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Summary: This article critiques Ontario’s current Poverty Strategy to highlight gaps within the
approach and provides a perspective on ways it can better support the needs of young Black
women. These recommendations are a result of the Young Black Women’s Anti-Racism Insights
to Action Study undertaken at the Women’s Health In Women’s Hands Community Health
Centre.

Background
Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Act, 2009 requires the government to develop a new strategy every
five years with clear poverty reduction targets, initiatives, and indicators to address its impact.
The 2020-2025 poverty reduction strategy is built upon four pillars: job creation, connection to
supports and services, affordability and financial resiliency, and accelerating action to drive
progress.1 Several initiatives have been implemented for each pillar, such as the Social Services
Relief Fund, Graduation Coach Programs, Community Housing Renewal Plan, Low-Income,
Child Care and Families Tax Credit, and the Black Youth Action Plan. Although these initiatives
will increase access to employment training and opportunities, interventions that contextualize
gender and race are limited, and indicators of success do not capture nor address the root causes
of the racialization and feminization of poverty.

Attention to the experiences of historically and systemically excluded women, particularly young
Black women, is rarely a focus within policy discourse.
_______________
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The Black Youth Action Plan serves to eliminate systemic, race-based disparities by increasing
access to opportunities and support for Black children, youth, and their families.These programs
and initiatives include the Student and Family Advocacy program within education, an enhanced
Youth Outreach Worker Program and a Black Youth Animation Initiative.

However, the current framework lacks an intersectional lens from the top down to ensure the
unique concerns of Black girls and young women are addressed. The framework uses the Market
Basket Measure (MBM) to calculate poverty targets, which has been argued to meet a “basic
standard of living” that does not allow one to attain the maximum possible level of health.2,3 The
MBM accounts for basic needs such as groceries, household items, shelter, and transportation.
However, measures are not reflective of people’s lived experiences, and neglects the physical,
social, and psychological needs of individuals and families who may not be considered ‘in
poverty’.4

Disparities Faced by Young Black Women in the Greater Toronto Area
Race-based, intersectional data is very limited in Canada. However, studies such as Towards
Race Equity in Education5 and Pathways to Care6 amongst others have demonstrated that Black
youth are more likely to experience harm and challenges across educational, labour market,
health care and justice systems, which include:

● High poverty rates: the Black population makes up 6% of the total population, yet 18%
are living in poverty.7 The poverty rates for Black women and families are approximately
5 times higher than non-racialized women and families.8

● High youth unemployment rates: Black youth make up 30.6% of the unemployment rate,
which is twice the rate of their non-racialized counterparts.9

● High underemployment: Black women are overrepresented in lower paying occupations,
including food and beverage handlers and social services while underrepresented in
professional, managerial, and technical occupations.10

● Gender wage gap: Black women also tend to earn significantly less than white men and
non-Black women.11 Black women are more likely to earn below the thriving income, a
threshold where physical, mental, social health and well-being needs are met, compared
to their non-Black and male counterparts.12
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Despite the availability of data on Black communities, the information is rarely used in a way
that includes the perspectives and diverse experiences of young Black women. This further
exacerbates the barriers young Black women face.13 The Young Black Women’s Anti-Racism
Insights to Action study, centered and led by young Black women aged 16 to 29, uncovers some
of the barriers Black women face within employment and justice systems. Key findings include :

● Black women perceived leadership roles in the workplace as tokenizing and
disproportionately demanding, which makes these roles unappealing. Those  who
undertook  such opportunities encountered microaggressions and were  rarely
compensated for their additional efforts.14

● Black newcomer women were more likely to report experiences of job insecurity 15

● Black newcomer women and women with disabilities were more likely to report social
and psychological development as a challenge growing up 16

● Black Muslim women  consistently face  anti-Blackness, sexism, and Islamophobia.17

● There is a lack of holistic support for well-being and education that centers Black girls
and women’s needs and experiences in schools and the workplace.18

The Black population is young and growing. Those under age 24  represent almost  one-third of
the population, and 51.6% of the total Black population are women.19 As the Black community
continues to represent a significant proportion of the Canadian population, it is important to
recognize   their divergent needs.  This requires greater attention and tailored health and
well-being investments.
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Ways Forward to Enhance the Poverty Strategy for Black Girls and Women

Although the pillars of Ontario’s Poverty Reduction Strategy outline several initiatives intended
to increase employment, gaps still remain. We have outlined three recommendations to improve
the Black Youth Action Plan to directly address girls and women, and to enable a
comprehensive, race and gender-conscious approach in its measurements and directions to
address these inequities.

Recommendation 1: Ensure specified funding for Black girls and women and their
intersectional needs. The Black Youth Action Plan works to address gaps in education, justice
and the child welfare system. Although such priorities are a step in the right direction, Black girls
and women’s trajectory toward such inequities are unique and face specific instances. Therefore,
there is a need to distinguish priorities specific to the needs and gaps young Black women
experience within public systems, in addition to tailored initiatives to support leadership
development. Most of the strategies currently outlined discuss mentorship; however, leadership
development and safety concerns in community and professional spaces among young Black
women should be given more attention.

Recommendation 2: Broaden parameters and framing of poverty measurements to capture the
nuanced experiences and ensure parameters are strengths-based to account for broader,
non-economic factors. The Market-Based Measure is being used to assess the impact of the
Ontario Poverty Reduction Strategy and guides eligibility criteria for those who may access
some of the initiatives outlined. As mentioned above, this measurement defines a generic list of
goods and services to meet basic needs such as food, shelter, and transportation. However, for
communities who are historically marginalized, access to greater resources and opportunities are
necessary to ensure all health needs are met, not just the physical, but also emotional, personal,
career, and community needs.20 A broader scope in strategy and its measures involve creating
sustainable and comprehensive interventions that address the holistic needs of young Black
women and their communities impacted by income inequities.

Recommendation 3: Development and promotion of initiatives that prioritize self-efficacy for
historically excluded groups. The racialization of poverty has generational impacts and is deeply
rooted in economic inequities beyond employment. Current initiatives focus on community
housing and social assistance program, which are necessary despite the access barriers; however,
the absence of wealth-building opportunities, the process of generating long-term income
through various sources, can cause macro economic forces such as inflation, recessions and
policy changes to push vulnerable communities off the meager ledge of protection afforded to
them by such programs and into homelessness, debt, illness and greater vulnerability thereby
consciously maintaining inequities in underserved communities.
_____________
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Although the Government of Canada has announced a number of initiative to make housing
more affordable including the tax-free first home savings account and the ban on foregin
investments 21, further efforts should focus on going into communities to provide education on
these programs, assistance with applications, and/or creation of a plan to support the uptake and
mobilization of these opportunities within underserved communities. In addition to home
ownership, governments should ensure a wide-range of financial education on investments such
as stocks, bonds, and retirement, as well as prioritize loans, grants, and venture capital for Black
women entrepreneurs to sustain economic opportunities among Black youth and communities.
_________
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