
These are for the general public living below 
the low income cut-offs except for the child 
care expense deduction which is specifi c to 

mothers or single mothers.

Canada Workers Benefi t  
This  helps families with a low income by 

providing tax relief. This refundable tax credit 
is a signifi cant aid for single parents in the 

workforce who must handle all the expenses 
connected to their home and children with 

only one income.

Family Supplement to EI
If someone qualifi es for EI and your net 

income is below a certain threshold for the 
year, you can be eligible for additional EI 

amounts through what is known as the Family 
Supplement. It can increase the amount of 

your EI payments by as much as 80%. 

Child Care Expense Deduction
provides provincial and federal income tax 

relief toward eligible child care expenses. The 
top up is calculated as an additional 20 per 

cent to the credit entitlement.

Social Assistance
welfare cheques every month and vary from 

province to province. In Ontario the maximum 
benefi t paid to cover basic needs and shelter 

in 2021 is $733 per month.  Maytree argues 
current social assistance rates are woefully 

inadequate. As the cost of living has continued 
to rise, this means that people have, in effect, 

had their rates cut during this period. 
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ORGANIZATIONS 
YWCA Education and Training Institute: this program has certifi cates such as administrative 
clerk certifi cate program and an offi ce administrator certifi cate program. This could be 
good for getting out of shift work or non standard work. If you are receiving Ontario Works 
you can qualify to receive this training for free. 

Family Services Ottawa This is a non-profi t organization that has  many different support 
groups, some are paid for and some are free. Some examples of programs offered 
are “Parenting through high confl ict Separation and Divorce” offered every week on 
Wednesdays, and “One-on-One Financial and Credit Counselling Sessions” which are 
offered for free. 

Helping Families Build a Strong Foundation This is a bi-weekly support group located 
in Scarborough  for sharing our struggles and learning how to deal with some issues. 
Participate in workshops where we talk about healthy food, sanitation and how you can 
manage your budget.

Youville Centre Provides services to young mothers between ages of 14-25 helps young 
moms complete high school education, provides counselling and daycare services. 

Delta Family Resource Centre provides many different programs such as counselling, 
food pantry, etc to struggling families in North Toronto.

Considerable research exists evaluating these programs.  Further discussion of the 
specifi cs of these programs and organizations is out of the scope of this study.

                 11 
                



Research Process & Main Findings
I wanted to hear from young single mothers to understand the environment that surrounds them 
regarding supports offered in Ontario and how employability or educational training can be best 
implemented into the current system to prevent their children from being investigated, exposed to or 
apprehended by Ontario’s child welfare system.  Hence, I conducted an anonymous random survey 
comprising 29 young single mothers between the ages of 15-29 residing in Ontario. I have provided 
the questionnaire used for my survey in Appendix A.

I also wanted to hear from experts and organizations about the same issues, to understand the 
relative importance of employment and skills training programs as a component of all the other 
supports being offered to young single mothers.  From the interviews and the survey, I was able to 
build a clearer understanding of the problems faced by young single mothers, challenges in helping 
them and the solutions that could address those challenges.  Information on the organizations and/
or individuals I spoke with can be found in Appendix B. 

First, a few facts about the young single mothers I surveyed. All of the respondents were high school 
graduates. Many of  them had graduated with some post-secondary education or had attained a 
post-secondary degree or diploma.  Approximately 80% of these 29 people were from Toronto and 
the GTA. Most had an annual income somewhere between $40 000 and $60 000 and were between 
the ages of 25-29. This means there were fewer teenage pregnancies in my sample.  I reached 
participants via social media such as Facebook and Instagram.  The questions posed were a mix of 
multiple choice and I asked the respondents to rate their level of agreeability to different statements 
to gauge how they feel generally concerning Ontario’s child welfare system.   

The Child Welfare System, 
Single Mothers and Feelings of Insecurity
My survey had two main findings. First, young single mothers in Ontario feel a general sense of 
insecurity around their children and the child welfare system in Ontario. Second, it has become 
apparent that these young single mothers and the organizations in the space recognize the need for 
independence, so as to give them the best long term benefits.  These can be best  achieved through 
education and gaining stable employment, but there are significant challenges in delivery.  In the 
next paragraphs and section, I outline potential reasons for these young single mothers’ feelings of  
insecurity about the system. 

Young single mothers feel insecure because of the size and complexity of Ontario’s child welfare 
system, which can be intimidating to families. ‘Ontario’s child welfare system’ is a broad description 
for a multitude of organizations and agencies that work together to achieve the health and wellbeing 
of families and children.  From one of the interviews I conducted with a lawyer working in this space I 
learned that Ontario’s child welfare system differs from other provinces in the sense there are a lot of 
agencies. There are 51 total across the province,  including Catholic, Jewish and Indigenous specific 
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agencies. There are a handful of non-profi t organizations involved in this space as well. Most of the 
direct decisions are made by agencies themselves and the government basically plays an oversight 
role on these decisions. 

Children’s Aid (CAS) refers to a group of organizations called children’s aid societies funded by the 
government, that conduct the investigations of people’s homes and who will apprehend children 
from their home if they feel that is needed to keep the child safe. Children’s Aid steps in when 
someone has reported that they have reason to believe a child is being mistreated. CAS must 
investigate when this happens and unfortunately they are unable to control whether or not someone 
calling in holds prejudice or bias against the family the call is about or whether they are concerned 
about the family themselves.  

Ontario has one of the largest child welfare systems in Canada highlighting that there is a huge 
investment in child welfare (Gough, et al, 2009). Despite a well established child welfare system, the 
young single mothers I spoke with reported feelings of insecurity concerning their interactions with 
Children’s  Aid. A young single mother, a  client from one of the service providers said:

Help community understand that WE COME HERE TO BE A BETTER PARENT 
(i.e., we are not here because we are bad moms or are gonna be bad moms 
or just are in crisis or homeless—we are choosing this support to make a 
better life for ourselves and our children, help people understand there is 
nothing wrong with us/you come here to be the best mom you can be and 
to be around peers and staff who understand and wanna help you. 

- Anonymous 

“
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The three questions from the survey around feelings of insecurity, revealed that not only did the 
young women feel threatened by CAS in Ontario, but those feelings of insecurity came from the fear 
that they could very easily lose their children to foster care, if they were even faintly suspected of child 
neglect.  These sentiments came through clearly in the responses to my questions to them. 

In response to the fi rst question about whether they 
felt threatened by Ontario’s child welfare system: 

■  41% of respondents said ‘Yes’, indicating that they agreed with the statement 
 below in the chart and did feel threatened by Ontario’s child welfare system.

■   41% were ‘neutral’, refl ecting that they were unsure or on the fence 
 about the system.

■    17% said ‘No’, showing they disagreed with this statement. 

This shows that a sizable number of young single mothers generally do have some sense of insecurity 
surrounding the child welfare system.

Figure 1: 
I feel threatened by Ontario’s child welfare system
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In response to the second question about the fear of being suspected of neglect, most felt fearful as 
can be seen from Figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: 
I fear that the child welfare system does or will think I am a negectful parent 
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The insecurity that young mothers feel when encountering the child welfare system arises from 
their fear of being thought of as neglectful parents.  From my survey most of the young single 
mothers felt that way. A parent could be thought of as being neglectful if for example, there was 
not enough food in the house even if the reason was that the parent could not afford it.

My last question was about the source of the fear felt by the young mothers.  I learned that, one 
implication of a parent being considered as neglectful of their children’s needs is that it could 
result in the loss of child custody. Under such situations, the child tends to get remanded to foster 
care, away from the biological parent. It appears that this fear of loss was quite prevalent 
amongst the young women in my sample,as can be see in their responses to the following 
statement:

Figure 3.

  Disagree                                 Neutral                                   Agree    

The insecurity that young mothers feel when encountering the child welfare system arises from their 
fear of being thought of as neglectful parents.  From my survey most of the young single mothers felt 
that way. A parent could be thought of as being neglectful if for example, there was not enough food 
in the house even if the reason was that the parent could not afford it.

My last question was about the source of the fear felt by the young mothers.  I learned that, one impli-
cation of a parent being considered as neglectful of their children’s needs is that it could result in the 
loss of child custody. Under such situations, the child tends to get remanded to foster care, away from 
the biological parent. It appears that this fear of loss was quite prevalent amongst the young women 
in my sample,as can be see in their responses to the following statement:
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Most respondents strongly agreed with this statement, showing that one of the biggest sources of 
insecurity is the fear of having their children taken away from them. Constantly having this 
burden or worry can make the lives of these young single mothers very challenging. 

How Insecurities Persist Despite the Availability of Support 

That this feeling of insecurity still exists despite the availability of various supports that can be 
accessible to young single mothers within Ontario suggests that there are many other factors at 
play. First, the supports young single mothers are being offered in Ontario include but are not 
limited to: 

● Financial/parenting courses
● Health supports
● Free counseling
● Support groups 
● Education
● Employment training
● Subsidized child care
● Income Supports like (Canada’s Workers Benefit, subsidized child care, social assistance, 

family supplement and EI.)

This list does not include every service in Ontario but these are the core categories that I have come 
across during my research.  Many of these are stabilizing supports such as counseling and income 
support. They will help someone survive for a short time, reducing their stress and enabling them to 
afford some groceries and a place to live for a short time. Many of these services do not contain long 
term benefits i.e, lasting over four years, which was the longest time supports were offered according 

  Disagree                            Neutral                               Agree    

Figure 3: 
Having my children taken away from me is a primary fear of mine

Most respondents strongly agreed with this statement, showing that one of the biggest sources of 
insecurity is the fear of having their children taken away from them. Constantly having this burden or 
worry can make the lives of these young single mothers very challenging. 
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This list does not include every service in Ontario but these are the core categories that I have come 
across during my research.  Many of these are stabilizing supports such as counseling and income 
support. They will help someone survive for a short time, reducing their stress and enabling them to 
afford some groceries and a place to live for a short time. Many of these services do not contain long 
term benefi ts i.e, lasting over four years, which was the longest time supports were offered according 
to everyone I spoke with. Many of these services are located in urban rather than rural areas, reducing 
accessibility for rural women, with transportation being an important barrier for rural residents.This 
suggests that the supports offered do not have the capacity to address the root problem fully.

Factors Contributing to Insecurity
Housing Instability was mentioned in every single interview and conversation I had. Ontario Works 
provides young single mothers with one dependent between zero to 17 years with $600 per month 
for shelter and Massey Centre provides $800 per month. This is not a lot of money compared to 
the actual cost of living in urban cities in Ontario. For example, according to Canadian Housing and 
Mortgage Corporation (CMHC) the current median rent for a 2 bedroom in Toronto is $2,355! In fact, 
in large cities like Toronto it takes over 150 hours of work per month to be able to afford rent which 
showcases challenges in rent affordability, (CMHC, 2022, pg. 10). 

If young single mothers are unable to fi nd stable and safe housing they will be unable to obtain 
adequate employment to gain the independence they desire. According to the service providers, 
I spoke with, couch surfi ng is a common living arrangement for young and teen single mothers. 
Moreover, couch surfi ng is not a stable environment for a mother and her child as they need their 
own space to feel safe and secure, rather than sharing with someone else. Couch surfi ng can lead 
to many moves which provides an unstable environment for a child and can cause them to have 
to change schools many times or be unable to participate in extracurricular activities. Moving many 

How Insecurities Persist Despite 
the Availability of Support  
That this feeling of insecurity still exists despite the availability of various supports that can be 
accessible to young single mothers within Ontario suggests that there are many other factors at play. 
First, the supports young single mothers are being offered in Ontario include but are not limited to: 

■  Financial/parenting courses
■   Health supports
■    Free counseling
■  Support groups
■   Education
■    Employment training

■  Subsidized child care
■   Income Supports like (Canada’s  
 Workers Benefi t, subsidized child  
 care, social assistance, 
 family supplement and EI.)
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times can also affect children’s emotional development (Coley & Kull, 2011). This is not to say it is the 
reason the child should be apprehended, but rather that there should be more affordable housing 
options for young single mother families. The key to this problem is providing stable shelter or 
affordable housing specifically for young single mothers until they are able to reach a stable point in 
their lives. 

Mental Health was discussed 
as another important factor in 
most interviews that I conducted. 
Mental health suffering stemming 
from addictions and in some 
cases domestic violence, were 
presented and shared by 
service providers as a common 
challenge shared by many of their clients.  Hence, a big part of their jobs has been helping their 
clients return to stability before they can start talking about things like education and employment. 
Depending on what type of situation  the young mother has endured, recovery could not only take 
a long time but it is unpredictable. With some cases it takes a year, with others it takes a few years, 
depending on each individual situation. This shows that a lot of the time, services need to address the 
short term needs before the long term needs, as attaining long-term employment or stability is very 
difficult when facing mental health conditions.

They are facing homelessness they’re facing domestic violence they’re 
facing, you know, a young mother, with a new baby they’re facing a lot 
of challenges. So saying okay now, you need to get a job-that you have 
to build the foundation for them to be able to be successful and push 
somebody who’s in the midst of a domestic crisis or living on the streets to 
get a job -they’re not going to be able to maintain - so it’s important to kind 
of build that foundation.

- Ontario Works - County of Lambton

“

Hence, a big part of their jobs has been helping their 
clients return to stability before they can start talking 
about things like education and employment. 

Cultural Divide and cultural aspects were mentioned a few times in different interviews. According 
to the interviews, the system held biases against certain individuals or circumstances.  It is important 
to note that according to the limited Canadian research in this area, Black and Indigenous families 
are overrepresented in child welfare and in poverty (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2018). This 
contributes to bias within the system. An example given by one of the service providers was that 
when she herself was a youth, the white children living in the home that she lived in, were able to stay 
in the home, whereas herself and another black child living in the home were apprehended after an 
investigation was done. She felt that this was caused by an inherent bias. 
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Attitudinal Bias was a related problem arising from  cultural division and misunderstanding different 
cultures.  For example,a child’s lunch was considered inadequate because it was from a different 
culture than the mainstream one at the school the child was attending, and the mother was criticized 
as neglectful for it. These experiences may seem small but many of these experiences can contribute 
to young single mothers feeling inadequate, which can cause their parenting to suffer if they are 
unwell to start with. Another social worker shared that they went to a house themselves and because 
it was  small and messy, they thought it was not a good environment for a child.  However, their 
supervisor assured them that being poor was not neglectful. It is those personal biases that workers 
bring into people’s homes that are the problem.  

Financial Need was identified as one of the major gaps along with poverty, since young single 
mothers are one of the most impoverished groups in Canada. For example, “30.4% of young people 
living with low income are young single mothers and 42% of children living in low income status are 
children of young single mothers aged 0-17,” (Statistics Canada, 2016).  A young single mother on 
social assistance with one child between the ages of 0-17, receives only $642 for shelter and $360 for 
other basic needs. That is a total of $1,002 per month or approximately $12,000 per year which is way 
below the poverty line and not enough income for a mother and her child to survive on. For context, 
the poverty line for a lone parent residing in Ontario with one dependent under 6 years old is $28,185 
per year (Statistics Canada, 2014).  

Financial need extends to the service providers too. Some are funded by the federal or provincial 
government but many are not, or do not get enough to cover all of their expenses. It is not only the 
young mothers in need of financial  support, but the service providers in the space as well, so as to 
carry out their activities. 

It’s a chronically underfunded sector and we spend a lot of 
time trying to raise awareness of the need for this support. 

- Monica’s Place “
Honesty and Transparency from agencies and workers themselves was an important factor in 
affecting the security of young single mothers. An interviewee shared, “ that a lot of workers are not 
transparent, so what I’ve been running into is a lot of these youth and young mothers I work with are a 
red flag right, but they’re not told that, but they’re continually having more children and their children 
are being apprehended right after birth.” Many of these young single mothers are being told if they 
complete different programs and tasks they’ll be able to be reunited with their children but that’s not 
actually happening. This individual was basically saying that it is unfair to give these young single 
mothers a sense of false hope and make them jump through hoops if they will not end up reuniting 
with their children anyway. The system should be honest about its realities and that once a young 
mother’s child has been apprehended it is very difficult to reunite it with its parent. This only adds to 
the fear and insecurity felt by young single mothers.
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From the literature review and environmental scan, it seemed like affordable childcare was a  barrier 
to success for many young single mothers.  However, it did not appear to be an important factor in 
the insecurity that young mothers reported and none of the service providers whom I spoke to raised 
this as a gap or barrier. This is likely because these women are trying to survive and there is not much 
room to focus on other activities like employment and/or education and training that requires access 
to childcare, until they have stable income, shelter and food. However, it is important to keep in mind 
that all of the service providers spoken to did provide some sort of child care such as daycares. 
Hence. they did not identify this as a gap.  Having said that, it is likely that affordable child-care 
remains an important gap, as the literature has suggested.

Many service providers talked about the lack of “one stop shops.”  One-stop shops offer services 
under a single roof. Many young single mothers have to access many different organizations and 
agencies to get the full wrap-around services that they need in order to survive such as food, 
transportation, doctors,  healthcare, counselling and other mental health supports and in some 
places access to a place to live. It is not uncommon for these organizations to make referrals to other 
services when there is something they themselves cannot offer them. It is not uncommon for them 
to be referred to services like Access Employment or Operation Come Home, both organizations 
mentioned in the interviews. Access Employment is a general employment help centre and Operation 
Come Home is an organization that aims to prevent homeless youth from continuing to be homeless 
into their adulthood by providing employment services and training for youth aged 16-25 (Operation 
Come,  Organizational Strategy, 2021). More ‘one stop shops’ for young single mothers would allow 
them to get most of what they need from a single location rather than many, since transportation still 
remains a barrier to accessing services.

Can employment supports reduce the 
insecurity felt by young single mothers? 
Employment & Training was mentioned in every interview. Most service providers said they 
recognized the importance of employment training and that they encouraged it. For example, one 
brought in a worker from Children’s Aid to talk about the inner workings of the system to the young 
single mothers. The most common 
type of employment training offered 
were programs like ‘lunch and learns’,, 
while a few agencies offer professional 
development workshops.  Massey 
Centre had a 4-week training program 
and a 14-week job placement for young 
mothers going through their program 
which they said was effective. Education is also an important component to gaining employment 
and training. Most of the organizations I spoke with valued education and put an emphasis on helping 
the young single mothers among the cases they worked on, to get a high school diploma. Further, 
they helped them with applications to post-secondary education as well.  All organizations I spoke 
with recognized the importance of education and skills training for employment.  However, these were 
a relatively minor portion of the assistance that they felt that young single mothers should receive.

However, these were a relatively minor portion of the 
assistance that they felt that young single mothers 
should receive.
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Even the young women I surveyed recognized that employment training support like skills training 
defi nitely had the potential to reduce those feelings of insecurity.  Such opportunities could provide 
a family with a steady stream of income and a stable place to live in. In my survey I asked “If you 
received employment training, was it benefi cial to your situation?” 28 out of the 29 young single 
mothers responded that “yes” it was benefi cial to their situation. This shows that young single mothers 
generally have a positive view of employment training. I also asked a question in my survey asking 
them to choose the 3 most important supports. 20 people selected “employment training” as one of 
the supports they consider to be the most important. 

Nonetheless,  there is a problem with sustaining employment training and education programs that 
was pointed out by a few of the service providers I talked to. Some said that many young single 
mothers have been in domestically violent,  abusive situations or themselves experienced trauma 
like going through the foster care system and it might take more time to stabilize conditions like 
mental health before someone is able to jump into employment training or education. Massey Centre 
was the only organization I spoke to that offered a 4 week training before a 14 week job placement. 
Although one organization has a very strong employment training program, none of them were as 
strong in education. The focus of education was mainly  around helping people get their high school 
diplomas and helping out with admission processes by covering admission fees to university or 
college. However once admitted into a program, not much fi nancial support beyond OSAP is offered 
by service providers.
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How Do I Think These Problems of
Insecurity Can Begin to be Resolved? 
Reduce societal judgment: Many of the feelings of insecurity stem from perceptions people have 
of young single mothers. The public should be educated that these young single mothers are good 
moms. In my opinion, they are hardworking, intelligent and trying to get by in a system that is working 
against them. 

Unfortunately the system today is still set up to benefi t two parent households. The public should 
understand there are large fi nancial barriers affecting this group. There are arguments both for and 
against sensitivity training in the literature. The argument against sensitivity training is that underlying 
racism or bias cannot be resolved within a few hours. While this is true, it should not be stopped and 
should still be encouraged because people do need to be educated in sensitivity and empathy. 

Another approach that would be effective alongside 
sensitivity training is hiring a more diverse group of 
people. This means hiring more people that look like 
and have been through the same type of experiences 
the clients have been through. This will help reduce 
bias which then helps reduce the stereotypical 
judgements of this group. Having more people who were single mothers themselves and who went 
through the system and are from marginalized groups will help eradicate this bias in the system. This 
also ties into how there should be more training extended to Children’s Aid about cultural differences 
between families. This has improved since, for instance, research has come out identifying that 
Indigenous children are the most over-represented group in child welfare and educating the public 
about injustices like the ‘Sixties Scoop’. 

While bias has been reduced, continued education will help resolve this problem. There are young 
single mothers belonging to visible minorities as well and education about young single  mothers 
from such backgrounds will be helpful to appropriate and effective children’s aid as well.

Moving to a Unifi ed Approach: The views of organizations and individuals are divided on different 
issues depending on their fi eld and their personal life experiences. For example, those working in the 
child welfare sector did not like the suggestion that poverty is often confused with neglect, leading 
to children being removed from their mothers care, while those who had experienced the system 
fi rsthand on the receiving side of services thought that it did encapsulate  what was happening. 
Many organizations also take different approaches and focus on different needs based on their 
specifi c grouping of young single mother clientele. To make support more effective there should be  
more consensus on problems like poverty being confused with neglect or cultural divides in order to 
address it appropriately.

Focus on Fixing the Small Issues: Many of the problems and barriers young single mothers in Ontario 
are facing are large systems issues. Those are not going to be fi xed overnight.  It will take a long time 
and a lot of people to achieve that, so what we can do is shift the focus on fi xing the smaller ones 
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We’re navigating a system where funders are cutting us off at 18 but we’re 
serving up to 29. 

 - Massey Centre“
In 2022 overall, there remain many systemic barriers and gaps preventing young single mothers 
from having access to long term benedifical employment services. Despite Ontario’s well funded 
child welfare system young single mothers still feel insecure around this topic and face big issues 
like poverty, biases and support offered to them not matching their true needs. There are ways for 
communities to resolve these issues by addressing the root causes. Some of this can be achieved by 
implementing the above recommendations. 

with easier fixes. For example, the Youville Centre provides  their clients with a bus so transportation to 
their many services improves accessibility of those services. More social service organizations in that 
space could start doing that, since transportation was a huge gap discussed in the interviews. These 
service providers, while many are interconnected, should adopt different strategies from each other 
to help the most young single mothers. They could change the structure of services to more of a ‘hub’ 
model where the centralization of services  reduces access barriers like transportation. Organizations 
that have multiple services in the same location will help reduce the transportation barrier especially 
for those living in rural areas.

More Affordable Housing/Shelters for medium and long term living: The Massey Centre provides 
housing (or shelters) for  individuals receiving their programs whether they are with a baby or an 
older child. They provide lodging while a young mother is pursuing postsecondary education.  In 
general, other service providers could adopt this service since it is very beneficial and housing was 
outlined as one of the biggest core needs for young single mothers. 

Resolving Limitations to Funding: According to Massey Centre they are serving clients up to 29 
years old whereas the Ministry of  Children, Community and Social Services  (MCCSS) will only provide 
funding for clients up to 18 years old even though teenage pregnancies in Canada are decreasing 
meaning single mothers are getting older.  The MCCSS could either raise their age limit or let these 
types of organizations switch to a different ministry with funding that will accommodate all the ages 
they provide support to. The problems faced by single mothers persist even though the average age 
has increased in recent years. 
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As with all research projects,  I faced some limitations and gaps in this project. This has been my fi rst 
experience of an independent research project. I picked this topic because of its personal meaning 
and because I wanted to learn about how to bring more security into the lives of young single 
mothers in Ontario. However, I did encounter a few roadblocks which prevented me from collecting 
additional information I would have liked to include in this report. 

The fi rst limitation was that despite reaching out to over 75 organizations many did not want to talk to 
me. This could be for a variety of reasons, it could be because the Omicron variant caused lockdowns 
during December and January. It was also probably the sensitivity of the subject that prevented 
many young single mothers from wanting to talk one on one with me which would have helped 
further enrich the discussions I had with service providers as well as compliment the fi ndings of my 
survey. This is also a very niche group of people who are hard to reach and can be diffi cult to talk to 
while they are actively participating in programs. Child welfare services and organizations also tend 
to be bureaucratic and pose a challenge to speaking  with certain individuals or gaining access to 
certain pieces of information that would greatly benefi t this project.

Lastly, my sample of women was small and unlikely representative of this group. Reaching out to 
them on various social media platforms like Linkedin, Facebook,  and email also limited the number of 
individuals I was able to reach to those with computer or internet access or to older women because 
of the platforms used. However, the 29 women I did hear from deserve to have their feelings and 
thoughts about this topic heard. 

Overall, I hope these help improve current processes and make a case for the beginning steps 
of change regarding young single mothers in Ontario.  I started my study with an emphasis on 
employment and skills development being a part of long term support, only to learn that they were 
secondary.  Furthermore, at the beginning of my study, I assumed that most often parental poverty 
did indeed get confused with parental neglect. However, I have since revised that opinion. I think that 
a lot of the occurrences of improperly putting children in foster care stem from attitudinal bias. This 
is because many workers in the system did not grow up or experience poverty fi rst hand like their 
clients and may have diffi culty fully understanding how certain conditions and behaviours are due 
to poverty. This can be resolved through more relevant education for the system which  increases 
sensitivity and empathy, a topic I discussed in my recommendations section. This project taught 
me a lot about what current services are out there and how they do not really match the 
needs of young single mothers. I hope that applications of the recommendations 
shared here will help to start to make a difference as well as restart the 
discussion about young single mothers and the challenges that they 
face in Ontario.

Concluding Thoughts
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Appendix A
Held an anonymous survey between February  and March 2022 with 29 respondents of young single 
mothers between 15-29 residing in Ontario. Here are the questions from that survey:  

1. How old are you? 
2. What is your annual income? 
3. Have you graduated high school?
4. Do you have any post-secondary education? 
5. What types of support(s) have you received in relation to your single parenthood. 
 Please check all that apply.
6.  If you have received employment training, was it relevant and beneficial to your situation?
7. What are the 3 MOST important supports offered to young single mothers in Ontario?
8. What are the 3 LEAST important supports offered to young single mothers in Ontario?
9. Have you ever had contact with the Children’s Aid Society in any capacity?
10. Has a social worker ever inspected your home?
11. If you answered yes to the above question, how did that make you feel?
12.  Please Rate the statement:  I feel threatened by Ontario’s child welfare system.
13. The child welfare system confuses poverty as parental neglect.
14. I fear that the child welfare system does or will think I am a neglectful parent.
15.  Having my children taken away from me is a primary fear of mine.

               27 
            



Appendix B
These are all of the organizations and individuals  I spoke to throughout this project. 
Lawyer from the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services - February 2022

• Youville Centre - December 2021 
• Access Employment - January 2022
• Child Welfare PAC - January 2022
• Delta Family Resource Centre - February 2022
• Ontario Works - County of Lambton - February 2022
• Massey Centre - March 2022
• Monica’s Place - March 2022
• Ontario Works - County of Lambton - February 2022
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