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Upshot
Working-age adults face the highest poverty rates in Canada, yet income supports 
available to them remain grossly inadequate and do not address their economic 
realities. At the same time, governments at all levels have been reluctant to increase 
the level of support available to this group.

Targeted income supports provided by the federal government for seniors and 
families with children have helped to reduce poverty among these groups. The 
federal government also has a role to play in reducing the depth of poverty 
experienced by working-age adults.

While creating a new program to help this group is a possibility, one option for the 
federal government would be to enhance the Canada Workers Benefit (CWB). The 
CWB is one of three federal income supports available to working-age adults living 
in poverty.

The paper – What is the Canada Workers Benefit, and how could it be better? – 
explains how the CWB works, and how it has changed in recent years. The paper 
further outlines the CWB’s shortcomings and offers recommendations on how it 
could be enhanced so that it better responds to the needs of working-age adults 
living in poverty today. 

The CWB’s current goal, and how it works
The CWB is a refundable tax credit with two components: the basic amount and 
the disability supplement. The goal of the program is to increase support for low-
income people with some attachment to the labour market and incentivize work.

The amount of CWB that claimants can receive is determined by family type 
and income level, and if the primary claimant has a disability. In 2021, for most 
provinces and territories, the maximum basic amount of CWB is $1,395 per year 
for unattached singles and $2,403 per year for families. The maximum disability 
supplement is $720 per year for both unattached singles and families.

What it looks like
How much CWB basic amount unattached singles or families are eligible for is 
determined by several parameters, which are highlighted in the figure below. The 
parameters consist of a maximum amount, the phase-in and phase-out rates, two 
types of incomes, and four thresholds (definitions are provided in the paper).



Figure – Shape and parameters of the CWB basic amount
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Shortcomings of the CWB
• The CWB excludes working-age adults with low attachment to the labour 

market: Households with working incomes below the eligibility threshold 
are not eligible to receive the CWB; it excludes people living in deepest 
poverty.

• The CWB amount is too small: Even at the maximum amount, the CWB 
would only marginally reduce a claimant’s depth of poverty.

• The CWB interacts negatively with social assistance: As the benefit phases 
in, only the claimant’s income without social assistance is counted, so their 
total income could be much higher than the income definition used to 
qualify for CWB. This creates inequities between people who receive and 
don’t receive social assistance.

• The CWB does not serve its original purpose: The original purpose of the 
program was to “lower the welfare wall” and “make work pay,” but flawed 
design elements (e.g., negative interaction with social assistance) have 
ultimately limited its success. 

UPSHOT



Policy options to improve the CWB 
The federal government recently expanded the parameters of the CWB to 
increase benefits provided to workers with low incomes. Now it is time to focus 
on working-age deep poverty, regardless of labour attachment. The federal 
government should consider doing the following next:

• Create a CWB floor for those with incomes between $0 and $3,000. This 
would provide income support for those living in deepest poverty.

• Increase the maximum amount available to unattached singles, as single 
working-age adults face the highest rates of poverty.

• Improve the interaction between social assistance and CWB by using 
Adjusted Family Net income (AFNI) instead of working income to 
determine how much CWB a claimant is entitled to.

UPSHOT
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Introduction
Income supports for working-age adults living in poverty are inadequate, and do not 
address the growing needs and economic realities of this group in Canada today.

Successive governments have sought to reduce poverty among children1 and seniors2 
over the past decades through targeted and well-funded income supports. But there 
has been reluctance to do the same for working-age adults, despite this group facing 
higher rates of poverty. Notably, 32.9 per cent of working-age singles lived below 
the poverty line in 2019.3

In Canada, working-age adults living in poverty are not seen as deserving of 
support. There has generally been an expectation that all working-age adults should 
work to support themselves and contribute to the revenue base that funds public 
services, and that they should not be the recipients of support. When supports are 
created for working-age adults, mechanisms are put in place to limit their eligibility, 
and to incentivize them to move on from receiving support. This can most notably 
be seen with social assistance programs, which have extremely restrictive eligibility 
requirements and provide very low rates of support. However, labour market, 
economic, and social trends from the past several decades require us to re-think the 
income supports that are available to working-age adults living in poverty.

The federal government provides only three income support programs for working-
age adults: the Canada Workers Benefit (CWB), the GST/HST tax credit, and the 
climate action incentive (CAI).4 Each program provides a couple of hundred to 
a couple of thousand dollars per year, depending on certain eligibility criteria, 
which include: income, household size, relationship status, age, labour-market 
attachment, or location. It’s important to note that Employment Insurance (EI) is 
not an income support program, rather it is an income replacement program.

To better support working-age adults living poverty, one option for the federal 
government would be to enhance an existing program. Of the three income 
support programs, the focus should be on the CWB because it is more targeted to 
people living in poverty and available across the country.

1 Statistics Canada, 2018. The effect of government transfer programs on low-income rates: 
a gender-based analysis, 1995 to 2016. Accessed at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/
pub/75f0002m/75f0002m2018003-eng.htm

2 Employment and Social Development Canada, 2014. Government of Canada — Action for Seniors 
report. Accessed at: https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/seniors-
action-report.html

3 Statistics Canada, 2021. Low income statistics by age, sex and economic family type. Accessed at: 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501

4 The CAI is only available in Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Ontario.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/75f0002m2018003-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/75f0002m2018003-eng.htm
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/seniors-action-report.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/seniors-action-report.html
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
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Currently, the CWB is provided to those that have at least some labour market 
attachment but is unavailable to many working-age adults in Canada living in 
deep poverty. Given today’s economic and social context, the design of the CWB 
should be enhanced to provide support to those with little or no labour market 
attachment, so that all working-age adults living in poverty would be eligible for 
at least a base level of CWB support. This would transform it from a “workers” 
benefit to a “working-age” benefit.

This paper will introduce the CWB, explain how it has changed in recent years, 
highlight its shortcomings, and offer recommendations on how it could be 
enhanced to reduce working-age poverty.
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What is the Canada Workers Benefit?
The CWB builds on the Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB), which was 
introduced in 2007. In 2018, the federal government enhanced the WITB and 
changed the name to the Canada Workers Benefit. The goal of the program is to 
increase support for low-income people and incentivize work.5

The CWB is a refundable tax credit with two components: the basic amount and 
the disability supplement. To be eligible for the CWB, a person must have income 
from employment (within a certain range), be a resident of Canada, and must be 
19 or older. Full-time students and incarcerated persons are ineligible. In addition, 
to have access to the disability supplement, a person must be eligible for the 
disability tax credit.

The Canada Workers Benefit (CWB) is a refundable tax credit. This means that if the 

amount received by the CWB is higher than the taxes owed, then the government 

refunds the excess amount.

For example, if a person owes the government $100 in taxes, but is eligible for $200 

in CWB, then the government would refund the person $100. If it were a non-

refundable tax credit, the excess amount would not be refunded, and the person 

would receive $0.

The amount of CWB that claimants can receive is determined by the family type, 
income level, and if the primary claimant has a disability. In 2021, for most 
provinces and territories, the maximum basic amount of CWB is $1,395 per year 
for unattached singles and $2,403 per year for families. The maximum disability 
supplement is $720 per year for both unattached singles and families.

1. The CWB basic amount

The calculation of the CWB basic amount is based on two trapezoid-shaped 
graphs, one for unattached singles and one for families. As shown in Figure 1, 
what distinguishes this type of shape is that the first part of the CWB shows a line 
steadily going upwards. This indicates that the claimant receives a higher CWB 
the more they earn from employment. According to the federal government, this 
is to encourage low-income earners to work more and better entrench them in the 
labour force.

5 Department of Finance Canada, 2018. Backgrounder: Introducing the Canada Workers Benefit. 
Accessed at: https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2018/04/backgrounder-introducing-
the-canada-workers-benefit.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2018/04/backgrounder-introducing-the-canada-workers-benefit.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2018/04/backgrounder-introducing-the-canada-workers-benefit.html
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After a certain point, eligible claimants hit the “plateau” part of the CWB 
trapezoid. This means that for a range of working income, the claimants receive 
the maximum CWB amount available to them.

At the end of the plateau, the CWB basic amount decreases as income increases 
until the income becomes too high to receive any CWB.

How much CWB basic amount unattached singles or families are eligible for is 
determined by several parameters, which are highlighted in Figure 1.

Figure 1 – Shape and parameters of the CWB basic amount
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The parameters consist of a maximum amount, the phase-in and phase-out 
rates, two types of incomes, and four thresholds. They can be further defined as 
following:

• Maximum amount: The highest level of support that unattached singles or 
families can receive from the CWB basic amount.

• Phase-in rate: The rate of increase in CWB for every additional dollar 
earned. The rate is applicable until the CWB amount reaches the maximum.
This is often presented as a percentage, but it can be interpreted as cents per 
dollar. For example, a phase-in rate of 27 per cent means that a claimant 
would get 27 cents more from the CWB for every additional dollar earned.
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• Phase-out rate: The rate of decrease of CWB for every added dollar earned. 
This rate is applied once the income of the claimant reaches the phase-out 
threshold and is applicable until the CWB amount reaches $0.

• Working income: From $0 to the phase-out threshold, the amount of CWB 
that a claimant can receive is based on working income. It includes income 
from employment, and excludes social assistance income.

• Adjusted Family Net income (AFNI): Starting from the phase-out threshold, 
the amount of CWB that a claimant can receive is based on AFNI. It differs 
from working income because it notably includes social assistance income.6

• Eligibility threshold: Unattached singles or families become eligible for the 
CWB when their working income reaches this threshold.

• Plateau threshold: Unattached singles or families become eligible for 
the maximum amount of CWB when their working income reaches this 
threshold.

• Phase-out threshold: Unattached singles or families are no longer eligible to 
receive the maximum amount of CWB when their working income reaches 
this threshold.

• Ineligibility threshold: Unattached singles or families are no longer eligible 
for the CWB when their income (AFNI) reaches this threshold.

To understand how much a claimant can receive from the CWB basic amount, the 
trapezoid can be broken down into five stages of eligibility, which can be applied to 
both unattached singles and families.

6 See page 19 for a detailed definition of AFNI and how it compares to “working income.”
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Figure 2 – 2021 CWB basic amounts for unattached singles and families
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A. Ineligible because working income is below $3,000 per year.

• Unattached singles amount: $0
• Families amount: $0

B. Starting at a working income of $3,000, the CWB basic amount received 
increases as working income rises. The phase-in rate is 27 per cent, or a 27 
cents increase in the basic amount per additional dollar earned for both 
unattached singles and families, until the maximum amount is reached. The 
maximum amount is different for unattached singles and families.

• Unattached singles amount: $0 to $1,395 as working income increases
• Families amount: $0 to $2,403 as working income increases
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C. Between a working income of $8,166 and $22,944 for unattached singles and 
between $12,900 and $26,177 for families, the CWB basic amount is constant 
at the maximum amount for both unattached singles and families.

• Unattached singles amount: $1,395
• Families amount: $2,403

D. Starting at their respective phase-out thresholds, a working income of $22,944 
for unattached singles and $26,177 for families, the CWB basic amount 
decreases as the claimant’s income (AFNI) increases. The phase-out rate is 15 
per cent, or a 15 cents reduction in the basic amount per additional dollar 
earned for both unattached singles and families, until the amount reaches $0.

• Unattached singles amount: $1,395 to $0 as income (AFNI) grows
• Families amount: $2,403 to $0 as income (AFNI) grows

E. Ineligible because income (AFNI) is too high, over $32,244 for unattached 
singles and over $42,197 for families.

• Unattached singles amount: $0
• Families amount: $0

2. The CWB disability supplement

The figure for the disability supplement is also a trapezoid, except the initial 
increase goes directly from $0 to the maximum amount and does not gradually 
phase in like the CWB basic amount. As can be seen in Figure 3, the eligibility 
threshold and the phase-in threshold are the same, and the phase-in rate is not 
applicable. This means that once a household qualifies for the CWB disability 
supplement, the supplement amount remains at the maximum until their income 
exceeds the phase-out threshold. The difference in shape between the CWB 
disability supplement and basic amount is likely because the former is intended 
more as an income supplement and doesn’t reflect the “incentive to work” motive 
that is central to the shape of the basic CWB amount.

Unlike the basic amount, the maximum disability supplement is the same for 
both unattached singles and families, at $720 per year. However, the phase-out 
rate differs based on the number of adults with disabilities in the household. For 
unattached singles and families with one adult with disabilities, the phase-out rate 
is 15 per cent. For families with two adults with disabilities, the phase-out rate 
is 7.5 per cent. In addition, the phase-out threshold is different for unattached 
singles and families. The variation in parameters creates three scenarios with 
different amounts of CWB disability supplement refund: Unattached singles with 
disabilities, families with one adult with disabilities, and families with two adults 
with disabilities.
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Figure 3 – 2021 CWB disability supplement amounts for unattached singles with 

disabilities and families with one or two adults with disabilities
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To understand how much a household can receive from the CWB disability 
supplement, the trapezoids in Figure 3 can be broken down into four stages of 
eligibility, which can be applied to both unattached singles and families.

1. Ineligible, working income below $1,150

• Unattached singles with disabilities: $0
• Families, one adult with disabilities: $0
• Families, two adults with disabilities: $0

2. Between a working income of $1,150 and the phase-out threshold, households 
receive the maximum disability supplement amount.

• Unattached singles with disabilities: $720
• Families, one adult with disabilities: $720
• Families, two adults with disabilities: $720

3. Starting at their respective phase-out thresholds, the CWB disability supplement 
amount decreases as the claimant’s income (AFNI) increases. The phase-out 
rate is 15 per cent, or 15 cents per dollar earned, for both unattached singles 
with disabilities and families with one adult with disabilities, and 7.5 percent, 
or 7.5 cents per dollar earned, for families with two adults with disabilities. The 
supplement amount decreases until it reaches $0.

• Unattached singles with disabilities: $720 to $0 as income grows
• Families, one adult with disabilities: $720 to $0 as income grows
• Families, two adults with disabilities: $720 to $0 as income grows

4. Ineligible because income (AFNI) is too high, over $37,044 for unattached 
singles with disabilities, over $46,997 for families with one adult with 
disabilities, and over $51,797 for families with two adults with disabilities.

• Unattached singles with disabilities: $0
• Families, one adult with disabilities: $0
• Families, two adults with disabilities: $0

3. CWB reconfiguration: Alberta, Nunavut, and Quebec7

The federal government allows provinces and territories to reconfigure both the 
basic amount and the disability supplement of the CWB. The main constraint 
is that the changes must be cost neutral for the federal government. While they 
cannot reduce the size of the program, they do have the option of enhancing it, and 
paying for additional costs through their own provincial or territorial revenues.

7 Note: The Federal government modified the CWB in the 2021 federal budget, and it is yet unclear if 
the three jurisdictions will choose to reconfigure the proposed model.
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Two provinces, Alberta and Quebec, and one territory, Nunavut, chose the option 
to reconfigure the CWB. British Columbia had previously reconfigured the WITB 
but hasn’t done so with the CWB. See the Appendix for details.
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How has the Canada Workers Benefit  
changed?
In the last few years, there have been two major changes to the CWB: In 2019, 
when the WITB became the CWB, and in the 2021 federal budget. While 
important investments are reflected in the parameter changes, the governments also 
made improvements in access and eligibility.

1. From WITB to CWB

The federal government announced enhancements to the WITB to offset changes 
made to the Canada Pension Plan in 2017.8 In the 2018 budget, the federal 
government announced further enhancements, along with the name change to the 
CWB. It estimated that it would spend $1 billion more on the CWB in 2019 than 
it did in 2018, that the changes would benefit an additional 2 million people, and 
that 70,000 people would be lifted out of poverty.9

As can be seen in Figure 4, there were several changes in the parameters. Most 
notably, the maximum basic amount grew by $296 for unattached singles, 
or almost 28 per cent, and by $413 for families, or almost 21.5 per cent. The 
disability supplement increased by $171, or around 32.5 per cent. In addition, the 
phase-in and phase-out rates (including for the disability supplement) changed, 
along with the phase-in, phase-out, and ineligibility thresholds.

8 Canada Revenue Agency, 2017. Canada Pension Plan enhancement. Accessed at: https://www.
canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/federal-government-
budgets/budget-2016-growing-middle-class/canada-pension-plan-enhancement.html

9 Finance Canada, 2018. Budget 2018. Accessed at: https://www.budget.gc.ca/2018/home-accueil-en.
html

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/federal-government-budgets/budget-2016-growing-middle-class/canada-pension-plan-enhancement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/federal-government-budgets/budget-2016-growing-middle-class/canada-pension-plan-enhancement.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/programs/about-canada-revenue-agency-cra/federal-government-budgets/budget-2016-growing-middle-class/canada-pension-plan-enhancement.html
https://www.budget.gc.ca/2018/home-accueil-en.html
https://www.budget.gc.ca/2018/home-accueil-en.html
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Figure 4 – Difference between WITB and 2019 CWB basic amounts for unattached 

singles and families
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In addition to the changes in the parameters, the federal government introduced 
two measures to improve accessibility and delivery. The WITB required applicants 
to fill out an additional form while completing their taxes. This created a barrier to 
accessing the benefit, and many low-income people were not receiving the amounts 
they were entitled to. Starting in 2019, amendments allowed the Canada Revenue 



16What is the Canada Workers Benefit, and how could it be better?

Agency (CRA) to automatically determine if a tax filer was eligible to receive the 
CWB. It was expected that this measure would extend access to 300,000 people.10

The second change was that those eligible for the CWB were now able to receive 
up to half of the amount they’re entitled to prior to filing their tax return.

2. 2021 CWB update

The federal government made further changes to the CWB in its 2021 budget. 
Unlike the previous enhancement that saw a noticeable bump in the benefit amount, 
this one did not increase the amount of CWB at all. Instead, as can be seen in 
Figure 5, the most notable changes are to the phase-out thresholds. The basic 
amount phase-out threshold increased from an income of $13,194 to $22,944 
for unattached singles, and from $17,522 to $26,177 for families. The disability 
supplement phase-out threshold increased from an income of $24,815 to $32,244 
for unattached singles, and from $37,548 to $42,197 for families. This means 
that more people became eligible for the benefit. For example, full-time minimum 
wage employees became eligible for a CWB basic amount in almost all Canadian 
jurisdictions. This will cost the government $8.9 billion over 6 years, increase access 
to about 1 million more people, and lift about 100,000 people out of poverty.11

Figure 5 – Difference between 2020 and 2021 CWB basic amounts for unattached 

singles and families
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10 Finance Canada, 2018. Budget 2018.

11 Finance Canada, 2021. Budget 2021. Accessed at: https://www.budget.gc.ca/2021/home-accueil-en.html

https://www.budget.gc.ca/2021/home-accueil-en.html
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Furthermore, the federal government increased eligibility for the CWB by allowing 
a family’s second earner to exclude up to $14,000 of their working income when it 
comes to determining CWB amount. For example, if a family’s income is $45,000, 
they would be considered ineligible since the ineligibility threshold for families is 
$42,197. However, if the first adult earns $25,000 and the second earns $20,000, 
they are able to subtract $14,000 from the second adult. So the family’s income 
would be considered $31,000 for the purpose of the CWB, and they would in fact 
be entitled to the benefit.12

12  Finance Canada, 2021. Budget 2021.
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Shortcomings of the Canada Workers  
Benefit
Despite the recent changes introduced to the CWB, there was a missed opportunity 
to support those in deep poverty. To help the CWB become an income support 
that truly improves the standard of living of all vulnerable working-age adults, the 
federal government will have to first tackle some of the shortcomings of the CWB.

1. The CWB excludes working-age adults with low attachment to 
the labour market

With the eligibility threshold set at $3,000 for the CWB basic amount, and social 
assistance excluded from the phase-in income, households with working incomes 
below the threshold are not eligible to receive the CWB. This ultimately excludes 
people living in deepest poverty.

In 2019, an unattached single person in Toronto with no working income would 
have received $9,773 in welfare income.13 If the eligibility requirements for CWB 
were changed to support working-age adults receiving social assistance, the 
maximum CWB basic amount of $1,395 would represent a 14.3 per cent increase 
in the person’s income; a significant increase for a person living in deep poverty.

2. The CWB amount is too small

In Canada, the national poverty measure – the Market Based Measures (MBM) 
– differs by region and by household type. In 2019, the Toronto MBM for 
unattached singles was set at $24,652, meaning that anyone earning less than that 
amount was considered to be living in poverty.

Even at the maximum amount, the CWB would only marginally reduce the depth 
of poverty. If an unattached single person in Toronto earned the equivalent of 
the phase-out rate, $22,944, the additional $1,395 from the CWB basic amount 
wouldn’t even allow them to reach the MBM. This means that, for unattached 
singles in Toronto, only those with incomes above the phase-out threshold can be 
lifted out of poverty with support from the CWB.

13 Maytree, 2020. Welfare in Canada 2019: Ontario. Accessed at: https://maytree.com/welfare-in-
canada/ontario/

https://maytree.com/welfare-in-canada/ontario/
https://maytree.com/welfare-in-canada/ontario/
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3. The CWB interacts negatively with social assistance

There are different definitions of a household income for the phase-in and the 
phase-out of the CWB. The Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) uses “working 
income” for the phase-in and “adjusted family net income” for the phase-out.

Working income is income from employment and does not include social assistance.

Adjusted Family Net Income (AFNI) is an income used for many programs delivered 

through the tax system. It is the family net income – the after-tax income – minus any 

universal child care benefit (UCCB) and registered disability savings plan (RDSP) income 

received, plus any UCCB and RDSP amounts repaid.14 It includes social assistance.

In practice, what does this mean for someone receiving social assistance?

As the benefit phases in, only the claimant’s income without social assistance is 
counted, so their total income could be much higher than the income definition 
used to qualify for CWB.

Let’s take the example of an unattached single person with an income of $8,500. 
As can be seen in Figure 6, the amount that they would receive from the CWB 
basic amount would depend on the source of the income between work and social 
assistance:

• If the entire $8,500 is from working income, they would receive $1,395, the 
maximum CWB basic amount.

• If $4,500 is from working income and $4,000 is from social assistance, they 
would only receive $405 from the CWB basic amount.

• If the entire $8,500 is from social assistance with no working income, they 
would get $0 from the CWB basic amount.

To ensure that people receiving social assistance are eligible for the same amount of 
CWB as those that do not receive social assistance, the federal government should 
consider using only AFNI to determine the amount of the CWB that a claimant is 
entitled to. This is critical towards ensuring that the CWB can become a “working-
age” benefit.

14  Canada Revenue Agency, 2020. Canada Child Benefit. Accessed at: https://www.canada.ca/en/
revenue-agency/services/forms-publications/publications/t4114/canada-child-benefit.html#toc2

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/forms-publications/publications/t4114/canada-child-benefit.html#toc2
https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/forms-publications/publications/t4114/canada-child-benefit.html#toc2
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Figure 6 – The effect of receiving Ontario Works (OW) or Ontario Disability 

Support Program (ODSP) on 2021 CWB basic amounts for unattached singles, 

single parents with one child, and couples with two children
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4. The CWB does not serve its original purpose

When the WITB was introduced in the 2007 budget, its original purpose was not to 
support low-income Canadians, but rather to “lower the welfare wall” and “make 
work pay.”15 The government at the time estimated that it would incentivize 1.2 
million Canadians already in the workforce to stay employed and encourage 60,000 
people to enter the workforce. Ambitious for a credit with a maximum amount at 
the time of $500 per year for unattached singles, and $1,000 per year for families.

15 Finance Canada, 2007. Budget 2007. Accessed at: https://www.budget.gc.ca/2007/pdf/bp2007e.pdf

https://www.budget.gc.ca/2007/pdf/bp2007e.pdf
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However, the flawed design elements of the CWB ultimately has limited its success:

• Many in Canada are not aware that they receive the CWB as it is refunded 
as part of the yearly tax return, not separately. In addition, many might 
not know how the CWB works, including how much they need to earn to 
receive a higher amount. The lack of general awareness of the CWB means 
that it’s likely not factoring in people’s decisions to participate in the labour 
market. Barriers to labour market entry are more significant factors than 
whether people feel compelled to work or not because of the CWB.

• The delivery of the CWB through the tax system means that the benefit 
amount is based on one’s prior year income. If people working in low-wage 
jobs have the agency to decide how much they work, they are not likely to 
make decisions based on a tax credit they may receive in the following year.

• The negative interaction between social assistance and the CWB doesn’t 
incentivize work. This is because only working income is considered in the 
phase-in of the CWB, which does not include income from social assistance. 
As such, social assistance recipients must have income from employment to 
have access to the CWB, which would at the same time reduce the amount 
of social assistance they receive. This is a problem because the phase-out 
rate of social assistance programs in all jurisdictions is higher than the CWB 
phase-in rate. The gains from the CWB only cover a small portion of the 
losses in social assistance payments. For example, in Ontario, as a claimant 
phases in to CWB, for every additional dollar earned they would gain 27 
cents from the CWB basic amount but lose 50 cents from Ontario Works.
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Opportunity of the Canada Workers  
Benefit
With two recent enhancements, the federal government has shown a willingness to 
alter the CWB to better benefit low-income working-age adults. It should consider 
doing the following next:

• Create a CWB floor for those with incomes between $0 and $3,000. As 
can be seen in Figure 7, the floor would be lower than the maximum basic 
amount, and the transition would occur through a phase-in rate. This would 
provide income support for those living in deepest poverty, and the phase-
in could incentivize them to integrate into the workforce if it’s possible for 
them.

• Increase the maximum amount available to unattached singles, as single-
working age adults face the highest rates of poverty.

• Improve the interaction between social assistance and CWB by using AFNI 
instead of working income to determine how much CWB a claimant is 
entitled to.

Figure 7 – Modelling possible updates to the 2021 CWB basic amount for 

unattached singles
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Conclusion
The CWB is imperfect, but it is one of the few tools that the federal government 
has to provide income support to vulnerable people in Canada. It can undoubtedly 
be more effective, but governments have to make the choice to reform it. 

In the past few years, some efforts have been made to improve it by extending 
access to those with higher incomes, and modestly increasing the amounts that 
can be received. While such changes are welcome, they should come alongside 
strengthened employment and labour standards.

However, these reforms have not been centered on those living in deep poverty, 
instead favouring those with attachments to the labour market. Enhancing the 
CWB so that it provides a targeted income floor to working-age adults living in 
poverty would add to the suite of existing income supports (e.g., Canada Child 
Benefit for families with children, and Guaranteed Income Supplement for seniors), 
and would help strengthen Canada’s social safety net.

Going forward, the government will need to better focus the program on those 
most vulnerable in society, increase CWB amounts, and eliminate negative 
interactions with social assistance.
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Appendix

CWB 2020 reconfigurations: Alberta, Nunavut, and Quebec
Provincial and territorial governments may reconfigure both the basic amount and 
the disability supplement of the CWB. In 2020, three jurisdictions chose to take 
this option: Alberta, Nunavut, and Quebec.

The reconfigurations primarily involve changes in parameters. The changes can be 
subtle, like in Alberta, as can be seen in Figure 8.

Figure 8 – Difference between the 2020 federal CWB and the Alberta 

reconfiguration for unattached singles and families
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Reconfigurations can also be more drastic. This is the case for Nunavut, where the 
shape of the trapezoid is almost unrecognizable, as can be seen in Figure 9.

Figure 9 – Difference between the 2020 federal CWB and the Nunavut 

reconfiguration for unattached singles and families

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

0 5000 10000 15000 20000 25000 30000 35000 40000 45000 50000

Unattached singles

Federal Nunavut

C
W

B
 b

as
ic

 a
m

o
un

t,
 $

Working Income/AFNI, $

0

500

1000

1500

2000

2500

3000

0 10000 20000 30000 40000 50000 60000

Families

Federal Nunavut

C
W

B
 b

as
ic

 a
m

o
un

t,
 $

Working Income/AFNI, $

Quebec has also reconfigured the parameters, but in addition it has subdivided 
families into three household types, each with their own parameters: single parents, 
couples without children, and couples with children. Figure 10 shows the contrast 
between each trapezoid with the original federal program.
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Figure 10 – Difference between the 2020 federal CWB and the Quebec 

reconfiguration for unattached singles, single parents, couples without children, 

and couples with children
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In addition to the changes described, the three jurisdictions have made modifica-
tions to the disability supplement that resemble the respective reconfigurations 
discussed above.
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