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“Psychology Works” Fact Sheet: Poverty  

Concepts, Definitions and Measures 

The common understanding of poverty is that it involves a critical lack of income that interferes with a 
person’s ability to meet their basic needs. The experience of poverty, however, is much more complex. 
The Oxford Multi-Dimensional Poverty Index (MPI) includes the following factors, in addition to income, 
as constitutive of poverty: quality of work; empowerment; physical safety; social connectedness; 
psychological well-being, and happiness.i The multi-dimensional nature of poverty is reflected in the 
definition of poverty that was recently adopted by the Government of Canada in its national poverty 
strategy. According to this definition, poverty is: The condition of a person who is deprived of the 
resources, means, choices and power necessary to acquire and maintain a basic level of living standards 
and to facilitate integration and participation in societyii.  

Despite the multi-dimensional nature 
of poverty, poverty measures continue 
to be based on income. One important 
measure of poverty is the Low Income 
Measure (LIM).  

This internationally used measure 
defines a household as poor if it is 
earning less than 50% of the median 
income, adjusted for household size.  

In Canada, the Market Basket Measure 
(MBM) has been adopted as the official 
measure of poverty. The MBM 
considers a household poor if its 
income is insufficient to purchase a 
basket of goods and services deemed 
essential for basic human functioning. Income thresholds are adjusted for household size and the region 
in which one lives.  

In 2019, the income thresholds for a family of four (2 adults and 2 children) for major Canadian cities 
were as followsiii: 

Halifax - $46,147 Winnipeg - $45,164 

Montreal - $41,090 Calgary - $49,462 

Toronto - $49,304 Vancouver - $50,055 
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Incidence of Poverty 

According to Canada’s official measure 
of poverty, 3.73 million Canadians 
were living in poverty in 2018, 
accounting for 10.1% of the 
population.  

Poverty rates vary by region.  

Just under 10% of children under the 
age of 18 were living in poverty that 
same yeariv. 

 

Profile  

Certain population groups are at greater risk of poverty. In Canada, populations with a higher incidence of 
poverty include persons living alone, Indigenous persons, racialized persons, recent immigrants, persons 
with disabilities, and lone-parent families.v 

Causes of Poverty  

Poverty is often thought to result from the deficits of an individual. Lack of education or skills, poor 
language proficiency, mental health or addictions challenges, lack of financial literacy and poor life 
choices are some of the factors that can increase a person’s risk of poverty. While these factors do 
contribute to poverty, it is also important to understand the social conditions in which a person lives.  

Where a person is in their life course is an important contributing factor. Stages of life where there is 
increased dependency, such as childhood or advanced age, increase the risk of poverty. Also at risk are 
caregivers who support people in dependent situations. Social connections also matter, as those who are 
isolated or living alone tend to have above average rates of poverty. The stigma attached to poverty can 
also limit one’s life choices.  

Finally, systemic forces act to increase the risk of poverty. Workers employed in precarious positions that 
are part-time, insecure, and low-waged are at much greater risk of poverty. The lack of recognition of 
foreign credentials places many immigrants at an increased risk of poverty. Structural conditions including 
racism, discrimination, patriarchy, and the impacts of colonization are further factors that greatly increase 
the risk of poverty for people from particular social groups. The inadequacy of Social Assistance benefits 
further impacts those whose life circumstances require them to rely on income supports, leaving them in 
deep poverty.  
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Impacts of Poverty  

Poverty comes at a cost. It is estimated that Canada spends between $72.5 and 86.1 billion annually due 
to the costs associated with povertyvi while the annual cost of homelessness is estimated at $7 billion.vii  

Poverty is associated with reduced levels of trust and social cohesion that affect all of society.viii  

Poverty also compromises the mental and physical health of adults and children and compromises 
cognitive functioning.ix The developmental impacts on children are particularly important as they can 
affect future life chances throughout adulthood, affecting biological, cognitive, emotional, and social 
domains of development. Lack of nutrition, increased experienced stress, decreased maternal supports, 
increased exposure to trauma and violent neighborhoods interact in a cumulative manner. Noted latent 
outcomes, resistant to intervention, result from permanent impacts on the developing brain. Specifically, 
the child is more likely to experience heightened anxiety, emotional difficulties, and difficulties in learning 
stemming from executive functioning deficits.x xi These outcomes limit gains in language development, 
reading and writing and social development. They may also result in problems maintaining healthy 
relations with parents, peers, and authority figures, such as teachers.xii xiii xiv These cumulative 

impacts have been connected to increases in deviant behaviour, early pregnancy, and school dropout, 
thereby limiting social destinations that increase health and well-being.xv xvi xvii 

Policy and Best Practice 

Increasingly, poverty is understood as a violation of human rights. Under the international human rights 
framework of which Canada is a part, people are guaranteed the right to work, fair wages, safe and 
healthy working conditions, to form or join trade unions, an adequate standard of living, social security, 
food, clothing, housing, education, health care, and participation in cultural life.xviii From this standpoint, 
addressing poverty involves ensuring that the full array of rights people enjoy are realized. In 2018, 
Canada adopted a national poverty strategy called Opportunity for All.xix This federal strategy has three 
pillars: 

• Dignity: Lifting Canadians out of poverty by ensuring basic needs—such as safe and affordable 
housing, healthy food, and health care are met 

• Opportunity and Inclusion: Helping Canadians join the middle class by promoting full participation 
in society and equality of opportunity 

• Resilience and Security: Supporting the middle class by protecting Canadians from falling into 
poverty and by supporting income security and resilience 

The national strategy acknowledges that freedom from poverty is a human right. 

Role of Psychology in Addressing Poverty  

Psychology has a critical role to play in addressing poverty, along with homelessness and food insecurity 
which are often outcomes/consequences of poverty.  

In terms of mental health services, unfortunately, many people who are experiencing poverty are unable 
to care for their basic needs and may subsequently experience in transient circumstances compounded 
by unmanaged mental health, trauma, or substance use challenges. Economically, people who are 
experiencing poverty do not have sufficient income to pay for privately provided psychological services, 
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nor may they know where to begin in terms of finding a psychologist. As such, psychologists can work 
with local housing, shelter, or community services to bring their services to where the impoverished are, 
and if able, to do so on a sliding scale or pro bono manner. More psychologists should be included in 
more client-centered, recovery-oriented mental health service delivery at the community level. 

Psychology also has a critical role to play in advocacy, particularly as relates to the anti-poverty initiatives, 
social determinants of health, the need for affordable housing and food security, the need for access to 
mental health services that are covered under provincial health plans, and the interplay between mental 
health and the social determinants. Considering different system levels, at the micro-level, psychology 
can liaise with a client’s wider care team and community organizations to ensure their core health and 
psychological needs are met. At the macro-level, psychologists can advocate at the community and larger 
levels for policy change, for funding of affordable and/or rent geared to income housing, food security, 
increased social assistance, access to mental health services, and coverage of psychological services 
under provincial health plans.  

Within academia, community psychology should be taught as part of introductory psychology courses, 
and more community psychology faculty and researchers should be hired.  

In terms of research, psychology can be used to understand:  

• Understand attitudes and behaviours of and towards those who experience poverty. This can include 
how to increase support and collective action towards combatting poverty, along with identifying 
possible interventions - both individual and structural.   

• Understand social responses to poverty that maintain barriers to addressing this problem. 

• Evaluate effectiveness of public health initiatives and education to shift social responses to poverty.  

• Employ different research methodologies and approaches, including but not limited to collaborating 
with those with lived experience and with Indigenous leaders.  

• Exploring how poverty impacts individuals of different walks of life. 

Psychology can also facilitate forums in which different professions, organizations, and pioneer 
psychologist leaders in addressing poverty, can come together to have interdisciplinary conversations 
about solutions to poverty, and then present any findings via consolidated advocacy efforts to relevant 
government bodies and agencies.  

For Additional Information 

• National Advisory Council on Poverty https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social- 
development/programs/poverty-reduction/national-advisory-council.html 

• Canadian Poverty Hub www.povertyhub.ca 

• Canada Without Poverty www.cwp-csp.ca 

• Tamarack Institute for Community Engagement www.tamarackcommunity.ca 

 

You can consult with a registered psychologist to find out if psychological interventions might be of help 
to you. Provincial, territorial and some municipal associations of psychology often maintain referral 

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/national-advisory-council.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/poverty-reduction/national-advisory-council.html
http://www.povertyhub.ca/
http://www.cwp-csp.ca/
http://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/
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services. For the names and coordinates of provincial and territorial associations of psychology, go to  
https://cpa.ca/public/whatisapsychologist/PTassociations/. 
 
 

This fact sheet has been prepared for the Canadian Psychological Association by:  
The Canadian Poverty Institute 

Ambrose University 
150 Ambrose Circle SW 

Calgary, Alberta T3H 0L5 
www.povertyinstitute.ca; povertyinstitute@ambrose.edu 

 
Date: May 2023 

 
Your opinion matters! Please contact us with any questions or comments about any of the Psychology 
Works Fact Sheets:  factsheets@cpa.ca 

Canadian Psychological Association 
141 Laurier Avenue West, Suite 702 

Ottawa, Ontario    K1P 5J3 
Tel:  613-237-2144 
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