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Executive Summary 
Social assistance programs provide income supports to individuals and households living in poverty and deep financial need. In 

Ontario, the Ministry of Children, Community & Social Services determines social assistance policy, which is then administered 

municipally as Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) and Ontario Works (OW). OW is for people who demonstrate 

financial need and are unable to find employment, while ODSP is for people who are in financial need and living with disability. 

Currently, social assistance rates are insufficient relative to the cost of living. This issue began with cuts to social assistance 

rates in the mid-1990s, and has been maintained with complex processes and policies. As a result, people who receive social 

assistance face growing issues with housing, food, and income insecurity across the province. One area of Ontario’s social 

assistance programs that has consistently been highlighted is the policy directives for earnings exemptions, which allow people 

to earn income without a loss of social assistance benefits up to a certain threshold. However, these exemptions, described 

as benefit “claw-backs” by advocates, create barriers to financial independence and long-term, stable employment. As an 

individual’s or households’ personal income increases, the income supports they receive are reduced or “clawed back” until they 

become ineligible. 

People who work at research organizations across Ontario should be familiar with ODSP and OW because they may interact 

with people receiving social assistance during research processes. The engagement, hiring, and compensation of people with 

lived experience as research partners is an increasingly common approach in research, but there are no specific guidelines for 

how researchers should compensate individuals receiving ODSP or OW who are involved in research. Without an awareness 

of how the programs’ earnings exemptions and benefit “claw-back” policy directives work, researchers may compromise an 

individual’s eligibility to receive benefits through social assistance, deter them from participating in research, and lose the 

trust of communities. Efforts should be made to allow people with lived experience of Ontario’s social assistance programs 

to contribute to research. This requires a willingness on the part of researchers and staff to understand ODSP and OW’s policy 

directives in order  to support individuals and households receiving social assistance and advocate for change in organizational 

policies that create barriers. 

To foster research settings that are mindful of the experiences of people receiving social assistance in Ontario and the 

potential challenges they face, the following are four recommendations for researchers and staff in research organizations:

Provide fair, appropriate, and equitable compensation 

and other supports for people with lived/living experience 

who are involved in supporting research teams and projects.

Understand Ontario’s social assistance system and 

how it can affect an individual’s ability to 

participate in research.

 

Develop an engagement and compensation strategy 

before commencing the research project that is mindful 

of earnings exemptions and benefit “claw-backs” 

in ODSP and OW policies.

Advocate for organizational compensation policies 

that are mindful of financial insecurity, especially for 

individuals who are receiving social assistance.

1
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SOCIAL ASSISTANCE IN ONTARIO 

This policy brief aims to help readers understand Ontario’s 

social assistance programs and their limitations. This is 

important for a few reasons. Firstly, by becoming familiar 

with these programs, people involved in research can better 

contextualize the socio-demographic data frequently collected 

in healthcare research. Secondly, researchers may interact 

with individuals who receive social assistance during the 

research process. If they are unfamiliar with how Ontario’s 

social assistance programs (Ontario Disability Support 

Program (ODSP) and Ontario Works (OW)) function, they 

may unintentionally compromise their eligibility for social 

assistance benefits. Furthermore, a lack of understanding of 

these programs and their implications for individuals can deter 

people from participating or partnering in research and result 

in a loss of community trust.

Engagement, consultation, and hiring of people who are 

affected by research through their lived or living expertise 

is an increasingly common approach in research,1,2 however, 

gaps remain. One of the gaps faced by many organizations 

involved in research is the lack of equitable hiring and payment 

processes for people with lived or living expertise of the 

research topics. The Canadian Institutes of Health Research’s 

Strategy for Patient-Oriented Research (SPOR) encourages 

organizations to compensate patients if they are engaged 

as partners.3 However, there are no additional guidelines 

that outlines how research organizations in Ontario should 

approach compensation for people receiving ODSP or OW and 

who wish to be involved in research. Moreover, organizations 

involved in research often do not allocate full-time, permanent 

employment positions with benefits for people with lived 

or living expertise. Individuals are usually engaged through 

short-term service contracts, or through stipend or honorarium 

agreements. This means people need to remain on social 

assistance programs while contributing to research that 

directly or indirectly affects them. Unfortunately, income 

earned through participating in research initiatives may result 

in such individuals being “punished” and losing access to their 

employment and financial supports as the programs have 

several flaws.
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The aim of this policy brief: Why should researchers involved in health and social 
research be aware of social assistance programs in Ontario?



What are Ontario’s social assistance programs?

Social assistance programs provide income supports to 

individuals and households experiencing financial insecurity 

and poverty.4,5 They are often integrated into a broader social 

safety net to help cover the costs of basic needs, such as 

shelter and food.6–9 These programs often require people 

to participate in employment activities in order to receive 

benefits.10–15

The provincial and territorial governments are responsible for 

providing social assistance across Canada.16 In Ontario, social 

assistance policy is determined by the Ministry of Children, 

Community & Social Services and administered through two 

programs: ODSP and OW.17 Both programs provide employment 

and financial assistance for those in financial need. ODSP 

also requires people to have a qualifying disability under 

the program’s definition of disability or be a member of a 

“prescribed class”, which is a category of people exempted 

from the processes of qualification (i.e., individual who are 65+ 

and not eligible for Old Age Security).17 If a person’s application 

is approved, they will receive employment and financial 

supports for as long as they remain eligible.7

Through income supports, social assistance programs aim 

to:13–16

• Prevent individuals and households from falling into  

  poverty or bring them out of it

• Support transitions from welfare to stable,  

   paid employment

• Close income gaps by targeting low-income households

For a comparative summary of ODSP and OW, see Appendix A.

What are the concerns about Ontario’s social assistance programs?

“Legislated poverty” has been used to describe the way 

in which ODSP and OW policy directives have created and 

sustained poverty.18,19 In 1995, the then-welfare program 

rates were cut by over 20%, making people receiving social 

assistance unable to meet their basic needs in subsequent 

years as rates did not keep up with inflation.20–23 At this time, 

the welfare program was reconceived as OW and ODSP, 

designed on the concept that people living in poverty are 

motivated to work if there is an incentive.20,24 To create this 

incentive, both programs have earnings exemption policies, 

described by advocates as benefit “claw-backs”, that allow 

people to keep some of their income without an immediate 

reduction in their benefits.20,25,26 In practice, these policies 

have been noted to make the transition from ODSP and OW to 

financial independence unlikely due to strict criteria, complex 

rules, and administrative and reporting burdens.24,27–29

Income benefits from OW and ODSP are not indexed to the 

growing costs related to basic needs, such as housing, child 

care, transportation, clothing, and food, that are essential 

for self-reliance.24,27 The low monthly payments prevent 

recipients from accruing savings, which places them at 

greater risk for financial emergencies. The cycle of financial 

insecurity is further reinforced by requiring people to exhaust 

all income sources and to maintain few assets in order to 

remain eligible for income supports.30,31 These constraints, 

alongside the “claw-backs”, contribute to housing insecurity, 

which is particularly problematic in settings where the costs 

of living are higher. For example, a single adult living with a 

disability and no dependents can receive up to $1,228 per 

month through ODSP,32 but the current average market rent for 

a bachelor apartment in Toronto is $1,317.33 People receiving 

social assistance are often forced to rely on survival strategies, 

such as staying with an abusive partner, to remain housed.34

For more information about ODSP, OW, and their policy 

directives, see Appendix B.
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Low Earnings Exemptions  
and Punitive Benefit Claw-Backs
Why are earnings exemptions and benefit claw-backs a problem?

Earnings exemptions allow individuals and households on social assistance to keep some of their net employment earnings 

without any reductions in their monthly income supports. However, these supports are reduced or “clawed back” over a certain 

income threshold. For details of these exemptions, see Table 1 and Appendix C for a case study. 

Earnings exemptions were intended to incentivize returns to work and to reduce long-term dependence on social assistance.20,35 

Although some people are able to find work and transition off social assistance, the nature of the employment is often unstable 

and low-paying without adequate supports.35 Combined with the loss of benefits and the administrative burden of frequently 

reporting income, many people reapply for ODSP or OW.35 This cycle reinforced by these “claw-backs” impacts systematically 

marginalized groups, such as Indigenous and racialized communities, the most, due to racial economic inequalities that make 

long-term reliance on social assistance even more likely.36,37

Table 1. Comparison of monthly earnings exemptions 

1 Exempt earnings are not included in the calculation of monthly income support. Non-exempt earnings are included when calculating eligibility 

for income supports. 
2 The first $200 in monthly net earnings for individuals receiving OW is exempt as income. Any earnings exceeding $200 are subject to a 50% 

partial exemption, where income support is reduced by 50 cents for every dollar made in net earnings. In other words, the amount of OW 

payments reduces by half the amount of earnings above $200.
3 The first $1,000 in monthly net earnings for individuals receiving ODSP is exempt. Any earnings exceeding $1,000 are subject to a 75% partial 

exemption, where income support is reduced by 75 cents for every dollar made in net earnings. 
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Monthly earnings exemptions1 Resulting “claw-backs”

OW2

ODSP3

OW2

ODSP3

OW2

ODSP3

OW2

ODSP3

First $200: Fully exempt

First $1000: Fully exempt

Any earnings above $200: Partially 
exempt by 50% 

Any earnings above $1000: Partially 
exempt by 25% 

For every $100 in excess earnings, 
income support is reduced by $50

For every $100 in excess earnings, 
income support is deducted by $75

None

None

OW2



Recommendations
What can research organizations do to reduce the harms of earnings 
exemptions and benefit “claw-backs” when working with people who receive 
social assistance? 

Research organizations are uniquely positioned to learn from, and work with people with lived experience of Ontario’s social 

assistance programs. They can provide insights into the gaps of ODSP and OW that researchers without these experiences 

would otherwise be unable to understand. Moreover, people receiving OW/ODSP have other lived/living expertise that is 

essential to informing social and health research (i.e., disabilities, health system navigation).  A lack of awareness in researchers 

of social assistance programs in Ontario and their punitive aspects can discourage people who receive social assistance 

from participating in research because their financial circumstances may be negatively impacted. The following are four 

recommendations to create a research setting that is mindful of the impacts of earnings exemptions and benefit “claw-backs”:

Integrating people with lived experience into research 

processes with appropriate compensation is an increasingly 

common approach.39–41 This is not only to recognize their 

contributions to research, but to support efforts to address the 

broader issues of poverty and income insecurity and resulting 

impacts on our health system. Evidence has shown that people 

with lived experience play a crucial role in contextualizing 

and mobilizing research that directly affects them.42–45 

However, barriers such as educational requirements, criminal 

background checks, and insufficient funding may be cited 

as reasons for not employing people with lived experience. 

Researchers should challenge this within their organizations 

and determine ways to recruit and compensate people with 

lived experience to create a more welcoming, inclusive, and 

equitable research organization. Compensation is not simply a 

monetary transaction. It is also a symbolic act, on the part of 

the research institution, recognizing the value of individuals 

and their voices. More specifically, there should be a strong 

consideration to recruit those receiving ODSP or OW, and 

facilitate:

• Compensation for their involvement that is in line 

with what the organization pays people (i.e., employee, 

external consultants) doing work with comparable time 

and effort. The form of the compensation (i.e., method of 

disbursement such as cash, cheque) should be flexible 

enough to accommodate the needs of different people, 

including those receiving ODSP or OW. For example, 

cash payment is a common approach, but individuals 

should be provided with a range of payment methods 

and options.46,47 Individuals should also be asked when 

they want to receive a payment,47 which is important 

for individuals receiving social assistance because they 

have to routinely report their income to ODSP and OW 

to maintain their eligibility, and may prefer to receive 

payments at a certain frequency and up to a certain 

amount. Finally, individuals should be allowed to decline 

any and all forms of payment.3 

• Access to capacity-building, skills training, coaching, 

counselling, professional development opportunities, 

and other supports in order to support the creation of 

an inclusive and safe environment for collaboration and 

career progression.39,41 

• Creation of a program or opportunities to employ people 

as staff that takes into consideration the unique living/

lived expertise they can provide.
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Provide fair, appropriate, and equitable compensation and other supports for people with 

lived/living experience who are involved in supporting research teams and projects.
1



People receiving social assistance who wish to participate in 

research may receive compensation that can cause their ODSP 

or OW benefits to be partially or completely “clawed back”. For 

people who are hired and work on an ongoing basis, income 

received from their involvement in research is likely to exceed 

the earnings exemptions, particularly for those who are on 

OW. If this happens, it is expected that people who wish to 

accumulate savings and/or obtain higher employment income 

will lose access to social assistance benefits. Even in cases 

where someone cannot be formally hired, researchers and 

staff should: 

• Be familiar with Ontario’s social assistance system and 

its key problems with respect to low assistance rates and 

penalization of additional personal income that exceeds 

the earnings thresholds. Researchers and staff should 

take time to understand earnings exemptions and benefit 

“claw-backs” for individuals on OW, ODSP, or other benefit 

programs.48  

• Be familiar with the research  institution’s policies and 

processes for recruiting community partners and how 

to create equitable opportunities for people on social 

assistance to participate in research.
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Understand Ontario’s social assistance system and how it can affect an individual’s ability 

to participate in research.
2



Researchers and staff should make reasonable efforts to understand how individuals and households want to be engaged and 

compensated as early as possible, especially if they are receiving social assistance and constrained by earnings exemptions and 

benefit “claw backs”. Having a strategy to guide these efforts will encourage researchers to:  

• Include individuals and households receiving social assistance in the financial planning of the project as early as 

possible, such as during submission of research grant proposals, and preferably before they are involved in research 

processes.39 This will assist in the development of compensation plans that are flexible and mindful of different economic 

circumstances, particularly when social assistance is a primary source of income. 

• Discuss compensation and other available supports with individuals and households early, so that they can make 

informed choices about how they wish to be acknowledged.3 Individuals and households should be invited to express their 

own interests in the project, and how they want to support the research and be supported while doing so, beyond just 

compensation.46,49  

Compensation resulting from this strategy should also be: 

• Set up as early as possible to establish expectations, address bureaucratic “hurdles”, and prevent delays in payment.46,49 

Payment should be discussed upfront with transparency, confidentiality, respect, and sensitivity.3,49 Details about payment 

processes (i.e., how payments will be documented)  and schedules, role expectations, extent of contributions, hours 

of engagement, reimbursement of related expenses, and legal implications should be shared and agreed upon with 

individuals before commencing any research work.46,47,50 Additionally, language in these agreements should be clear to avoid 

misunderstandings and should be reviewed regularly.  

• Adequate and reflective of the contributions and unique knowledge that people bring to the table.2 Some may only want 

to contribute as advisors, which is more in line with an occasional honorarium or stipend.40 If people are actively involved in 

the research, researchers and staff should explore the possibility of a higher compensation rate or an employment contract 

that provides benefits.40,48 Some organizations may allow researchers and staff to disburse compensation in the form of 

gift cards, which can be reported to ODSP and OW as gifts and not as income, or cash for people without bank accounts, 

and possibly divide payments over several months to reduce the likelihood of becoming ineligible for social assistance 

or impacting the income and benefits they receive.39,51 Nevertheless, this is not a sustainable approach to addressing the 

barriers faced by people who receive social assistance.
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Develop an engagement and compensation strategy before commencing the research project 

that is mindful of earnings exemptions and benefit “claw-backs” in ODSP and OW policies.
3



Providing compensation to people without being sensitive to 

the wide range of financial circumstances that individuals may 

be experiencing can lead to unintended harms. Organizational 

compensation policies should thus be: 

• Well understood by researchers and staff prior to 

engaging with individuals and households. This includes 

understanding the relevant financial policies and protocols 

that govern compensation, as well as incorporating 

a budget for engagement work.46,52 Researchers and 

staff should consult with their organization’s finance 

department to determine available compensation 

processes and payroll methods,46 and to ensure that 

the payment options they are hoping to provide are 

possible.3,47 It is also an opportunity to determine which 

payments are taxable income and require tax slips, and 

whether they would be classified as exempt or non-

exempt earnings under ODSP and OW policy directives.3 

For example, honoraria are often paid for short-term 

engagements; however if it is paid in a way similar to a 

salary, ODSP considers it as employment income.48,53 

• Flexible to account for different local contexts of 

research institutions and the unique experiences of 

people.46,54 For example, when deciding on the amount 

of compensation, researchers and staff should factor 

in the costs of living which vary by geographic location. 

Compensation cannot be approached in the same way for 

every person or community, because what is appropriate 

compensation for one may not be appropriate for 

another.46 

• Consistent within and, where possible, between 

institutions in the same local region so that guidelines 

can be shared and agreed upon, and people can expect 

to be treated and paid in similar ways regardless of the 

research setting they are in.40 This requires a collaborative 

approach in addressing barriers to compensation, such 

as staff capacity, knowledge, and attitudes toward 

compensation.46 
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Advocate for organizational compensation policies that are mindful of financial insecurity, 

especially for individuals who are receiving social assistance.
4
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Appendices

Appendix A: Comparative summary of Ontario Works (OW) and the Ontario Disability Support Program 
(ODSP)

OW ODSP

Administration - Municipalities - Province

Eligibility

- In financial need4

- 16+ years of age
- Resident of Ontario
- Have assets within allowable limits
- Participate in employment assistance 
activities5 

- In financial need4

- 18+ years of age
- Resident of Ontario
- Have assets within allowable limits
- If a dependent or non-disabled 
spouse, must participate in employment 
assistance activities5

- Meet program’s definition of a “person 
with a disability”6 or a member of a 
“prescribed class”7 

Asset limits8

- Single: $10,000
- Couple: $15,000
- Additional $500 for each dependent

- Single: $40,000
- Couple: $50,000
- Additional $500 for each dependent

Application location - Local OW office
- Local OW office
- ODSP office (self-referral)

Application timeline Immediate (if an emergency) to Weeks Months

Application process

1) Preliminary discussion
2) Intake appointment
3) Submission of complete application
4) Notice of eligibility decision 
5) Payment of assistance (if eligible)

If applying through local OW office:
1) Meet OW eligibility requirements
2) Referral to Disability Adjudication Unit 
(DAU)
3) Submission of Disability Determination 
Package (DDP) 

4 Being in “financial need” is defined as a state where an individual and their household members (if any) lack financial resources 
to cover living expenses.
5 OW applicants, ODSP dependents, and ODSP non-disabled spouses must complete a “Participation Agreement” with a 
caseworker that outlines the employment assistance activities the applicant will participate in to begin the process towards stable, 
paid employment.  
6 In the Ontario Disability Support Program Act, 1997, c.25, Sched. 21, s. 4(1), a person is a person with a disability if: “(a) the person 
has a substantial physical or mental impairment that is continuous or recurrent and expected to last one year or more; (b) the direct 
and cumulative effect of the impairment on the person’s ability to attend to his or her personal care, function in the community and 
function in a workplace, results in a substantial restriction in one or more of these activities of daily living; and (c) the impairment 
and its likely duration and the restriction in the person’s activities of daily living have been verified by a person with the prescribed 
qualifications.”
7 Prescribed classes are “specific categories of people who do not have to go through the disability adjudication process to qualify 
for ODSP income support.”
8 Assets are property, possessions, money that belong to the individual or their family. Some assets (e.g., primary vehicle, place of 
residence) are exempt from the calculation.
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OW ODSP

Application process

4) Payment of assistance (if DAU 
determines that individual is eligible)

If applying through ODSP office (self-
referral)
1) Complete Advance List to Applicant form
2) Application interview
3) Meet eligibility requirements
4) Referral to DAU
5) Submission of DDP
6) Payment of assistance (if DAU 
determines that individual is eligible)

Required identification and 
documentation for verification

- Social Insurance Number (SIN)
- Health number (e.g., Health Card or another official document)
- Proof of identity and date of birth (e.g., birth certificate)
- Employment status (e.g., Record of Employment, pay stubs, employer letter of 
termination)
- Income (e.g., bank statements, pay stubs, income tax assessments)
- Assets (e.g., bank statements, life insurance policies)
- Shelter costs (e.g., landlord letter, rental receipt, lease/rental agreement)
- Status in Canada (e.g., birth certificate, citizenship certificate, passport)

Additional application documents N/A
- Disability Determination Package (DDP)
- Medical Review Package (MRP)

Types of support

- Financial assistance
- Health-related and non-health related 
benefits
- Employment supports and training
- Full-Time Employment Benefit (FTEB)9 

- Financial assistance
- Health-related and non-health benefits
- Disability-related benefits
- Employment supports and training 
(optional if the individual has an approved 
disability)
- Work-related benefit10

9 The FTEB is a benefit to help with expenses associated with starting full-time employment (i.e., working 30 or more hours per 
week), with a value of up to $500 in a 12-month period. An individual is eligible if they have been on OW for three consecutive 
months.
10 The work-related benefit is a monthly $100 benefit to cover work-related expenses if an individual on ODSP is receiving income 
from employment or a training program. 

13

https://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-works-policy-directives/74-employment-and-participation-benefits
https://www.ontario.ca/document/ontario-disability-support-program-policy-directives-income-support/918-work-related#:~:text=May%202018-,Summary%20of%20policy,the%20operation%20of%20a%20business.


OW ODSP

Maximum monthly amount of support (basic needs + shelter = total)11,12

Single without dependents $343 + $390 = $733 $706 + $522 = $1,228

Single with a dependent aged 0-17 $360 + $642 = $1,002 $849 + $821 = $1,670

Single with a dependent aged 18+ $623 + $642 = $1,265 $1,094 + $821 = $1,915

Couple without dependents $494 + $642 = $1,136 $1,018 + $821 = $1,839

Couple with a dependent aged 0-17 $494 + $697 = $1,191 $1,018 + $889 = $1,907

Couple with a dependent aged 18+ $652 + $697 = 1,349 $1,094 + $889 = $1,983

Payment method
- Direct bank deposit (DBD)
- Reloadable payment card
- Paper cheque

Reporting earnings

- MyBenefits app
- Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system
- Statement of Income (comes with 
cheque or DBD statement)

- MyBenefits app
- Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system
- Employment/Training Income Report 
(comes with cheque or DBD statement)

Gifts and voluntary payments  
(including honoraria)

- Exempt up to $10,000 in a 12-month 
period (per member of benefit unit)
- Exemptions for honoraria that are 
reimbursements for out-of-pocket 
expenses

- Exempt up to $10,000 in a 12-month 
period (per member of benefit unit)
- Exempt if used for disability-related 
items and services
- Exemptions for honoraria depends on 
if they are recognition-based or salary-
like13

11 The calculated monthly payments that a recipient receives will depend on individual circumstances. Not all family types are 
provided.
12 On September 1, 2022, the provincial government increased ODSP core allowance rates by 5%. This meant that the basic monthly 
benefit for a single without dependents increased from $1,169 to $1,228, representing an increase of about $58 per month or $696 
over 12 months. Beginning in July 2023, ODSP core allowance rates will be adjusted annually to account for inflation.
13 Under ODSP policy directive “5.1 – Definition and treatment of income”, recognition-based honoraria are voluntary payments to 
recognize services provided by an individual can go under $10,000 exemption for voluntary payments. Salary-like honoraria are 
payments to compensate services provided by an individual are treated as employment income. For the latter, earnings exemptions 
apply.
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OW ODSP

Earnings exemptions14

First 3 months - No exemptions N/A

After 3 months

- First $200 in net monthly earnings is 
exempt
- Earnings above $200 are 50% exempt 
(i.e., amount of income support reduces 
by half the amount of earnings above 
$200)

- First $1,000 in net monthly earnings is 
exempt
- Earnings above $1,000 are 75% exempt

Transitioning off social assistance15

- Extended Health Benefit (EHB), for 
people who have excess income from any 
source, but health costs are still higher 
than their income
- Extended Employment Health 
Benefit (EEHB), for people who have 
employment, but did not qualify for EHB 
and benefits offered by workplace does 
not provide good coverage

- Possible benefits: EHB, Transitional 
Health Benefit (THB), Employment 
Transition Benefit 

14 Exempt earnings are not included in the calculation of monthly income support. Non-exempt earnings are included and thus 
applicable to the $200 monthly threshold.
15 For more information regarding the process of transitioning off ODSP or OW, Epilepsy Ontario has a helpful resource. 
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Appendix B: Relevant policy directives for OW and ODSP

OW policy directives

• Overview: 1.1 Overview of Ontario Works
• Application process: 2.1 Application process
• Calculating monthly amount of income support: 6.1 Calculating assistance
• Basic needs: 6.2 Basic needs
• Rent/shelter: 6.3 Shelter
• Definition and treatment of income: 5.1 Income and exemptions and 5.3 Earnings exemptions
• Treatment of honoraria: 5.1 Income and exemptions
• Benefits: Ontario Works health-related benefits, 7.1 Summary of benefits
• Transitioning off of OW: 7.3 Extended health benefits, Working and earning while on Ontario Works
• Employment supports: 8.1 Early employment supports

ODSP policy directives for income supports and employment supports

• Overview: Ontario Disability Support Program
• Application process: 1.1 – Applications
• Eligibility: 2.1 – Who is eligible: dependent adults, 2.2 – Who is eligible: dependent children, and 3.1 – Reviewing eligibility
• Assessment of disability: 1.2 – Disability adjudication process and 2.9 – Medical reviews
• Basic needs: 6.1 – Basic needs calculation
• Rent/shelter: 6.2 – Shelter calculation
• Definition and treatment of income: 5.1 – Definition and treatment of income, 5.3 – Deductions from employment and training 

income, and 5.4 – Self-employment income
• Treatment of honoraria: 5.1 – Definition and treatment of income
• Assets: 4.1 – Definition and treatment of assets
• Benefits: Ontario Disability Support Program health and disability benefits, directives 9.1 through 9.20
• Employment supports: Ontario Disability Support Program policy directives for employment supports
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Appendix C: Case Study

A research team studying a health equity issue tasked a research coordinator with recruiting a community partner directly 
affected by the issue. The community partner would receive payment for consulting on the project over a two month period. 
During the recruitment process, the community partner disclosed that they receive Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) 
benefits and expressed concern that their involvement in the research could potentially impact their income benefits. The 
community partner expressed their preference for cash payment and requested that their payment stay within the monthly 
limit allowed under ODSP. The research coordinator consulted with the team and also looked into their institutional policies 
about payment methods and tax slips. They determined that they could pay in cash and work within the limits of ODSP but the 
institution would be issuing a T4A slip, meaning the amount could be seen as taxable income. They shared this information 
in advance with the community partner, who considered their other income that year before deciding to join the project. The 
community partner participated in research activities such as interpreting study results and collaborating on knowledge 
translation materials.

The total amount of compensation for their work was $1600.00. This is $600 over the fully exempted amount of $1,000 per month 
for ODSP recipients. This could result in potential "clawbacks" if the full amount was paid out at the end of the second month as 
one invoice. The research coordinator and community partner discussed this, and, instead of one invoice, the community partner 
provided the research team with an invoice for $800 at the end of the first month and followed with a second invoice for $800 at 
the beginning of the next month to stay within the exempted amount and avoid impacts to ODSP benefits. Overall, the research 
team and the community partner navigated the situation transparently, ensuring the community partner could participate in the 
research and be compensated for their work without negatively impacting their benefits.
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