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Abstract 

This paper provides insights into problems and gaps with community-based charitable service 
provision based on the experiences of 25 low-income lone mothers in Ottawa, Ontario. It draws 
on semi-structured interviews and up to six weeks of text messages from participants sharing 
their in-the-moment and post-encounter reflections accessing charities for a range of goods and 
services. Findings illustrate that participants experience challenges related to quantity, frequency, 
quality, fluidity, and fit of services, alongside broader barriers to access. These challenges impact 
their ability to meet their needs and have far-reaching implications on their overall well-being 
and membership within society at large.   

Keywords: basic needs, charity, liberal welfare state, poverty, social service provision 

Résumé 

Cet article met en évidence les problèmes et les lacunes des services offerts par les organismes de 
bienfaisance communautaires fondés sur l’expérience de 25 mères monoparentales à faible revenu vivant 
à Ottawa, en Ontario ; en s’appuyant sur des entretiens semi-directifs et des messages textes s’étalant sur 
six semaines où les participantes partageaient leurs réflexions initiale et ultérieure aux interactions avec 
les organismes de bienfaisance pour accéder à divers denrées et services. Les résultats montrent que les 
participantes rencontrent des difficultés liées à la quantité, la fréquence, la qualité, la flexibilité et 
l’adéquation des services, en plus d’autres problèmes plus larges liés à l’accès. Ces difficultés nuisent à 
leur capacité de satisfaire leurs besoins et ont des répercussions importantes sur leur bien-être général, 
ainsi que sur leur intégration dans la société. 

Mots clés : besoins essentiels, organismes de bienfaisance, État-providence libéral, pauvreté, 
services sociaux disponibles 
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Problems and Gaps in Charitable Social Service Provision: A Thematic Analysis of Lone 
Mothers’ Experiences 

While arguably many resources are directed to meet social needs across Canada’s mixed 
liberal welfare state, Canadians continue to experience challenges accessing adequate supports. 
This paper aims to make some sense of how Canada’s multi-sector social services delivery 
framework is falling short of fulfilling Canadians’ needs by spotlighting one prominent social 
service provider: community charities. It first identifies the various services and goods that a 
group of 25 low-income lone mothers in Ottawa, Ontario, sought from community charities over 
a twelve-month period. The paper seeks to understand some of the problems and gaps service 
users encountered which resulted in their needs being inadequately addressed by these 
community-based charitable supports.  

This focus on community charities is timely given the major roles that charitable 
organizations play within Canada’s liberal welfare state. According to CanadaHelps (2023; 2024, 
p. 24), one in five Canadians rely on charities to meet their essential needs, while 57% of 
charities report being unable to fulfill their roles.  

While critiques are introduced throughout this paper, they are presented alongside a deep 
respect for the many people working to support needs in the charitable sector. As a social worker, 
I understand firsthand the amount of labour involved in this work. I also recognize the integral 
advocacy work these organizations undertake to highlight the root causes of service users’ needs. 

Community Charities 
Social needs across Canada are addressed through a mix of government programs, the 

market, charitable and non-profit organizations, community-led initiatives, workplace benefits, 
family supports, and individual efforts. This combination of support systems is commonly 
referred to as a liberal welfare state and/or mixed social welfare (Aquanno & Bryant, 2021; Pue 
et al., 2021; Raphael, 2020; Rice & Prince, 2013). The characterization of Canada as a liberal 
welfare state is rooted in Esping-Anderson’s (1990) classification of three welfare-state regimes. 
Esping-Anderson (1990, pp. 26-27) classifies Canada as an “archetypical” example of a liberal 
welfarestate, defined as a welfare state in which: 

means-tested assistance, modest universal transfers, or modest social-insurance plans 
predominate. Benefits cater mainly to a clientele of low-income, usually working-class, 
state dependents. In this model, the progress of social reform has been severely 
circumscribed by traditional, liberal work-ethic norms: it is one where the limits of 
welfare equal the marginal propensity to opt for welfare instead of work. Entitlement 
rules are therefore strict and often associated with stigma; benefits are typically modest. 
In turn, the state encourages the market, either passively – by guaranteeing only a 
minimum – or actively – by subsidizing private welfare schemes.  

While this classification is critiqued for not capturing some of the intricacies of welfare 
state models and for lacking gender-based analyses (Aquanno & Bryant, 2021; Béland & Mahon, 
2016), it can still provide a useful illustration of some of the ideologies and values that underpin 
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approaches to social supports across Canada (Whelan, 2022, p. 30). While Canada’s welfare 
state has and does evolve, it still tends to be classified as a liberal one (Bezanson, 2018; Bryant 
& Raphael, 2020). Canada’s welfare state is also described as “mixed” to reflect its multi-sector 
approach to social service delivery (Rice & Prince, 2013).  

In recent decades, Canada’s liberal welfare state has taken what Macmillan and 
Townsend (2011, p. 15) describe as a “community turn”, meaning that community is being 
increasingly turned to and invested in by the state to respond to a slew of dilemmas, particularly 
social problems viewed as costly and/or potentially contentious (Baines et al., 2014). This turn 
marked a shift from the more direct responsibility the government held from the late 1940s to the 
1970s, to the current more disaggregated approach which has been critiqued as symbolizing a 
shift away from state responsibility (Finkel, 2006; Jennissen & Lundy, 2011; Moscovitch, 2015; 
Riches & Silvasti, 2014).  

This shift away from a more centralized welfare state towards community charitable 
provision was appealing to players with varying interests. Progressive activists saw potential for 
more social justice to be achieved by communities controlling their own trajectory, especially 
given the bureaucratic challenges associated with centralized state support (Kelly & Caputo, 
2011). Charitable provision models also served as a mechanism for addressing politically 
sensitive or unpopular social issues, particularly those falling outside the shifting priorities of the 
median voter, such as support for unwed mothers, refugees, or restorative justice initiatives 
(Frumkin, 2002, p. 10). Further, marginalized community members did not always see 
themselves represented by centralized supports and found both relational community and 
materialized supports in community charities (Walmsley et al., 2021). For some more aligned 
with conservative ideologies, a shift towards community provision was desirable because they 
did not feel the state should be responsible for solving the problems of others (Brecher, 2017). It 
also provided a means to support community members but with an element of donor control and 
choice, enabling flexible options for how donors’ financial support could be directed and 
actioned (Brokensha et al., 2016). Furthermore, it appealed to those who felt community-based 
models were best because they do not infringe on the public and private sectors (Arsenault, 
2018).  

This convergence of political agendas, as well as the ability of community provision to 
enact varying moral politics, has made community, particularly community charities, a powerful 
space for the resolution of social problems (Spade, 2020; Staeheli, 2008), and has contributed to 
the entrenchment of the role of community charities within Canada’s liberal welfare state. Today, 
notions of charitable provision and community have become so intertwined in Canada that 
charities are in many ways understood as expressions of Canadian community (Joseph, 2002). 
Common threads within charitable fundraising campaigns are that by donating or volunteering, 
needs are being alleviated, community is being built, and those contributing are helping out and 
making a difference (Government of Canada, 2025; the Caring and Sharing Exchange, 2023).  
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In its present form, the charitable and non-profit sector is large, professionalized, and 
accepted as part of Canada’s social safety net—exemplified by the significant state funding 
provided to charitable organizations to deliver resources and services (Hall, 2018; Lasby & Barr, 
2021; Riches & Silvasti, 2014; Tulloch & Schulman, 2020). These organizations are funded by a 
variety of sources, including earned income, individual and corporate donations, corporate 
grants, foundation grants, government funding, and user fees (Phillips & Blumberg, 2016; Sector 
Source, 2021). They also often rely on the labour of community volunteers, though recruiting 
and retaining volunteers has been particularly challenging since the COVID-19 pandemic (CICP-
PCPOB, 2023).  

While community charities have become increasingly relied upon to respond to an array 
of multi-faceted needs, particularly addressing social ills, the steadily increasing costs associated 
with delivering such services have made it difficult for many charities to meet increasing 
demands (CICP-PCPOB, 2023). Further, their ability to respond and to remain operational are 
always precarious as a result of the policies shaping these organizations, including funding 
structures and requirements, and evaluation frameworks of state and private funders (Baines et 
al., 2014; CICP-PCPOB, 2023; Kelly & Caputo, 2011; Neysmith et al., 2012; Tulloch & 
Schulman, 2020). These same factors impact, and in many ways direct, the ways in which 
community charities can, and do, respond to social ills (Baines et al., 2014; Kelly & Caputo, 
2011).  

The most prominent example of charitable provision in Canada, and the focus of much of 
the literature, are food banks. While initially established in 1981 as a community response to 
provide temporary emergency assistance during economic uncertainty, food banks have become 
an institutionalized form of hunger relief in Canada and one described by Riches and Tarasuk 
(2014, p. 43) as Canada’s “experiment with global Neoliberalism” (Riches, 2002; Wakefield et 
al., 2013). Within a Canadian context, food banks are “voluntary community organizations that 
solicit food and financial donations from the public and corporate sectors and distribute food 
assistance locally, according to whatever principles they have established” (Tarasuk et al., 2014, 
p. 2). Canadian food bank literature—based on participants experiences, ethnographic 
observation, and worker interviews—offers a number of insights into why food banks cannot/do 
not meet food needs, including issues of the quality of food received, the quantity of food 
provided, the frequency of permitted access, the limited capacity of organizations, the inability to 
attain diet-specific foods, and barriers to access (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2012; Rizvi et al., 2021; 
Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Tsang et al., 2011). Additionally, Loopstra and Tarasuk (2012, pp. 504-
506, 2015) demonstrate the ways in which food bank use does not resolve food insecurity. They 
also highlight that many food-insecure households across Canada do not access food banks due 
to barriers to access, the poor quality of foods available, perceptions that their needs are not 
sufficiently dire, or the desire to avoid the shame and social degradation often associated with 
seeking charitable food assistance.  
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The food bank literature is clear that food charities are not comprehensively meeting 
growing food needs across Canada and are unable to. And yet, this emergency-based, 
community-driven charitable model continues to be replicated in attempts to address various 
non-food related needs across Canada’s liberal welfare state (Tulloch & Schulman, 2020).  

This paper expands upon concerns raised about the increased reliance by the Canadian 
state on community charities to meet social needs (Kelly & Caputo, 2011; LaForest & Phillips, 
2018). These important works highlight the operational constraints faced by community charities 
which make fulfilling their purposes incredibly challenging. While that literature focuses on the 
operations of community charities, this study shifts attention to the experiences of service users. 
Although the experiences of service users are well documented within the food bank literature, 
this paper captures service users’ experiences working to access a wider spectrum of charitable 
goods and services.  

The Current Study 

At the centre of this inquiry is an exploratory study that engaged with 25 lone mothers in 
Ottawa, Ontario, to understand their experiences accessing social supports within a multi-sector 
delivery framework. This paper focuses exclusively on community charities, an increasingly 
prominent player in social service delivery across Canada. It draws on the experiences and 
insights of lone mothers to identify the gaps and problems they experience in their attempts to 
access social supports from community-based charitable services.  

What community members understand as charitable, and how the federal government 
defines charities, are not always aligned. Participants often referred to organizations classified as 
charities, non-profits, and unregistered voluntary groups interchangeably as sources of charitable 
support. While there are clear distinctions in how these organizations operate and how they are 
treated by the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA, 2016), such differences often hold little 
significance for those who rely on them to meet their basic needs. This perspective is not unique; 
the literature also notes that such organizations are difficult to categorize due to the broad and 
overlapping nature of their structures, functions, and funding (Frumkin, 2002). 

Initially, the inclusion criteria for this sub-study required organizations to be registered 
charities with the CRA. According to the CRA (2016), to qualify as a registered charity, 
organizations “must use their resources for charitable activities and have charitable purposes that 
fall into one or more of the following categories: the relief of poverty, the advancement of 
education, the advancement of religion, [and/or] purposes that benefit the community.” 

Registered status allows organizations to access funding restricted to charities, issue 
official donation receipts and offer certain tax advantages while also conveying legitimacy (Hall, 
2018; Phillips & Blumberg, 2016). However, administrative and regulatory requirements (Brock, 
2018) can be barriers for smaller organizations lacking the resources to meet CRA criteria. As a 
result, some organizations either cannot or choose not to register, yet still fulfill vital roles in 
their communities, including social service provision (e.g., highjinx, 2025). 
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For this study, all organizations mentioned by participants were cross-referenced with 
publicly available information to determine whether they were registered charities. In some 
cases, participants could not recall the exact name of an organization but provided detailed 
descriptions. While efforts were made to verify registration status, a few cases could not be fully 
confirmed. Consequently, some experiences may reflect services provided by non-profit or 
volunteer-led organizations that are not registered charities but were identified as such by 
participants. Nevertheless, considerable effort was made to limit inclusion to organizations 
registered with the CRA while also aiming to reflect a holistic and representative account of 
participants’ experiences accessing services they considered charitable.   

Lone mothers were chosen as the participant sample for several reasons. They have one 
of the highest rates of poverty in Canada, in terms of both income and assets, and they also face 
significant barriers to paid employment, including needs for accessible and flexible childcare 
(Employment and Social Development Canada, 2016; Statistics Canada, 2021; Zon & Aldridge, 
2018). Further, it can be incredibly laborious to access social services and goods across multi-
sector social service provisioning systems, and this labour is often gendered, making lone 
mothers particularly vulnerable to staying poor (Neysmith et al., 2009, 2012). Lastly, focussing 
on lone mothers offers a comprehensive picture of the experiences of all adults in the family unit 
which could vary significantly between adults in multi-adult households that may share 
provisioning labour responsibilities and/or who may have varying understandings of their 
experiences.  

Methods 

Two distinct phases were employed in the larger study during the fall of 2019 and the 
winter of 2020 within which this study is nested. The first phase involved meeting 25 
participants for an in-depth, audio-recorded, semi-structured interview that asked participants 
about the different goods and services they accessed to meet their needs, their experiences of 
access and how this impacted their feelings of belonging. The interviews provided an 
opportunity to gain insights into the lived realities of participants, and to balance an interview 
guide with participant feedback and direction (Durdella, 2019; Hesse-Biber, 2014). Additionally, 
they fostered a conversational environment with participants where rapport could be established 
while collaboratively working to explore different ways of making meaning of their experiences 
(Hesse-Biber, 2014; Leavy & Harris, 2019; Oakley, 2005). These interviews were facilitated in 
locations convenient for participants—in their homes, mall food courts, coffee shops, and in one 
instance at a place of work during a lunch break. The average interview lasted 83 minutes. 
Participants were compensated $50 CDN for their participation, which was inclusive of any costs 
they incurred to participate.  

Participants were recruited to participate in the first phase of the study in three ways. 
First, an electronic poster was circulated in local Facebook groups. Second, front-line social 
service workers within the author’s networks circulated the electronic poster by email to service 
users, community members, and colleagues. And, finally, a hard copy of the study’s poster was 
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posted on non-profit and charitable community agencies’ bulletin boards. The poster noted that 
participants could have the option to participate in additional phases of the study.  

The second phase of the study invited participants to send texts and pictures via SMS and 
MMS that represented their in-the-moment and post-occurrence reflections, observations, and 
experiences accessing community support services over a six-week period that followed their 
interview. These texts were sent to a mobile device that was for research purposes only. Twelve 
participants from Phase 1 engaged in Phase 2. Thus, the participant sample for this study 
includes all 25 Phase 1 participants, and the 12 self-selected subset from Phase 2. As has been 
detailed elsewhere (Occhiuto, 2022), some Phase 1 participants offered unsolicited reasons for 
their decision not to participate in the study’s optional SMS and MMS phase. For some, 
ruminating on their experiences was viewed as emotionally draining, while others shared that 
they did not plan to access many community services in the six weeks following their interview. 
No participants mentioned access to technology as a barrier to Phase 2 participation. A six-week 
text message engagement period was selected to capture fluctuating needs, as well as to capture 
different monthly eligibility criteria and restrictions. While relatively new in social work 
research, text message-based data collection offered a method capable of providing insights into 
experiences over an extended period without a researcher’s presence; it also provided 
participants with time to reflect on and reconsider understandings of experiences, and is 
generally received as a method that fits easily into participants’ lives (Occhiuto, 2022; Plowman 
& Stevenson, 2012). Participants were compensated $10 towards a gift card for each week they 
engaged by sending texts and/or pictures, with the gift card sent at the end of the six-week 
period. This study and these research processes were granted ethics clearance from Carleton 
University’s Research Ethics Board-A. 

Demographic Information  

Participant demographic details are detailed in Table 1. Of note is that while participants 
largely identified as “white” (80% Phase 1; 75% Phase 2), a large portion of Ottawa’s population 
was categorized as “unracialized” (73.7%), indicating a fairly representative sample (Ottawa 
Neighbourhood Study, 2023).  

Given the small participant sample, there were no significant variances in the 
demographic profiles of participants between Phases 1 and 2, with one notable exception of less 
variance in housing types in Phase 2. All Phase 2 participants either resided in subsidized 
housing (22%) or rented (67%).  
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Table 1 
Demographic Information   
Demographic and 
Socioeconomic Profile 

Phase 1 Participants 
(Interview) 

Phase 2 Participants  
(SMS and MMS) 

Self-identified race   
white or Caucasian 20 (80%) 9 (75%) 
Indigenous 2 (8%) 2 (17%) 
Black 1 (4%) 1 (8%) 
Chinese 1 (4%)  
Mexican 1 (4%)  
Age   
Range 19-51 years 20-43 years 
Median  36 years 36 years 
Primary Income Source   
Social assistance (Ontario 
Works)  

9 (36%) 6 (50%) 

Paid work 7 (28%) 3 (25%) 
Social assistance and paid work 4 (16%) 2 (17%) 
Disability assistance (Ontario 
Disability Support Plan)  

4 (16%) 1 (8%) 

Child’s disability supports 1 (4%)  
Income Stability   
Month-to-month amount of 
income is constant 

11 (44%) 5 (42%) 

Month-to-month amount of 
income is in flux 

14 (56%) 7 (58%) 

Month-to-month income 
source(s) are constant 

16 (64%) 7 (58%) 

Month-to-month income 
source(s) are in flux) 

9 (36%) 5 (42%) 

Housing   
Subsidized 10 (40%) 4 (33%) 
Subsidized but pay market rent 2 (8%)  
Rented  9 (36%) 8 (67%) 
Owned 2 (8%)  
Owned by parents 1 (4%)  
Emergency hotel room funded 
by the city 

1 (4%)  
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Analysis 

Phase 1 interviews were transcribed verbatim by a professional transcription service and 
then checked against the audio recordings for accuracy. For Phase 2, the texts and pictures along 
with time stamps were manually entered into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. After 
familiarization with the Phase 1 interview transcripts, and Phase 2 texts and pictures, the data 
sets were merged as they were complementary. These data sets were imported into NVivo 
(2023), a qualitative data analysis software. All organizations, service providers, programs, 
services, resources, etc., that participants mentioned were reviewed using their websites to better 
understand and accurately reflect the primary administrators (i.e., state-provided service, 
community charity, etc.). To understand the problems participants experienced when accessing 
community charities, the coded interview and text message transcripts were thematically 
analyzed. This process was informed by Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflective thematic approach 
to analysis and conceptually guided by feminist standpoint and provisioning theories. Elements 
of standpoint theories that informed this process include approaching the experiences 
participants shared as their truths that are grounded within their own understandings of their 
daily lives—understandings which are shaped by social relations of power, community, and 
social contexts (Collins, 2019; Harding, 2009; Rolin, 2009). While standpoint theorists recognize 
that experiences vary, particularly because of intersecting factors, they also posit that there is 
power in utilizing collective experiences to support movements of change (Collins, 2014, 2019; 
Harding, 2009). These common participant experiences—patterns that were recurring across the 
data sets—are the focus of this analysis. Provisioning theory guided analysis by framing the 
effort participants put into accessing charitable goods and services as labour (Neysmith et al., 
2012; Power, 2004).  

Reflexive thematic analysis involves a 6-phase “iterative and recursive process”: 1) 
familiarization; 2) generating codes; 3) constructing themes; 4) revising themes; 5) defining 
themes; and 6) writing up the analysis (Braun et al., 2018; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Terry et al., 
2017, p. 29). To maintain confidentiality, participants have been assigned pseudonyms; the 
names used throughout this paper are not those of the participants.  

Results 

Table 2 summarizes the different categories of social supports that participants accessed 
from community charities within 12 months of participation in this study, as well as the number 
of participants that noted accessing each within approximately 12 months of participation. 

This table captures the wide range of supports that participants accessed. While high rates 
of charitable food access are not necessarily surprising (76%), the high rates of access across 
other areas of support demonstrate the vast roles that charitable organizations play in supporting 
community members. High rates of participant access for other goods and services include: 
holiday supports (68%); recreation, social activities, and sports (64%); clothing and shoes (60%); 
mental health services (60%); housing (48%); systems navigation and systems access supports 
(44%); hygiene products (40%); and household goods (40%). It is notable that these supports 



Occhiuto 

Canadian Review of Social Policy/RCPS 83 2025 
 

66 

were not necessarily exclusively delivered by community charities. For example, some 
participants accessed subsidized after-school care from a charitable organization that delivers the 
programming at a school (these are included in this study). However, others accessed after-
school programming that was delivered by their school board (these were not included in this 
study as the primary administrators are not charities). 

Table 2 
Categories of Social Supports Accessed from Community Charities 

Charitable supports accessed Participant 
Rate of Access 

Case Worker/Support Workers 5 (20%) 
Childcare 
Daycare; after-school care; care provided at programming attended by mom. 

7 (28%) 

Clothing and Shoes 
Indoor and outdoor attire; event and activity specific clothing, including interview 
clothing and prom dresses; sports equipment.  

15 (60%) 

Computers 
Computers for public uses (including Wi-Fi) and personal ownership. 

4 (16%) 

Employment and Language Training 
Career training; employment search supports. 

6 (24%) 

Financial Services 
Income tax supports; budgeting. 

5 (20%) 

Financial Supports 
Cash; Gift cards 

3 (12%) 

Food  
School and community meal programs; premade meals; free-of-cost food; low-cost 
groceries; baby formula 

19 (76%) 

Holiday Supports 
Provided during holidays, but not regularly, including clothing, food, toiletries, toys, and 
gift cards. 

17 (68%) 

Household Goods 
Appliances; furniture; dish and cookware; linens; curtains; baby equipment; toys. 

10 (40%) 

Housing 
Subsidized housing; emergency housing; supports to access more affordable housing and 
housing supports; emergency financial assistance. 

12 (48%) 

Hygiene Products 
Diapers; period products; toiletries. 

10 (40%) 

Laundry 
Laundry machine access  

1 (4%) 

Life and Social Skills 
Programming geared to life and social skills, including healthy relationships, parenting, 
and cooking. 

8 (32%) 

Mental Health 
Peer support; group support; formal counselling; informal supports at services and 
programming. 

15 (60%) 

Pets 
Check-ups, vaccines, medications, procedures, and surgeries. 

1 (4%) 

Recreation, Social Activities, Sports 16 (64%) 
School Supplies 5 (20%) 
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Fall back-to-school supports, including stationary, backpacks, and lunch bags. 
Systems Navigation and Systems Access Supports (Sludge Supports) 
Support navigating services and resources; supports with documentation required to 
qualify for and/or maintain supports.  

11 (44%) 

Violence Against Women  
Mental health supports; safety planning; housing. 

2 (8%) 

Participants’ consensus, sometimes layered beneath complex feelings of gratitude, was 
that they were encountering many challenges with community-based charitable supports and, as 
a result, such organizations were not comprehensively meeting their needs. It is significant that 
the current needs of participants were only met within two of the categories featured in Table 2 
and notable that these categories (Laundry and Violence Against Women) were only accessed by 
one participant and two participants, respectively. The participant who accessed laundry supports  
was able to do so through a community laundry co-op, but that participant reached out after data 
collection concluded to share their concern that the co-op was on the brink of closure (see 
Kupfer, 2020). This case exemplifies just how precarious some supports are. The two 
participants who were accessing Violence Against Women (VAW)-specific charitable supports, 
both expressed that their needs were being adequately met. Of note is that due to the inclusion 
criteria for this study, no participants actively resided with perpetrators while participating in this 
study. However, numerous participants shared previous experiences (beyond the 12-month scope 
of this study) of not being able to access VAW-related supports, particularly housing, in a timely 
manner as their circumstances were not deemed sufficiently dire when their physical well-being 
was not in immediate danger.  

Participants were clear that accessing charities was not working to resolve the systemic 
root causes of their needs. The root causes participants expressed that contributed to their needs 
for charitable supports were unaffordable housing, inadequate income support benefits, low-
wage labour, precarious labour, inconsistent and unpaid child support, and childcare that was too 
expensive, or not flexible enough, to accommodate paid work. When asked about how systems 
of provision could be organized to work better for her, Valerie described current systems as 
“Band-Aids.” Valerie explained that, “there needs to be more investment in people, not just 
money thrown to put on a Band-Aid. It’s a Band-Aid, paying someone’s meal. That’s great, but 
that’s a Band-Aid.” Valerie’s stance that factors that contribute to the need for charities should be 
directly addressed and that short-term relief is not sufficient, are echoed throughout bodies of 
literature calling for structural change (Baines & Clark, 2022; Moreau, 1979; Raphael, 2020).  

The focus of this paper, however, is the on-the-ground experiences of charitable systems 
of provision. This provides a greater understanding of the complex situations that are sometimes 
difficult to see when arguing for larger-scale change. 

Six themes were developed to capture the problems participants experienced with 
charitable supports: quantity, frequency, quality, fluidity, fit-of-services, and broader barriers to 
access.  
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Quantity  

The sum of what was being provided to participants was often experienced as “not 
enough” (Claire). Johanna regularly depended on community supports for diapers but only 
received “a 15-diaper allotment per month”, an amount which was not nearly sufficient for her 
newborn baby whose diaper needed to be changed “every couple of hours.” Participants 
repeatedly expressed that they must access food and diapers from multiple places as programs do 
not provide adequate amounts. Many participants expressed that their recurring needs could not 
be met by services organized to meet emergency needs. As Justine expressed, “I don’t know how 
they expect anyone to live on what they give you for three days.” For the most part, participants 
conveyed an understanding that the limitations around quantity were related to issues of capacity, 
whereby the demand for goods and services outweighed not only the supplies available, but also 
staff and volunteer availability.  

The ways in which the quantity of goods and services was often disconnected from 
participants’ needs was also evident when participants spoke about community mental health 
services, many of them registered charities that receive state funding. Participants expressed that 
their mental health needs were not met because the number of sessions they were allocated with 
a counsellor were insufficient. For example, Brigette’s children participated in a collaborative 
problem-solving program with a children’s mental health charity. At the conclusion of the short-
term program, the family was told by the counsellor that they could not continue to receive 
services despite the counsellor’s pleas with the supervisor because, as relayed by their 
counsellor, “they have to get off the books” to make space for another client. The family’s mental 
health needs were met for a period of time, but never fully, and then continued without adequate 
support. Similar concerns were echoed by Kelsey who shared their shock that the mental health 
support she was receiving from a national charitable organization was being capped at nine 
months. Kelsey shared her frustrations and concerns that they would soon be left without any 
services at all, alongside an expectation that she would no longer require any—an expectation 
that she felt did not align with the realities of her life, or her mental health. 

Frequency  

Participants experienced problematic restrictions around how often goods and services 
could be accessed. While related to quantity in some ways, frequency is not about the amount of 
goods and services provided but is specific to the number of times a service can be accessed 
within a given timeframe.  

Like many participants in this project, Robbie and Tina regularly relied on food banks, 
expressing needs that far outweighed the restrictions in place around how often they are 
“allowed” to visit (Tina), particularly as the small quantity of food provided was often not 
enough to satisfy their needs before they were eligible to access the service again (i.e., a few 
days of food provided with a once-a-month restriction on access). The food bank within Robbie’s 
geographic catchment had a once-a-month restriction in place, with occasional allowance for a 
second visit during emergencies.  Due to this restriction, she regularly needed to seek alternative 
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forms of support, including gift cards funded by the parent council at her child’s publicly funded 
school, as well as assistance from churches, most of which are registered charities in Canada. 
This was all experienced as laborious and emotionally draining. In contrast, Tara expressed that 
the main strength of the food charities she accessed was that she could “access it more than once 
a month,” with regular access being permitted once a week. The once-a-week frequency meant 
that Tara felt supported in her efforts to meet her food needs, and further, it meant that she did 
not need to work to access support from multiple places. She explained that the food supports 
were framed by the charitable provider as being there to support reducing food costs. This 
normalization of ongoing access to charitable support, and framing them as supportive as 
opposed to a last resort emergency measure, was in contrast to the framing other participants 
shared and was experienced quite positively by Tara. These examples demonstrate an unevenness 
among similar community supports, an unevenness that perpetuates an endless search dynamic 
endured by those who are seeking services that will regularly and reliably meet their needs.  

Issues of ‘frequency restrictions’ impeding needs being met were also present among a 
variety of other community resources. Claire and I had the following text exchange regarding her 
attempts to access clothing,  

Claire: I tried to access clothing for my kids from a charity this morning. I called them. 
Turned away. Apparently, they only help for a period of 3 years so I can no longer do so. 

Katherine: So, because you have asked for supports for longer than three years you 
cannot access?  

Claire: Ya. Basically, from what I understand. 

Claire: Sad. 

Claire’s request for clothing assistance was not fulfilled because her needs exceeded the 
allowable number of years for services. While it is perhaps an issue of capacity and wanting to 
spread out supports, such frequency limitations could be operating with the assumption that the 
financial situations of users should improve rather than recognizing how persistent poverty can 
be (Historica Canada, 2022; Raphael, 2020). 
 
Quality 

When describing the quality of goods and services participants received, participants used 
adjectives like “damaged”, “broken”, and “rotten”. While services and resources were provided, 
the poor and/or inadequate quality of these services was often experienced as problematic. For 
example, Margaret regularly relied on hampers to help her family celebrate holiday seasons. 
Margaret shared stories of wonderful hampers received from different charitable organizations in 
years past; however, she also shared a story of the family’s holiday needs persisting, despite a 
large delivery:  
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When they dropped off the hamper, I literally called my mom in tears. It was four big red 
bins. One bin was full of dollar store hats and mitts filled to the brim. Just hats and mitts, 
and half of them were for adults, they weren’t even kid ones. Another bin was broken 
ornaments, like little things I guess they didn’t want any more that were literally 
damaged, and it was whatever. Another bin was toys, well sort of. Broken and just things 
they didn’t want or hand me downs, which is fine, except it’s Christmas. And the last bin 
was food. My son is celiac, and they had literally thrown in expired food that they didn’t 
want and an open box of pancake mix. The pancake mix had exploded over everything, 
so anything that would have been potentially gluten free, unless I could wash the 
packaging, it was gone, and I couldn’t use it. That was an awful experience. 

Not only did this holiday hamper not meet Margaret’s family’s holiday needs, but this experience 
caused a lot of emotional distress. Margaret explained that disposing of the items was 
emotionally charged as she waded through a variety of feelings of what it meant that somebody 
would gift her and her children such poor-quality items, as well as dealing with the guilt of 
disposing of so much and feeling wasteful.  

Similar sentiments of poor-quality goods were echoed by Justine and Brigette, who went 
through the cumbersome process of applying for then paying and picking up snowsuits for their 
children through an initiative run by a registered charity that offers winter attire. Both mothers 
found that their children’s snowsuits had ripped shortly after the one-week exchange period, and 
both expressed that they did not believe the quality of the snowsuits to be worth the time or 
money it would cost to bring them to a seamstress. In contrast, Courtney received a high-quality 
snowsuit from this same charity as well as gently used name-brand boots. Courtney expressed 
that her child was excited to have a new coat and name-brand boots. She described feeling cared 
for, and in contrast to Justine and Brigette, expressed that this need was fulfilled. The unevenness 
in experiences is important to note because it contributed to how they felt cared for or devalued 
as mothers, as well as their sense of precarity – not being able to depend upon services that were 
established to alleviate needs. 

Multiple participants shared stories of receiving donated refurbished technologies that 
were outdated, incompatible with modern accessories, or simply unusable. Brigette, who was 
hesitant to reach out for services due to past negative experiences and a belief that others’ needs 
were more pressing than her own, reached out to a federally funded charitable organization in 
desperation. Her children’s schoolwork increasingly required access to a computer in ways no 
longer possible to fulfill with regular library visits alone. After going through the process to 
qualify, pay for, and obtain a refurbished computer, Brigette discovered that the device was so 
slow it was barely useable for even the simplest of tasks, such as word processing programs or 
internet searches. After only three days, the computer stopped working entirely and was rendered 
useless. This was a waste of money, time and energy, and resulted in Brigette feeling self-
defeated and left with a computer she then had to dispose of.  
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Similar sentiments were shared around the quality of services. When participants were 
asked about access to free-of-cost income tax clinics, responses were mixed. For some, 
volunteer-run programs were really helpful. For Silvia, a charitable community organization 
connected her with a retired professional who completed her income taxes without any errors. 
However, there were many stories of income taxes not being filed properly through other 
volunteer-led initiatives. When asked whether she accessed free-of-cost income tax clinics, 
Ashley responded that she didn’t given there had been numerous errors in her volunteer-filed 
taxes two years in a row. The poor quality of the tax filing services resulted in more frustration 
and challenges than she deemed it was worth. These experiences demonstrate problems that can 
arise when the quality of goods and services are insufficient.  

Fluidity  

As was presented in the demographic information, 56% of participants described their 
month-to-month finances as ‘in flux’; with 36% describing their income sources as also 
fluctuating. The reasons provided for this fluidity included precarious work, having to sacrifice 
waged labour hours for children’s appointments and needs, and irregular child support payments. 
Participants expressed that while their financial situations are often in flux, eligibility criteria and 
registration requirements for support programs tend to be static and lack the flexibility they need. 
For example, eligibility criteria that require tax information from the previous year did not 
consider year-to-year and month-to-month changes, which left some who required support 
ineligible. Pre-registration deadlines had a similar impact. Valerie experienced periods of 
precarious employment. When employed, she described being able to “scrimp by” and explained 
that she didn’t apply for services during those times. At the time of our interview (late fall), 
Valerie was unemployed. When she had reached out to a variety of charitable supports around 
the time of our interview, she was told that she had missed the fall registration deadlines. A 
number of Valerie’s needs were not met that fall and would not be met that winter because, as she 
stated, “I missed them all this year, because at the time [of registration], I didn’t need it." 
Because the eligibility criteria and deadlines did not account for fluctuating finances, Valerie was 
left without access to charitable supports. 

Natalie’s work was also precarious. Her income fluctuated, and as such, so did her needs. 
Natalie had a beloved cat that provided both companionship and a defence against the mice in 
her home. When she was unable to afford to bring her cat to the vet, Natalie reached out to a 
charity that provides veterinary services. She was told that to access services she could not have 
a current relationship with a vet, which was explained to her as “having seen a vet within the last 
twelve months”. Natalie had accessed a private vet to purchase a booster shot earlier in the year 
when it was financially viable. She then reached out to another pet-focused charitable 
organization and was told she did not qualify because her cat had been neutered at a private 
clinic. While Natalie’s ability to access private services varied depending on her income, the 
charitable pet-focused supports she wanted to access did not account for this variance in their 
provision. These examples raise potential issues of reluctance to access private services if those 
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points of access can threaten future support. The lack of recognition of the fluidity of income and 
needs within registration timelines and eligibility criteria was problematic for participants. 

Fit of Services: One-size Does Not Fit All  
Participants experienced gaps in charitable provision as the services available were not 

broad enough to be inclusive of their needs because their needs did not fit well into the 
preestablished categories of what was available, and/or because what was available was expected 
to be a catch-all in ways that were inadequate to meet a diverse range of needs. For example, 
Natalie texted,  

I know that this is also the channel for the toy program-the one year I applied for that as 
well, everything we got was rated for a child older than my child was safety wise, except 
the one toy I already had. I gave it all away. I feel bad mentioning it, but at that point I 
was really intentional about what toys my child had, and it felt so awful feeling like I 
must accept whatever was in the clear garbage bag I received. I remember a father had a 
bag with an 8-12 GIRL on it, with a wooden toy I would have love to have given my 
daughter then but definitely was not something most 8-year old's let alone 12-years old 
would have wanted. He looked so sad. You're not allowed to ask the staff to exchange the 
gifts. I feel awful, but I don't think I can do the toy program this year. 

In contrast, participants expressed that when they were approached with flexibility it supported 
them in meeting their needs. Jen contrasted her experiences at two charitable thrift store 
locations she visited to redeem vouchers. Each time she was provided with vouchers they 
included a specified dollar amount per category of goods: “they were like $50, $50 here, $50 
here.” Jen’s needs did not fit cleanly into these preestablished expense categories. At one store 
she was told, “Whatever. You have $190, go get what you need.” While at a different location, 
the cashier was insistent that her expenses fit into the preestablished dollar amount, which Jen 
explained “was a horrible experience.” Jen explained that her child was a larger size than the age 
category defined, and “that they were very, very strict about it.” It wasn’t until “I broke down 
and cried and everybody was looking…they were like, ‘Maybe we can make an exception’.” And 
it was like “I don’t need to have to go and burst out crying in order for you to do that.” Jen 
explained that she will “never go back” to that location after that experience. When met with 
flexibility during her first encounter with the vouchers, Jen felt she was able to meet her needs; 
when met with rigidity during her second encounter, it caused significant distress and 
embarrassment.  

Participants also detailed gaps in availability of more specialized goods, such a clothing 
sizes. Margaret shared how she went through the process to register, schedule a pickup, and then 
travel with her daughter from a suburb to a downtown charitable community organization that 
provides winter attire. After waiting their turn, Margaret and her daughter found “there was 
nothing in her [daughter’s] size.” She shared that her daughter then kept expressing guilt that her 
mother was going to have to buy her one: “I’m sorry mommy. I’m sorry that nothing fit me. I’m 
sorry you have to buy me a snowsuit.” Emotional labour then went into reassuring her daughter 
that it would be okay and that her need for a snowsuit would not be putting her out in the ways 
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the child imagined (even though it may). Melanie had similar experiences, sharing, “I registered 
her, and I went, and there was nothing in her size.” Both Margaret and Melanie left without 
snowsuits because the charity didn’t have sizes that fit their children. Not only were they 
disappointed that there was nothing for them, but they were also down time. Furthermore, it took 
a toll on their energy and morale.  

A common experience among many participants was inadequate or inappropriate 
community-based charitable mental health services. For example, the mental health supports 
most readily available (i.e., short-term generalist supports; crisis supports) were not appropriate 
for participants’ complex mental health needs. They expressed that the services they would 
consider more appropriate (i.e., longer-term supports) were not being offered via charitable 
channels and that they had to try to make their needs fit into existing services in problematic 
ways that did not resolve their mental health needs. 

Barriers to Access 

Participants described encountering many barriers, both physical and emotional, that 
functioned to obstruct their access to goods and services. The impacts of these barriers were 
similar—they obstructed possibilities and opportunities for having needs met, which they 
explained had ramifications for their overall well-being and physical health. Further, participants 
detailed how these obstructions to accessing supports can have a significant impact on 
relationships within families.  

Marilyn explained how she found the process of acquiring a subsidy for her daughter’s 
registration fees from a charitable organization that supports and empowers girls as incredibly 
intrusive. To qualify for the subsidy Marilyn was asked during a telephone intake to justify “why 
I needed support.” Marilyn explained, “I couldn’t handle it. I was really upset.” This intrusive 
process was emotionally unsettling for Marilyn and functioned as a barrier to future access—as 
Marilyn explained, “I am not going through that again.” Ironically, in her work to access 
charitable programming which aims to empower girls, Marilyn was left feeling disempowered as 
a mother and unsure of what this meant for her daughter’s access to this program in the future. 
Marilyn explained that the alternative to the intrusive subsidy qualification process was reaching 
out to her aunt for financial support, a relationship she described as strained due to her increasing 
requests for financial support. Claire and Natalie shared similar sentiments regarding barriers to 
supports that put worrisome strains on their relationships with their parents. However, when 
services worked to reduce barriers, participants expressed having an easier and less stressful time 
accessing supports. It also meant less strain on family relationships because they didn’t have to 
request support from family members as often. 

The different categories of barriers to services that participants experienced are captured 
in Table 3. The barriers included: accessibility; administrative burdens/sludge; having to ask for 
support; perceived capacity of services; previous bad experiences; financial costs; eligibility 
criteria; high emotional and mental health costs; lack of information; a plate that is too full to add 
the additional demands of accessing services; and social stigma.  
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Table 3 
Barriers to Access  

  

Barrier Description  Participant Quotes  
Accessibility Waitlists, hours of operation, distance and time 

required to travel, time intensive pick-up 
processes, feeling services were in unsafe 
neighbourhoods, transportation and parking 
costs, the labour required to bring children, lack 
of childcare, and stroller inaccessibility. 

“I still would like to go, but it’s, like, it’s only during certain hours, too, and that’s 
conflicting. ‘Cause, it’s Tuesday, I believe, at six or seven, or something like that, 
which kids are getting ready to go to bed. So, that sucks. And then, it’s Friday 
mornings. And, my two-year-old goes to see his [sperm] donor around that time. So, 
it’s, like, it’s just busy.” -Johanna 
 

Administrative 
Burdens/Sludge 

The amount of administrative work required, 
documentation that needs to be provided, and 
referrals required to access services.  

“I'm blown away by the list of documents you need to get a snowsuit- 1. current 
Ontario Works (OW) statement, 2, Canada Child tax Benefit (CCB), Goods and 
Services Tax (GST), or Ontario Works eligibility card, 3. Birth certificates or 
immigration document, 4. Document with address. The OW statement has the 
address, as would all the CCB/GST notices. It makes me so angry that they would 
deny children a snowsuit for lack of documentation. A friend has just left her abusive 
spouse-and like many abusive spouses, he kept the children's birth certificates from 
her, as well as leaving her with no money, so she can't get replacements." -Natalie   

The Ask Asking for supports can require an admission of 
being unable to support the family which is 
emotionally upsetting, and humiliating; opens 
people to judgement; and can require 
demonstration of deservingness.    

“The Chinese culture we do not have so many social resources even right now in 
China, and we do not get used to ask for help. So, I’m hesitant in the beginning. I’m 
really hesitant to ask for help because it just makes me feel powerless and invaluable. 
So I hate that feeling. So I’m trying to get everything all by myself.” -Grace  

Perceived Capacity Knowing that there is not enough for everyone 
prevents people from reaching out so as to not 
leave others without.  

“If I can scrimp by, I’m not going to take from someone that can’t scrimp by.” -
Valerie  

Previous Bad 
Experiences 

including Judgement 

Negative experiences prevent people from 
reaching out as services are considered not worth 
the effort and negative experiences, especially 
when they do not adequately meet needs.   

"A couple of times I've had really bad experiences in trying to access a few… And I 
think it was the last time I asked because I refused to ask again afterwards. Like, 
there was a box to check single parent, and I checked. And I had previously gotten 
subsidies. It wasn’t that much. It was maybe a third of the cost or less. And this last 
time it asked to specify a reason why you need, you know. So, they needed me to 
explain to them, you know, almost like why I needed support. So, that I couldn’t 
handle; I was really upset about that one." -Marilyn  

Too financially 
Expensive 

Subsidies do not cover enough to be affordable, 
particularly with multiple children. Deductibles 
and fees as too expensive.  

“I found two parenting courses that I need to take. They're through [registered charity 
mental health provider]. But they're ridiculously expensive, even with the subsidy! 
Again, one's 85 and one's 150 and I'm like, I can't afford this. And they were like, 
well, can you borrow the money from someone?” -Brigette  
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Eligibility Criteria Participants are not eligible for goods and/or 
services due to eligibility criteria and restrictions 
including geographic catchments, not being 
considered in crisis enough, volunteer 
requirements that are not conducive with other 
demands on time, artificially low financial 
eligibility, requirements for minimum use of 
programs that do not work with shared custody 
situations, and requirements that assume the 
children’s other parent is cooperative. 

“They look at me like, “you’re employed; you can afford this”. Like no. I do live pay 
cheque to pay cheque.” -Corinne 

Emotional and 
Mental Health Cost 

as Too High 
 

Accessing supports are experienced as having 
high emotional and mental health costs because 
of outward treatment by others, requirements to 
disclose personal information, and internal 
feelings of shame; this cost is simply too high a 
price to pay at times.  

“When you're already down, like when you can barely get out of bed because your 
life sucks so badly, to have to go and explain your story one more time. And have you 
tried this and have you tried that? And have you tried this? Lady. Trust me when I tell 
you that I've done every single thing I possibly can.” -Brigette   

Lack of Information Difficulties accessing accurate and transparent 
information.  

“Like I had no idea that some of these things are available for us. I think it would 
make it a lot easier to do stuff together as a family, the three of us, if I knew that was 
out there.” -Lindsay 

Plate is too Full Participants are not able to reach out to all of the 
services that could be helpful as they have to 
weigh out how much of this work they can take 
on alongside their many other commitments. 

“I set my own schedule, right? So, I set what I need, how much time I want to allot to 
all the things I need access to. Could I benefit more if I allotted more time? For sure. 
Because I have three kids and things are hectic already, I don’t go to, like, I could 
access downtown, but I don’t, you know what I mean? ‘Cause I just don’t have that 
time.” -Johanna 

Social Stigma Not wanting to be associated negatively as a 
someone that requires supports.   

“Everybody gossips and we work in a small little world and I don’t want people to 
know.” -Valerie 
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Discussion  

The 25 low-income lone mothers who participated in this study accessed many charitable 
social supports in their work to provide for their families. Participants were clear that despite the 
incredible amount of labour they put into trying to access charities, they encountered a number of 
problematic aspects that hindered their efforts to meet their family’s needs which compounded 
their parenting challenges. These “problematic aspects” included not being provided with enough 
goods and/or services; restrictions around how often services can be accessed; inadequate 
quality; eligibility and registration requirements that do not accommodate fluid financial 
situations; services that are not the right fit and that do not meet varied needs; and administrative, 
physical, and emotional barriers that obstruct access. These factors echo the experiences of food 
charity users (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 2015; Rizvi et al., 2021; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Tsang et al., 
2011) and add to them the factor of fluidity, whereby some eligibility criteria and registration 
requirements treat financial situations as static, despite the fluctuating realities of participants 
whose income varies due to precarious labour, reduced paid hours to meet children’s 
appointments and needs, and irregular child support payments. Participants’ experiences indicate 
that addressing these problematic aspects of charitable provision through targeted improvement 
can enhance the support available to the community members who turn to charities for support. 
Given the symmetry of participants’ experiences accessing a broad range of community charities 
and the experiences of food charity users captured throughout the literature, this study highlights 
a need to start broadening critiques of charitable food provision in Canada (Loopstra & Tarasuk, 
2012; McIntyre et al., 2016; Riches & Silvasti, 2014; Tarasuk & Eakin, 2003; Wakefield et al., 
2013) to the full range of charitable provision across Canada. 

The experiences of this group of lone mothers raise important questions about the roles of 
charities within Canada’s liberal welfare state and how they have come to be relied upon by 
community members and the state. If a role of charitable organizations is to meet material and 
service needs, the experiences of these lone mothers call that role into question. And the 
experiences they describe align with the voices of many within charitable community 
organizations expressing difficulties in meeting demands within the current context of increased 
costs, short-term funding, volunteer shortages, heavy administrative requirements by funders, 
increased demands, limited resources, prescriptive outputs, and pressures to work with incredibly 
small operating budgets, as well as under models of new public managerialism (Baines et al., 
2019; CanadaHelps, 2023; CICP-PCPOB, 2023; Government of Ontario, 2017; Harrison, 2023; 
Kelly & Caputo, 2011; Tran, 2023). But, for community charities to better meet the needs of the 
communities they strive to support, the factors that systematically impede their work need to be 
addressed by the state, as well as by other funders to whom they are accountable. While moves to 
community provision were envisioned as a promising alternative to some of the challenges of a 
large bureaucratic welfare state, the current context they operate within has presented a new set 
of challenges for comprehensively meeting needs and ultimately affect the service users that 
these organizations are meant to assist.  



Problems and Gaps in Charitable Social Service Provision 
 

CRSP/Revue Canadienne de PoliDque Sociale 83 2025 77 

The experiences of this group of mothers also raise tensions around charity-based goods 
and service delivery, particularly as participants experienced significant emotional distress 
connected to having to demonstrate worthiness, having to rely on charity, and not having their 
needs met despite expending an incredible amount of effort to access charitable support. While 
charitable organizations significantly contribute to the fabric of communities in many ways, it is 
imperative that the state address the root causes that are driving the increased reliance on 
community charities. By addressing the underlying issues, the need for community members to 
seek charitable support can be reduced and the overwhelming demand placed on these 
organizations alleviated. For this group of mothers, the root causes include unaffordable housing, 
inadequate income support benefits, low-wage labour, precarious labour, inconsistent and unpaid 
child support, and childcare that is either too expensive or not flexible enough to accommodate 
paid work.  

The experiences of these mothers also highlight the necessity of designing the delivery of 
goods and services around the experiences and needs of service users. While the community 
members and service providers supporting charitable distribution are dedicated and well-
intended, their understanding of what service users need can be distinctly different from how 
service users understand their own needs (Brown, 2016; Hamelin et al., 2008). For example, the 
notion that ‘providing anything is better than nothing’ needs to be deconstructed to recognize 
how poor quality goods and services—such as the fast fashion snowsuits received by Justine and 
Brigette, and the dysfunctional refurbished computer received by Brigette—not only failed to 
meet their needs but also caused emotional distress and added to their labour as they had to 
dispose of items that were essentially waste. This requires a recognition that poor quality 
donations are not meeting needs and do not reduce the ecological footprint of donors. It also 
creates a lot of work for charities that then have to discard these items (Leat, 2023). However, 
such a mindset shift is not always welcome. Parkdale Food, a food charity in Ottawa, Ontario, 
reported receiving considerable public criticism when they made the decision to stop accepting 
poor quality food donations (Gillis, 2014). In order to make changes in community-based 
organizations that are already stretched thin, there needs to be greater resource allocation so that 
higher quality, more environmentally sustainable goods are provided. And, as mentioned, the 
experiences of service users need to be integrated into the program design and delivery. 

In considering the roles of community charities within Canada’s liberal welfare state, 
there is the question of whose role/responsibility it is to meet the needs of citizens, as there are 
clear costs to unmet needs. For example, the costs of unmet food needs are well documented, 
including poor mental and physical health, as well as households making significant 
compromises for other necessities as they attempt to meet their food needs (Gundersen et al., 
2018; Tarasuk & Mitchell, 2020). There are similarly dire ramifications for unmet needs in the 
other areas where participants turn to community charities for support. For example, many of the 
mothers in this study expressed that charitable mental health supports were the only mental 
health services accessible to them and detailed gaps in services because they were predominantly 
short-term in nature, had extensive waitlists, and/or because the services available (i.e., short-
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term supports, crisis supports, etc.) were not an appropriate fit. There are enormous costs to 
untreated mental health illnesses both to individuals and their over-all wellbeing and socio-
economic mobility, as well as to their relationships (or lack thereof) with others. These impacts 
are far-reaching on the entire social fabric of society— economically, on crime, addictions, 
suicidality, and long-term medical conditions amongst others (CAMH, 2023; Mental Health 
Commission of Canada, 2013; Patten et al., 2005; Trautmann et al., 2016). While a 
comprehensive explanation of mental health services in Canada is beyond the scope of this paper 
(see for example Michalak & Zappelli, 2022), community charitable organizations have been 
playing an increasing role in the provision of community-based mental health services. While 
there can be inherent strengths of community-led service delivery (Frumkin, 2002; Howarth, 
2017), participants were clear that charitable mental health services were not meeting their 
mental health needs, but they also recognized the constraints these organizations work within 
that make it difficult for them to meet those needs comprehensively.  

The experiences of these lone mothers raise questions around the roles of charities in 
meeting needs, particularly ‘basic’ needs given the gaps and problems that resulted in 
participants’ needs remaining unfulfilled. Further, the experiences of participants raise concerns 
about the gendered implications of these gaps and problems given female-led single-parent 
households’ high rates of poverty and charity usage (Statistics Canada, 2021; Food Banks 
Canada, 2023), and because women often shoulder provisioning responsibilities across 
household types (Neysmith et al., 2009, 2012). Broadly, unmet needs have a multitude of 
interconnected impacts, including on physical health, mental health, emotional well-being, 
spiritual aspects, abilities to fulfill personal aspirations, safety (particularly for women in abusive 
relationships), relationships, and overall quality of life (Linklater, 2014; Raphael, 2016, 2020; 
Women Abuse Council of Toronto, 2018). These factors directly impact the ability of service 
users to feel like, and be, members of their communities (Atterbury & Rowe, 2017), and to enact 
their citizenship rights (Clayton et al., 2020). This affects service users themselves and the 
communities that lose their engagement. 

Limitations 

There are some limitations to note within this exploratory study. This study was 
conducted in Ottawa, Ontario, and due to variances in how provincial and territorial governments 
deliver and fund community social services, findings may not be generalizable. Further, the 
study was conducted in English only and may not be representative of the lived realities of the 
large French speaking population in Ottawa and of other non-English speakers in the city.   

Conclusion 
This study shines light on the wide range of goods and resources that a group of 25 lone mothers 
in Ottawa sought from charities for support. It highlights how there are many gaps and problems 
with community-based charitable service delivery models, particularly around the quantity of 
provision not being enough, restrictions around frequency of access, insufficient quality, 
registration requirements not accounting for fluid financial situations, ill-fitting services, and a 
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variety of barriers to access. While each of these problematic aspects offers lessons to support 
more effective community-based charitable provision, the findings ultimately raise a need to 
reevaluate the role of community charities across Canada. They also demonstrate a clear need for 
the experiences of service users to be central in theorizations of systems of provision, 
particularly the experiences of mothers, as they often shoulder much of the provisioning labour 
for households. While moves to community provision were imagined by some as an avenue to 
better meet the needs of community members, the ways in which community charities are being 
experienced—as problematic, with many needs remaining unfulfilled—has directly limited 
charitable service users from feeling they belong and from being able to engage with their 
communities.  
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