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Abstract

The Government of Canada recently passed the Canada Disability Benefit Act,
introducing a benefit that has the potential to impact the financial security of disabled
people in Canada. Many disabled Canadians live in deep and relentless poverty, thus
hearing that policy changes were underway to remedy this structural problem was
warmly welcomed by the disability community. In keeping with the Act, the federal
government initiated a consultation process on the regulations establishing the Canada
Disability Benefit (CDB). This study, adopting a thematic analysis and viewed through a
Critical Disability Studies lens, asks: What are the perspectives of disabled people on
the design and administration of the newly announced CDB? We analyze data gathered
via interviews, focus groups, and written statements from a sample of disabled people
across the country. We identified three key themes: the CDB’s fundamental
inadequacy as a poverty alleviation tool, the application of narrow eligibility criteria that
promote exclusion, and a faulty consultation process that failed to raise awareness
about the CDB from a groundswell of disabled Canadians. We argue that the CDB
introduced constitutes a policy failure across all the most salient metrics of evaluation.
We argue that substantial revisions to both the design and implementation of the CDB
are required to ensure it meets its intended objectives as set out in the Canada
Disability Benefit Act.

Keywords: Canada Disability Benefit; Critical Disability Studies; Disability Justice;
Income Security; Policy Failure
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Introduction

In consultations conducted in 2021 to formulate Canada’s Disability Inclusion
Plan, financial security was identified as “the most urgent priority” (Canada, 2022, p.
10) for disabled people in Canada. This is vital as Statistics Canada, in a recent data
release, found that the percentage of working-age disabled adults living under the
official poverty line (the Market Basket Measure) in 2023 was 14.4%, significantly higher
than the 6.5% recorded for the disabled senior population that same year. The
percentage of disabled people living in deep income poverty was also higher, at 6%,
relative to non-disabled people at 4.1% (Dionne & Raymond-Brousseau, 2025).
Moreover, the poverty rate for working-age adults with more severe impairmentsin
2022 was more than double that of working-age adults with either milder impairments
or without impairments. Those with more severe impairments (at 18%) were more likely
to be living below the poverty line than those with milder impairments (at 8%) (Hébert et
al., 2024). Yet, such measurements are likely under-estimated as they fail to capture
the extra costs of living with an impairment(s) (Scott et al., 2022), such as prescribed
(uninsured) equipment, assistive devices, or medical treatments (Hatfield, 2002).

The purpose of this study is to explore disabled Canadians’ views on the newly
introduced Canada Disability Benefit (CDB). The key research question is: What are the
perspectives of disabled people on the design and implementation of the CDB? By
centring the voices of those with lived experience, the study seeks to inform more
inclusive disability income policy and contribute to the broader discussion on poverty

reduction and social justice in Canada.
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This research is significant because social and economic marginalization is
particularly severe for disabled people who may also belong to other disadvantaged
groups, including racialized and minoritized persons, and single parents (Canada,
2016). Women with impairments are more likely than men with impairments to live in
poverty; 17.6% of disabled women lived in poverty in 2021 compared to 15.1% of
disabled men (Disability Without Poverty, 2023). Traditional welfarist approaches to
disability benefits have not remedied the disproportionate rate of poverty among the
disabled people vis-a-vis the non-disabled population. Research highlights persistent
problems with disability benefit programs (Beatty & Fothergill, 2015) that continuously
fall short in providing adequate financial support and that perpetuate a disability
poverty trap (Smith-Carrier & David, 2023; Stapleton et al., 2006). These arrangements
are engendered by systems and structures rooted in paternalistic approaches that
emphasize monitoring and control over flexibility and empowerment. For instance,
critiques of the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) in Ontario suggest that it
does not operate within a rights-based framework and systematically discriminates
against recipients. The program’s design contributes to the entrenchment of poverty,
stigma, and exclusion, leading to poor health and mental health outcomes for this
population (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017; Smith-Carrier et al., 2020).

Neoliberal reforms have resulted in the erosion of disability-related income
benefits over time, with those of many industrialized states failing to keep pace with the
ever-rising cost of living, deepening the poverty many disabled people chronically face
(e.g., in Australia, see Soldatic, 2018; in Canada, see Stapleton, 2023). ODSP, for
example, features tremendous administrative complexity, with barriers erected that

restrict the eligibility of people with impairments of a fluid, episodic, or intermittent
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nature or that present participants with onerous paperwork and rigid monitoring and
verification requirements, making applying for the program a formidable challenge. The
program is also premised on having a documented diagnosis that is verified by a
medical professional and is expected to last for a prolonged period (Lightman et al.,

2009; Vick, 2012).

The Advent and History of the Canada Disability Benefit

Concomitantly with advocating for programs and services, redistributingincome,
and regulating behaviours, disability policy (re)produces discourses, which in turn,
construct systems, structures and practices. The delineation of disability policy in terms
of vocabulary, scope, and priority fundamentally shapes the governance process
(Prince, 2004). The product of significant advocacy efforts, the CDB has been alongtime
coming. Announced in 2020, the CDB was introduced with the expressed intent of lifting
people out of poverty. Indeed, this is explicitly affirmed in the Canada Disability Benefit
Act (2023), the purpose of which is “to reduce poverty and to support the financial

security of working-age persons with disabilities” (para. 16).

The Canada Disability Benefit Act establishing the benefit received Royal Assent
in June 2023 after a notable false start. Bill C-22 was introduced in 2021 but did not
advance through Parliament due to its dissolution following a federal election called by
the Trudeau government. The bill was reintroduced in June 2022, and while there was
broad consensus across both chambers to pass it, the legislative process concluded
only a year later with Royal Assent in June 2023. Since then, the CDB’s implementation
has been plagued by delays, ones justified by the government as necessary to consult

with disabled Canadians, under the guiding principle of “Nothing Without Us.” Plans to
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operationalize the benefit were later featured in Budget 2024, and its associated
regulations announced in the Canadian Gazette in June 2024 (see Canada, 2025d),
although at the time it was unclear whether the provinces/territories would clawback
the benefit from their existing income disability support provisions. The maximum
benefit amount for the CDB was set at $2,400 annually or $200/month (adjusted
annually for inflation thereafter) and made available to disabled people ages 18-64
(Canada, 2023) contingent on meeting certain eligibility criteriai.e., qualifying for the
Canada Disability Tax Credit (DTC).

Introduced in 1988, the DTC has been influenced by decades of policy reforms
including attempts to limit its access (Senate of Canada, 2018). Few disabled peoplein
Canada qualify to receive the DTC, and even fewer see a reduction in tax payable if they
claim it. Many disabled people have low incomes because their impairments make full-
time work difficult or because they are denied access to well-paid jobs (Simpson &
Stevens, 2016). Some have not applied due to prohibitive medical fees associated with
verifying their diagnoses/impairments and completing the necessary documentation.
Such costs are currently unregulated, and can range from $100 to $250, resulting in
some disabled people not being able to afford the requisite paperwork (Disability
Alliance of BC, 2024).

Given prohibitive cost challenges of DTC documentation, the federal
government stated in Budget 2024 that it would allocate $243 million, administered
over six years starting in 2024, to reduce medical fee-related barriers to increase DTC
enrollment (Canada, 2025a). While anticipating this funding roll-out, the Disability
Alliance of BC (2024) has launched the DTC Medical Fees Fund to help disabled people

in BC to begin the application process immediately. Commitments from the Disability
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Alliance of BC and Disability Without Poverty (the latter initiating numerous
consultations on the CDB and vigorously holding the government to accountin the
media; see Disability Without Poverty, n.d.a) speak to a strong disability community
dedicated to seeing improvements in the CDB benefit structure, and its administration.
Notwithstanding myriad concerns surrounding the benefit, the CDB regulations came
into effect in May 2025, and the first scheduled payment expected in July 2025 (Khan,

2025).

Theoretical framework

Critical Disability Studies (CDS) is but one of many strands under the burgeoning
critical theoretical banner (Smith-Carrier & David, 2023). It has gained traction over the
past few decades as a means to eschew the prevailing deficit-oriented approach to
disability, particularly as it has been expressed through the traditional medical model of
disability. The latter sees disability as rooted within the individual, rather than being the
consequence of barriers (re)produced in society (e.g., socially, discursively, and
materially) that actively disable people. Disability has been, and often continues to be,
assumed to be the result of a personal tragedy, pathology, orinherent weakness of the
disabled person, rather than being the corollary of a disabling environment. Jettisoning
the medical model in favour of the social model may not be altogether helpful however,
as locating disability as ensconced within society alone has not always presented a
concordant fit with the experiences of disabled people who often carry taxing and
painfulimpairments (Smith-Carrier et al., 2017; Smith-Carrier, 2023). Viewing disability

as a mere social construct, and an artifact of a confluence of environmental factors,
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does not acknowledge the embodied experience of impairments and “risks implying the
impairment is not a problem” (Shakespeare, 2006, p. 218). These tensions
notwithstanding, residual welfare approaches to disability-income supports largely
continue to view disability through a medical lens, and require disabled people to
continuously prove their membership in the protected class of disability. Samuels
(2014) refers to such a process as biocertification, involving socio-political efforts to
definitively categorize bodies as either ‘normal’ or ‘disabled’, using, inter alia, requisite
“performances of proving” (p. 183) one’s conformity with an imposed identity that
supersedes their internal sense of self.

We, alongside other disability justice advocates (Sins Invalid, n.d.), support a
broader conception of disability justice, one that must be understood within a broader
social and ecological justice frame, recognizing that “ableism, coupled with white
supremacy, supported by capitalism, underscored by heteropatriarchy, has rendered
the vast majority of the world ‘invalid’” (Sins Invalid, n.d., para. 1). Viewed in this way,
disability justice transcends single axis issues, and considers the manifold ways in
which colonial systems and structures, moored to the present capitalist political
economy, perpetuate oppression (including disablement, impoverishment, exclusion,
etc.) for disadvantaged groups. As such, we recognize the need for cross-movement
organizing and solidarity to upend the hegemonic status quo and fight for
transformative social change that materially and discursively manifests equity, justice,
and liberation. It is a commitment to this shared vision that inspired this study.

Much like the ambition of CDS’ scholarship to eschew unhelpful oppositional
dualisms (e.g., dis/abled, social constructivism/essentialism, etc.) (Flynn, 2017), we

cautiously apply Howlett’s (2023) typology assessing policy failures, recognizing that
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the assumptions and claims made here are not intended to dichotomize dimensions of
the CDB policy as fitting wholly or neatly within the camps of policy success or failure.
Rather these markers are situated along a continuum wherein the policy (design feature
or implementation process) is deemed to have the potential to achieve real and
measurable financial gains for disabled people (within the province of ‘success’) or
demonstrate the potentiality of limiting their financial security (within the realm of
‘failure’), thus maintaining the status quo “disableist austerity” (Dodd, 2016). We do not
pretend to employ an objective, rational, or staunchly empirical policy analysis, but
rather present a critical and interpretive appraisal of a policy that could, if wielded
successfully, dramatically ameliorate the lives of disabled Canadians.

The demarcations of success or failure that follow, indeterminate as they might
be as interpretations and judgements not definitive empirical metrics (see Howlett,
2023), are intended to advance the overarching goal of CDS; that s, to advance the
aims of social justice, particularly for people subjected to disablement and
impoverishment. We do so by holding policy actors accountable for policy decisions
that have profound material consequences; those with the potential to heap (even
greater) misery on a group of people often excluded as unfit or ‘unwanted’ bodies
(Wheeler, 2018). This is vital as the material realities of disabled people are under-
researched and poorly understood, likely due to the penchant in CDS’ literature to
foreground matters of culture, discourse, and language pertaining to disablement,
rendering the material conditions experienced by disabled people of subsidiary import.
This research lacuna may derive from a detachment from an (ostensibly) outdated

(post)Marxist theorizing that accentuates lived realities; ones not merely captured as
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discursive and conceptual artefacts of poststructural and postmodern logics (Flynn,

2017).

Methods

Design, sampling and recruitment

We adopted a thematic analytic approach to explore the lived experiences of
disabled people across Canada. We collected data using focus groups, individual
interviews, and individual written responses. We employed purposive and maximum
variation sampling strategies (Patton, 2014) to recruit participants from regions across
Canada (e.g., the Atlantic Region, French Canada and Quebec, Central Canada, the
Prairie Provinces, the West Coast, the North). We distributed a recruitment poster and
the study information and informed consent letter through our networks asking if
people were interested in hearing more about the study. We conducted the focus
groups and interviews online via Zoom, using the closed-captioning feature and sign
language interpretation, as required. Participants were asked their permission to record
the sessions so that they could be transcribed verbatim, using Otter.ai meticulously
verified for accuracy, and included in the analysis. All identifying information was
removed from the data at this stage. The transcript from the Zoom Chat function was
also included, providing another data source. If research candidates wished not to
participate in a larger focus group session, they were given the option to have a one-on-
one interview or submit a written response instead.

We recruited an advisory group consisting of eight disabled people, including

scholars, representatives from disability advocacy organizations, and individuals with
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lived experiences of disablement to provide input and advice to the research team. The
CDB Advisory Group!"” met three times over the duration of the study, and participants
each received a $50 gift-card per person, per meeting to recognize their time and
contributions. The CDB Advisory Group enriched the trustworthiness and rigour of the
research, contributing to data triangulation and peer scrutiny of the findings (Shenton,
2004). Ethics approval was secured prior to study commencement.

Our ontological and epistemological orientation, leaning towards social
constructivism, includes perspectives from CDS, social work, community-based
research, political science, and humanitarian studies The team’s interdisciplinary
approach (inclusive of the CDB Advisory Committee, disabled researchers, and allies)
allowed us to continually challenge our assumptions and consider different analytical

approaches and interpretations.

Data collection and analysis

Given the overwhelming response we encountered in our recruitment efforts, we
sent out a Qualtrics survey (after securing an ethics protocol amendment) to research
candidates who had already contacted the research team indicating their desire to be
contacted for the purposes of the research. The survey featured demographic
questions (e.g., region, gender, race/ethnicity, household composition, etc.) that
allowed the research team to identify, using a sampling matrix, people from different
regions in Canada and representing disparate social identities and impairments.? We
invited some candidates to proceed to the next research phase, as per the sample

specifications identified. Participants each received a $50 gift-card in recognition of
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their time and contributions to the research, irrespective of their chosen mode of
participation.

We collected data from 86 participants from across Canada, however we
obtained the informed consent of 73 participants to use their demographic data, thus
the analysis includes data for this group only (n=73; see Table 1). Sixty-one people
participated in (four) focus groups, eight participated in interviews, and four provided
written responses. Participants were asked about their awareness of the CDB and its
regulations, their views on the implementation timeline, the significance of the benefit,
its adequacy and accessibility, as well as their concerns and hopes for the program.

During data collection, interview/focus group participants were assured
confidentiality, but not necessarily privacy (as they chose the setting for the Zoom call),
although we asked that they select a quiet space to participate. People were informed
that they may experience risks associated with participating in the research should they
have adverse emotional reactions to questions that trigger them about previous
experiences and/or traumas. A list of mental health supports was made available
should participants wish to access these.

Transcripts were coded inductively and iteratively, using NVivo (v. 14) software,
applying the six-stepped approach to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes
and codes generated by the researchers, approved through multiple peer debriefing
sessions, were systematically applied to participant responses. A coding decision-
making matrix was developed to document coding rationales. Memos were written by
two researchers and included in the data corpus. Pseudonyms were employed in the

analysis to ensure participant anonymity.
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Findings

Overall, we identified three key themes that speak to various design and
administrative dimensions of the benefit, yet the overarching essence of the data spoke
to the CDB’s fundamental inadequacies. The three themes relate to the design of the
CDB and its financial adequacy, the eligibility criteria and their exclusionary
dimensions, and the lack of awareness on the public consultation process. These
findings opened an opportunity to evaluate the policy as representing either a policy
success or failure, recognizing that these are situated on either end of a wide

continuum (McConnell, 2015).

Design of the CDB: ‘Not enough to be a game changer’: An inadequate

benefit to lift people out of poverty

The data confirm a sobering reality: too many disabled Canadians have been
living in dismal poverty for far too long. Virtually all participants expressed widespread
concern about the inadequacy of the CDB amount in its current form. While they
recognized the benefit’s potential for making a positive impact in their lives, they
collectively agreed that the amount provided was insufficient and will thus not alter the
poor financial status of many disabled people. Participants frequently mentioned the
additional costs that disabled people face—costs that are likely to exceed the amount
proposed for the CDB.

When asked whether she thought the benefit amount was satisfactory, Meghan,

a White woman from Central Canada, shared,
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No, I do not. Itis insufficient. $2,400 a year wouldn’t go a long way. Most people
spend more than $200 in a month. It wouldn't be enough to make a significant
difference. | hope it can be increased.
Jason, a Black man with hearing loss from British Columbia (BC), argued that the
benefit amount is not adequate to meet the added expenses associated with living with
challenging impairments. It isimportant to note that the CDB is adjusted according to
the Consumer Price Index (CPI) (Canada, 2025). However, the CPI has limitations in
accurately capturing the true level of inflation and cost of living (Sabourin, 2012) as
indexation is tied to prices, not wages (see Baldwin & Shillington, 2017). As a result,
participants expressed concern that the CDB may not keep pace with inflation.
The amount of $200 is considered too small to effectively support individuals
with disabilities because this amount may not cover the additional expenses
associated with living...with a disability, such as medical bills, assistive devices
and transportation costs. Furthermore, it falls short of the poverty threshold in
Canada, (and) it may not keep pace with inflation. Though the $2,400 is indexed
to inflation, you’re right. It may not reduce the purchasing power over time
compared to other government benefits, such as the Canada Pension Plan,
disability benefits. The amount seems inadequate for real life expenses like
wheelchairs, repairs, medication, (and) highlight the need for more substantial
benefit to ensure the financial security of Canadians with disabilities.
This sentiment was reiterated by Robert, a White man from Manitoba with an

undisclosed disability, who commented,
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We need to also understand that individuals with disabilities often face
additional expenses, such as assistive devices, home modifications, and
healthcare costs, which can exceed the benefit amount.
To truly lift people out of poverty, not merely provide them a paltry amount of aid, Linda,
an Indigenous woman from Ontario with a limb impairment, felt that greater resources
would be necessary.
Yes, if the goal is to lift out of poverty, there should be so many other provisions. |
mean, the end result matters, right? So, if the goal is just to aid, just to assist,
then this is okay. This is fine. But if it’s to lift out of poverty, there should be other
resources, other provisions, so it can...be accomplished.
While most participants acknowledged that the benefit as proposed was not adequate
to meet people’s needs, given the dire circumstances some are now due to the
intensifying cost-of-living crisis, any amount of assistance was deemed helpful.
Christopher, a Black man with a mobility impairment from Manitoba, shared:
I’m worried about supportive housing, affordable, accessible, housing options
forindividuals with disabilities. Currently, I’'m homeless, hopping from one
shelter to another, so this will greatly be a big help for me.
Participants also stressed that the CDB should not result in income clawbacks from
provincial/territorial disability-related income supports that might penalize disabled
workers or limit their opportunities to accrue more work hours. As Cheryl, a White
woman with Dysarthria from BC, noted:
I’m concerned that provinces and territories might reduce their disability

benefits once the Canada Disability Benefit starts. It’s important to ensure that

155



Smith-Carrier et al., Not Enough of a Game Changer
CJDS 14.4 (December 2025)

this doesn’t happen, as people with disabilities rely on these existing supports,

and the new benefit should complement them rather than replace them.
Participants also called for a more flexible benefit structure that adapts to geographic
variability in the cost-of-living. This reflects concerns that the benefit, while intended to
be fair nationwide, may fail to adequately address regional disparities without adequate
adjustments. This concern was especially prominent among participants living in large
cities, like Vancouver and Toronto, where the cost of living exceeds the national
average. A flat-rate benefit is likely not to provide the support necessary to lift disabled
people out of low-income thresholds in these high-cost areas, thereby creating unequal

opportunities to escape poverty, undermining the policy’s intended goals.

“Broaden eligibility to include more conditions and disabilities”: The

CDB eligibility criteria are exclusionary

Many participants raised concerns about utilizing the DTC as an enrollment
mechanism for the CDB, noting that the DTC presents strict eligibility criteria, most
importantly the fact that people must earn sufficient incomes to take advantage of it.
The DTC application is associated with significant administrative burden, making the
application process inaccessible for some. Richard, a Black man with a learning
impairment from Ontario, was concerned about the “limited eligibility threshold(s),
leaving many feeling short-change(d) and struggling.” Consequently, Christopher,
quoted above, argues for the government to “broaden eligibility to include more
conditions and disabilities. Gradual or episodic disabilities, invisible disabilities, self-

identification and self-advocacy.”
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Many participants believed that the budgetary allocation for the CDB, that of
$6.1 billion over six years, indicated a fixed level of support to be offered to disabled
people, raising concerns among participants that the DTC had been employed as a
mechanism to limit the program’s size. Suzanne, a Black woman from Nova Scotia with
a hearing impairment said:

Okay, for me, | think the amounts will be determined by the number of people.

That’s the beneficiary. Is the number of beneficiaries, and then | can now decide,

like the amount of people, | may decide the amount of money | may decide for 20

will not be the same as 50, you know, yeah, yeah, so that will determine the

actual rate to be given out.
Participants emphasized that the CDB should address systemic barriers (inclusive of
attitudes, practices, policies, and systems that ensure individuals in certain groups
receive unequal access to or are excluded from participation in employment, services,
and/or programs; Canada, 2024a) to ensure support for all disabled people. This
includes broadening the CDB’s eligibility to include those over age 65. Although those in
the latter age category may receive various pension benefits, these often do not
adequately consider the added costs of managing impairments as people age. This has
resulted in more disabled older Canadians living in poverty over age 65 than those
under it (Disability Without Poverty & Campaign 2000, 2024). Consequently,
participants urged a more inclusive and transparent approach to eligibility. Suzanne,
introduced above, highlighted the need for “consideration for both physical and mental
health disabilities, ensuring inclusivity”, while Victoria, a French-speaking woman with
autism in Toronto, argued that it “should not be something of maybe a race, it should be

generalized to all the disabled individuals in the whole state or country.”
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Administration of CDB: “l am not disabled because it's not severe

enough?”: Viewing disability through a medical lens

Several participants felt that the CDB needs to be an expansive benefit thatis
inclusive of people with disparate learning, physical, and mental impairments. Many,
like Suzanne below, felt that issuing the CDB through the DTC will ‘not favour
everybody’.

I’m already stressed with it. Why bring in Disability Tax Credit? Because the

whole process...is just too much, and me, if my condition is not severe enough,

doesn’t mean | don’t have to benefit. Doesn’t it mean | am not disabled because
it’s not severe enough? So, | feel they should bring in something that| can be
able to, you know, putin to participate in this benefit. It can be uploading
my...medical reports. It’s still something, you know, to do. So, | feel the disability
tax credit will not favour everybody.

Likewise, Avery, a non-binary Nova Scotian with a physical impairment, shared,

I think it’s gonna actually exclude a lot of people. [The government]is literally

saying that only those with, like, severe disabilities are gonna be given the

chance and the offer. So, | think it’s supposed to be for disabilities in general,
you know, not just being selective on kind of disability. So any, any kind
of...disability, if it’s not a severe disability as well. Yeah, if it’s not severe,
probably, like higher or low, like...deny people who have disability possible
credits. | think that’s unfair.

Julie, a Black woman from Atlantic Canada with a learning impairment, also expressed

concerns about the criteria.
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And as for the criteria, | think it should be based on the person’s functional
ability and needs, rather than just their medical diagnosis or Disability Tax
Credit. So |l just believe a comprehensive assessment of a person’s daily living
needs and abilities should be assessed, and this way it should be considered if
or not they are eligible for the benefits for that.
While medical evidence is seen as a key eligibility requirement, several participants
expressed frustration with the continued over-reliance on health professionals to
diagnose or verify impairments, suggesting this creates additional barriers for those
accessing benefits. Some would rather the government engage directly with their
healthcare professionals, highlighting that their interactions with medical doctors,
when accessible, often led to significant emotional distress. They also questioned the
government’s and healthcare professionals’ definition of disability, which shows a
penchant for a medical lens that excludes people with hidden or episodic impairments.
Diana, a Black woman from Nova Scotia with a spinal cord injury, shared, “It’s like they
think you need to have multiple conditions before your disability assistance needs to be
serious.” Taylor, a woman from Manitoba with epilepsy, added,
| think the criteria for this benefit shouldn’t be a process that will stress people
with disability, | think it should be an easy criteria (sic) like a doctor report that
can prove your disability...people...won’t want to go through the stress of getting
a DTC.
Most participants thought that the CDB introduced changes to the official definition of
disability, which sparked both optimism and concern. Some participants viewed the
benefit as a positive shiftin recognizing the broader implications of disability, providing

an opportunity for the government to deepen its understanding of the diverse socio-
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economic realities faced by disabled Canadians. Notwithstanding this measure of
optimism, many participants expressed concerns about the clarity of the definition of
disability within the DTC and the exclusion of those with impairments ruled out by this

framework.

“Not enough consultation”: A failure to include disabled people in the

formulation of the CDB

Many participants were not familiar and/or well-versed on the details of the CDB,
likely because they lacked information or were poorly informed about it. This could be
because communications from the government on the benefit had not reached them,
or were not communicated in an accessible way. In addition to the robust consultation
process initiated by Disability Without Poverty (n.d.b), the government also launched
several consultation phases including an online consultation between November 2023
and January 2024, and an 86-day public consultation period after the publication of the
regulations in the Canadian Gazette. The government’s report on the consultations
(Canada, 2025b) includes nine broad categories of issues that were raised, while
providing little information on the content of submissions, obscuring if and how this
input informed the regulations. However, many participants stated that they had not
heard about these processes, and thus they called for more public consultation.
According to Ellis, a White man from Manitoba with an undisclosed disability, “[There
was a real] lack of involvement from disability organizations, advocates, and individuals
with disabilities in the design and implementation process.” Others such as Patricia, a

Black woman with epilepsy from Nova Scotia, highlighted a general need for a
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“collaborative and increasingly inclusive process.” Issues of “transparency and
inclusivity in the implementation process” were also noted by Justine, a self-described
crippled, Black Caribbean woman from Alberta, who felt these attributes would help
“build trust and support for the implementation efforts.”

Most participants, including Rachel, a White woman from Ottawa with a hearing
impairment, felt that “the government should engage in meaningful consultation with
people with disabilities, their families, and disability organizations throughout the
implementation process. This will help to ensure that the benefit is designed and
delivered in a way that reflects the life experience of people with disabilities.” The
prevailing sentiment was that additional and ongoing consultation would ensure the
benefit is truly achieving the desired policy outcomes of lifting disabled Canadians out
of poverty. ‘To help build trust and support forimplementation’ of the CDB, Justine,
recommended that

The government should prioritize transparency and inclusivity in the

implementation process. It should involve consulting with a diverse range of

stakeholders, including experts, committee members and also the effective
person(s) together (to provide) feedback on the proposed plan. This will help to
ensure that the implementation is well informed, accessible (to) the needs and
concerns of everybody, and there should also be clear communication
throughout the implementation process to inform the public about the plan
timelines and any potential impact or changes. This will help to build trust and
support for the implementation efforts...It is also important to consider the

potential unintended consequences or negative impacts of the implementation
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plan, so the government should conduct thorough research and analysis to

anticipate...any potential risk(s) or challenges that may arise.
Overall, participants expressed a strong belief in the CDB’s potential to improve both
the individual and collective outcomes of disabled people, spanning improved
community participation, economic stability, health, personal growth, and poverty
reduction. However, this optimism was tempered by concerns about the adequacy,
coverage and sustainability of the benefit in its current form, underscoring the need for
ongoing feedback to guide policymakers in ensuring the benefit effectively meets the
needs of the disabled community. Suggestions from participants, like Brian, a White
man from Manitoba with an undisclosed disability, include the need for “continued
consultation with stakeholders to gather feedback”, Bradley, a French-speaking man
from BC, suggested a “collaborative and inclusive process involving extensive
consultation” and Donna, an African-American transwoman with a mobility impairment
from Manitoba, highlighted the importance of “regular reassessments and periodic
reviews...to ensure benefits are adjusted according to changing circumstances and
inflation.”

Michelle, a White woman with a hearing impairment from Ontario, emphasized
that

[There has to be] continuous improvement. The Canada Disability Benefit

should be seen as a starting point not an endpoint. The government should

be open to feedback and willing to make changes to the benefits for what

time to better meet the needs of people with disabilities.

Leo, a non-binary individual from Nova Scotia with a physical impairment, shared,
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One important aspect...is the need for ongoing evaluation, you know, and
feedback mechanisms, you know, to actually ensure that the Canada Disability

Benefit... effectively...meets the needs of individuals with disabilities.

Discussion

The literature is replete with research on ‘policy fiascos’, ‘governance failures’,
and ‘policy accidents’, ‘disasters’, ‘catastrophes’, and ‘anomalies’. Interfacing not only
with policy planning, execution, and political elements, policy failures also include
aspects related to their extent (magnitude or scope), duration, intentionality, visibility,
and avoidability (Howlett, 2023). Howlett’s (2023) typology on policy failures provides a
useful framework from which to analyze and assess the CDB. It highlights both
programmatic dimensions, where the source of failure relates to a mismatch in policy
goals and means, and process-related dimensions, where the source of failure has to
do with poor policy formation, failed decision-making, poorly resourced
implementation, and unsystematic evaluation (Howlett, 2023, p. 261). Using study data
as supportive anchors in this appraisal, we find failures related to the CDB are evident

on both programmatic (design) and process-oriented (implementation) grounds.

Design of the CDB

Since its inception, the CDB has been marked by false starts (Inclusion Canada,
2024b) and delays that have raised questions about the government’s real political
commitment towards the design of a life-changing benefit (Green Party of Canada,

2024). Unequivocally, there is merit behind the underlying policy idea of the CDB.
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Framed by the Liberal Party of Canada (2021), in its electoral platform of 2019, the CDB
was initially viewed, and promulgated into law, as a vital tool to lift disabled Canadians
out of poverty. First and foremost, then, the CDB recently introduced constitutes a
policy failure owing to its apparent incongruence with the stated objectives of the
program as set out in legislation; that is, to “reduce poverty and to support the financial
security of working-age persons with disabilities” (Canada, 2023, Sec. 3).

Given the depth of poverty many disabled Canadians are currently cemented in,
the additional $200 per month, while no doubt welcome, is not likely to substantially
alter the financial security of this group, nor bring theirincomes above poverty-line
thresholds. Moreover, at the time the CDB was announced, there was little assurance
that income clawbacks would not be introduced in other disability-related income
support programs, making its value less certain. It was only recently that the federal
government received verbal commitments from Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba,
Saskatchewan, BC, Nova Scotia, and Nunavut that they would notimpose income
clawbacks. To date, Newfoundland and Labrador is the only province that has
announced it would enhance the CDB with its own provincial disability benefit. Thisisin
stark contrast to Alberta, where the government has confirmed that some clawbacks
would apply. It remains unclear whether Yukon, the Northwest Territories, or New
Brunswick willimplement similar measures (Disability Without Poverty, 2025).

The Canada Disability Benefit Act specifies that the government “is committed
to the economic and social inclusion of persons with disabilities, as evidenced by its
introduction of the Accessible Canada Act” (Canada, 2023, para. 5). Yet, by passing a
benefit that is tied to narrow eligibility criteria and definition of disability, as outlined in

DTC specifications, the policy will not, in practice, demonstrate its potential to promote
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the economic and social inclusion of disabled people. The DTC Certificate is restricted
to those with “severe” and “prolonged” disabilities only, based on a medical
professional’s assessment of a person’s impairment limitations at extremely high
thresholds i.e., affecting one’s activities of daily living over 90% of the time (Canada,
2023). Consequently, the DTC does not account for the fluidity, mutability, and episodic
nature of many impairments, and the added financial impacts that such impairments
carry. Indeed, only about 40% of disabled Canadians receive the DTC (Dunn & Zwicker,
2018), which suggests a significant risk of under-enrollment for the CDB should the
benefit be tied to it. Moreover, healthcare professionals are not always trained or have
the necessary time to fill out the extensive paperwork associated with disability-related
income supports (Smith-Carrier et al., 2020). This lack of training and awareness
creates significant barriers for those seeking to access the DTC, as healthcare
professionals, particularly those with limited familiarity with a patient, may not feel
equipped to determine the presence and/or extent of an impairment, and the functional
limitations derived thereof. As a result, disabled people, many of whom do not have
ready access to a primary care provider in Canada today (Tasker, 2024), can often
struggle to receive the necessary documentation required to support their application,
leading to delays and/or denials of the DTC.

The high eligibility thresholds, difficulty accessing adequate diagnostic labels
and/or required documentation, and significant under-enrollment of the DTC suggest
that the CDB will not be an inclusive program. Rather the CDB is likely to entrench
pernicious exclusion, withholding the benefit, and its potentially advantageous health
and social outcomes, from those deemed not ‘disabled enough’ (see Lightman et al.,

2009) to receive it. The delivery of the benefit, to a narrowly drawn audience identified
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through DTC criteria, constitutes a policy failure, as contrary to the Accessible Canada
Act (2019), it does not ensure that (a) everyone [has] the same opportunity to make for
themselves the life they are able and wish to have; (b) everyone [is] able to participate

fully and equally in society; and (c) everyone [has] meaningful options and [are] free to

make their own choices, with support if they desire (para. 7).

Implementation of the CDB

Added to policy failures related to the content and enrolment mechanism of the
CDB, the program also depicts an alarming policy failure related to process. The federal
government states in the CDB legislation that it seeks to operate in “the spirit of
‘Nothing Without Us’”, recognizing

(T)he importance, in developing support measures for persons with disabilities,

of engaging with the disability community, in accordance with the Accessible

Canada Act, which specifies that “persons with disabilities must be involved in

the development and design of laws, policies, programs, services and

structures. (Canada, 2023, para. 11)
However, few participants in our study were aware of the consultation processes
associated with the CDB, or felt they had an opportunity to participate in discussions
about its design and implementation. This failure to consult, specifically with disabled
people who have repeatedly insisted that they be included in all decisions regarding
policy matters affecting them (see the UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities; UN, 2006) is a glaring shortcoming of the policy process and suggests a
lack of commitment from the government to seriously grapple with and dismantle the

power relationships that result in poverty and ableism.
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Whilst disability justice proposes an understanding of disability that is more
nuanced, wholistic, and interconnected than what is usually depicted in legislation,
consultations represent important tools to deconstruct power relationships and to
challenge medicalized understandings of disability through the perspectives of those
living with impairments and disablement. Yet governments can often foster an illusion
of inviting disabled citizens to participate in decision-making, while actively limiting
their involvement. Policies can often be predetermined, stripping disabled actors of
their agency and exercise of full citizenship, whilst also failing to create programs that
effectively meet their needs (McFadden & Downie, 2018). In establishing the CDB,
disabled people appear to have been relegated to limited consultative roles and denied
in/formal mechanisms to convey feedback, thus reflecting tokenistic participation. As
is evident in our study data, the government did not create an inclusive consultative
process (including the accommodations necessary to enable robust participation) or
the evaluative processes that would allow the affected group to assess the policy’s
efficacy. As such, disabled people were not treated as equals at the negotiation table,
nor recognized as valuable contributors with the potential to meaningfully shape the
CBD’s content and implementation.

When we focus on the principles of disability justice, we illuminate the
connections between ableism and other systems of oppression. As Mingus (2011)
writes,

We are trying to understand how we can build organizing and community spaces

that are mixed-ability, cultivating solidarity between people with different

disabilities. We are working to move together, as disabled people, through a

world that wants to divide us and keep us separate. (para. 13)
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The CDB can be seen as presenting a rupture with previous disability policy that has
sought to advance disability justice in Canada. Kelemen and Vanhala (2010) suggest,
several years ago, that the federal government had increased its involvement in
disability policy and played a crucial role in promoting the shift towards a rights-based
model. At that juncture, there appeared to be a growing convergence of interests
between activists in the disability rights movement arguing for rights protections and
centralized policymakers with their own agendas. Still, this convergence failed to
materialize into the design of a robust benefit. Indeed, today, the proposed CDB can be
considered a significant political failure (see Lindquist et al. 2022) and a missed
opportunity for the government to fulfill its electoral commitment (as per Liberal Party,
2019) on a landmark policy that could have moved Canada closer to a barrier-free
country (see Canada, 2023), one concerned with disability justice, not merely

rhetorically, but in actual practice.

Conclusion

The proposed CDB does not align fittingly with Canada’s stated commitment to
becoming a barrier-free society by 2040, with a focus on assuring the design and
delivery of programs and services that treat disabled people as equal and valued
members of society (see Canada, 2022). The perspectives of a diverse sample of
disabled individuals from across Canada highlight significant concerns regarding the
CDB’s insufficiency, restrictive eligibility criteria, and lack of inclusive consultation;
collectively, these inadequacies render it a policy failure. For the CDB to fulfill its

promise to improve the lives of disabled people, the federal government must
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reconsider, and redress, the benefit amount, narrow inclusion criteria, and limited
consultative processes. Such repeated cycles of unmet expectations for disabled
people not only undermine the legitimacy of the CDB but also weaken broader efforts to
promote disability justice and equity across the country. Without addressing these, the
CDB will fall short of being a transformative policy capable of lifting disabled people out
of poverty and ensuring them a vibrant and dignified life.

The policy success-failure continuum includes an extreme end characterized by
complete non-achievement, a relatively uncommon scenario, and complete success
on the other. Yet, as McConnell (2015) argues, even those that have come to be
identified as classic policy failures have, in fact, produced modest successes. The CDB
will likely produce a small measure of success given its exigency at this historic
moment. Itis not, however, calibrated to be a resounding achievement, to be the
program it was intended to be, as laid out in legislation. Indeed, these data speak to the
CDB’s fundamental inadequacy as a robust poverty reduction tool — it is not, as James

from Central Canada notes, “enough to be a game changer.”
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Table 1: Demographic Information on Sample (n=73)

CJDS 14.4 (December 2025)

Demographic Category Details
Primary Language Spoken English: 61
French: 12

Data Collection Method

Focus Group: 61
Interview: 8

Written Response: 4

Economic Status

Lowincome: 15
Middle class: 57

Wealthy: 1

Relationship Status

Single: 36
Married: 33

Divorced/Separated: 4

Gender

Non-binary: 14
Trans: 4
Man: 33

Woman: 32

Annual Income Range ($)

>$10k: 17
$11-20k: 11
$21-30k: 16

$31-40k: 8
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$41-60k: 7

$61+k: 14

CJDS 14.4 (December 2025)

Employment Status

Part-time: 30
Full-time: 17
Not in employment: 25

No Response: 1

Region

Eastern Canada: 24

Atlantic Canada: 18

Central Canada: 15

Western Canada: 13

Northern Canada: 3

Race/Ethnicity

Black: 40

White: 14
Indigenous/Aboriginal: 3
Mixed Race: 2
Caribbean: 2

Unsure/No Response: 3

Living Situation

With Spouse: 26
With Roommate(s): 14

Alone: 11
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Hospital/Institution/Facility: 9
With Children: 4

Unspecified: 1

Disability Type

Neurological Disorder: 16

Hearing/Vision Impairment: 15

Mobility Issues: 9

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder or Autism
Spectrum Disorder: 9

Handicapped/Spinal Cord Injury or Physical
Disability: 9

Pain: 2

Cancer: 2

Other: 16
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[ See Acknowledgements section for a listing of CDB Advisory Committee members and their
affiliations.
(2 Not all participants provided their consent to include their demographic data. As such, there are a

few instances where participants’ impairments are not identified.
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