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Ontario Works  

Earned Income Exemptions: 

Impact of Proposed Changes 
 

On November 22, 2018, Minister Lisa MacLeod announced a number of changes to Ontario’s 

social assistance programs. One of these is a change to the way that earned income will be 

deducted from the benefit cheques of people on Ontario Works (OW).   

The Minister announced that the OW monthly flat rate earnings exemption – the amount 

people can earn without any deductions from their benefits – will increase from $200 to $300. 

The amount that is deducted on income above that amount will also increase, from 50% to 

75%. No specifics were provided for when these changes are to take effect.  

Our analysis shows that:  

• The proposed changes will improve the incomes of people on OW who earn less than 

$500 net each month, which will help those who have limited ability to work. But people will 

be worse off as they earn more. As a result, those earning more than $500 net will have 

less total income, which will leave them with less money to pay for the things they need. 

This runs counter to the government’s stated goal of providing greater financial incentive to 

people to work.  

• People would “earn off” of OW sooner. This would leave them with lower income when 

they lose other benefits that they get through OW – like drug coverage – and therefore less 

ability to pay for much-needed services themselves.   

Less Benefit at Higher Earnings 

• Frances cleans her church every Saturday and is paid $300 a month net (after taxes and 

deductions). As a single person with rent over $390, she is entitled to $733 in benefits from 

Ontario Works (the current maximum basic needs and shelter benefits for a single person).  

Under the current rules, she would keep the first $200 of her earnings without any 

deductions from her benefits. For the remaining $100, her benefits would be reduced by 

50%, or $50. Her total income would be $300 from work plus $683 in OW benefits, or $983.  

Under the new rules, her total income would be $1,033. Because the flat rate exemption 

would go up to $300, she wouldn’t have any deductions from her benefits. Her total income 

would be the $300 from work, plus the $733 in OW benefits. Frances would be $50 

better off under the proposed new rules.  

• Abdul works part-time at a fast food restaurant. He makes $800 a month net (after taxes 

and deductions) and, just like Frances, is entitled to $733 in benefits from Ontario Works.  

Under the current rules, he would keep the first $200 without any benefit deductions. For 

the remaining $600, his benefits would be reduced by 50%, or $300. His total income 

would be the $800 he got from work plus $433 in OW benefits, for a total of $1,233.  

Under the new rules, he would keep the first $300 of the $800 he earned from work. But 

the remaining $500 would be deducted from his benefits at the higher rate of 75%, or 

$375. His total income would be the $800 he earned from work, plus $358 in benefits, or 

$1,158. Abdul would be $75 worse off under the proposed new rules. 
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The table below shows the impact of the difference between the current rules and the proposed 

new rules, for a single person on OW and for different amounts of earnings. 

Impact of rule changes on total income – single person on OW with income from work  

Amount 
single  
person  

eligible for 
from OW   

(basic needs 
and maximum 

shelter) 

Income 
from 
work  

(net 
income) 

Current Rules: first $200 in net   
income exempt, then 50% deducted 

Proposed Rules: first $300 in net 
income exempt, then 75% deducted 

Change  
in total 
income 

Amount 
deducted 
from OW 
benefit  

Amount 
person  

gets from 
OW 

Total income  

(Income  
from work  
+ Amount 
from OW) 

Amount 
deducted 
from OW 
benefit  

Amount 
person  

gets from 
OW 

Total income  

(Income  
from work  
+ Amount 
from OW) 

$733 $100 $0 $733 $833 $0 $733 $833 $0 

$733 $200 $0 $733 $933 $0 $733 $933 $0 

$733 $300 $50 $683 $983 $0 $733 $1033 + $50 

$733 $400 $100 $633 $1033 $75 $658 $1058 + $25 

$733 $500 $150 $583 $1083 $150 $583 $1083 $0 

$733 $600 $200 $533 $1133 $225 $508 $1108 - $25 

$733 $700 $250 $483 $1183 $300 $433 $1133 - $50 

$733 $800 $300 $433 $1233 $375 $358 $1158 - $75 

$733 $900 $350 $383 $1283 $450 $283 $1183 - $100 

$733 $1000 $400 $333 $1333 $525 $208 $1208 - $125 

 
Becoming Ineligible Sooner 

As a result of the proposed new rules, people who are able to “earn their way off” of Ontario 

Works – by working so much that they are no longer financially eligible – will do so at a much 

lower total income (nearly $4,600 lower for a single person) than under the current rules.   

Impact of rule changes on financial eligibility – single person on OW with income from work  

Amount    
single person  

eligible for 
from OW   

(basic needs 
and maximum 

shelter) 

Income 
from work  

(net 
income) 

Current Rules: first $200 in net income 
exempt, then 50% deducted 

Proposed Rules: first $300 in net income 
exempt, then 75% deducted 

Amount 
deducted  
from OW 
benefit  

Amount 
person gets 

from OW 

Total income  

(Income  
from work + 

Amount from OW) 

Amount 
deducted 
from OW 
benefit  

Amount 
person gets 

from OW 

Total income  

(Income  
from work + 

Amount from OW) 

$733 $1000 $400 $333 $1333 $525 $208 $1208 

$733 $1200 $500 $233 $1433 $675 $58 $1258 

$733 $1277 1. $539 $194 $1471 $733 
No longer eligible at  

$15,328 annual earnings  

$733 $1400 $600 $133 $1533 1. The point at which monthly earnings 
equals $733 is actually $1277.35, but 

we have rounded down for ease of 
reading this table. The annual 

earnings cut-off of $15,328 reflects the 
actual monthly earnings amount. 

$733 $1600 $700 $33 $1633 

$733 $1666 $733 
No longer eligible at  

$19,922 annual earnings 

 

This will leave people without the associated supports and services that Ontario Works provides – 

like drug coverage, which is increasingly unavailable from low-paid work – and less total income to 

pay for these much-needed supports and services.  


