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Foreword

Since its creation in 1972, the IRPP’s mission has been to improve public policy by con-
ducting research and informing debate on the emerging issues facing Canadians and their 
governments. In 2011, we created the Policy Horizons essay series to provide a vehicle for 
thinkers to look beyond the day-to-day questions facing government and consider the ma-
jor social, economic, and cultural shifts that will have a lasting impact on Canadian public 
policy. 

Peter Hicks, the author of this the second essay in the series, certainly fits the bill. A 
career public servant who has done work for the OECD, Statistics Canada and Human Re-
sources and Skills Development Canada, he brings to the essay a unique ability to integrate 
various streams of thinking about technology, demography and changing public expecta-
tions about the services they receive, and to show how together these forces will shape the 
future course of social policy thinking. 

In essence, Hicks is putting the citizen at the centre of social policy. Students of public 
administration will see in this essay a compelling argument to push recent efforts by gov-
ernment to integrate service delivery even further. Rather than integrating programs and 
services to respond to what works for most people at a specific point in time, Hicks shows 
us how it will soon be possible to tailor services to the needs of the individual, taking into 
account the full path of that person’s life.

It is to be hoped that this essay will generate a great deal of reactions and debate. The 
“enabling society” Hicks describes is the kind of fundamental transformation for which all 
governments need to prepare. As he notes in his conclusion, these changes are coming. The 
choice governments have before them is whether they want to lead that change.

Graham Fox
President and CEO
Institute for Research on Public Policy
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Preface

This essay draws together a number of strands of my thinking, some new and others stretch-
ing back several decades. Over the course of my career at Human Resources and Skills De-
velopment Canada and the OECD, and more recently as a consultant for Statistics Canada 
and other agencies, I have been able to see social policy in action, from a number of different 
perspectives. These experiences have given me a strong appreciation for where social policy 
is deficient, how it is beginning to change and what new opportunities lie ahead. The result, 
I believe, is an exciting and optimistic analysis of the future of social policy. 

Since the early 1990s, I have used the phrase “enabling society” in several government 
reports to describe possible directions for reform within specific programs and policies in the 
welfare state. In recent years I have come to appreciate the power of big statistics to allow a 
much deeper transformation to take place. Throughout the essay, I use the term “enabling 
society” as a way of describing these fundamental changes, not only in policy directions but 
also in the way we understand social issues and in the very design and governance of programs.

While similar terms such as the “enabling state” have been used by others as a synonym 
for redefining the role of the government, my emphasis on society is deliberate. The focus 
here is on social policy and its relationship with citizens.

Readers interested in learning more about specific aspects of the essay are directed to a 
series of compendium papers, which are available alongside the essay on the IRPP’s website 
(http://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/2015-compendiuma.pdf). These papers pro-
vide case studies and supporting material for respective sections of the essay. Parts of the es-
say are based on an article “L’analyse sociale au sein d’une société habilitante” (Hicks 2013). 

I wish to thank the IRPP for providing me with an opportunity to integrate these ana-
lytical strands. The result, I hope, is much more than the sum of its parts.

Peter Hicks
February 2015
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The Enabling Society 

Peter Hicks

After decades of continuity and incrementalism, significant changes are coming to 
social policy in Canada. 

The foundations of the welfare state were built in the 1960s and 1970s, and Canada has 
retained many of the major programs and policies put in place during that era. In the decades 
since, policy-makers have primarily focused on fine-tuning these programs, extending them 
in some areas and seeking to reduce costs in others.1 

Yet many of the assumptions built into the welfare state are increasingly at odds with 
reality because demographics, technology and society’s expectations for social policy have 
changed considerably. In this essay I argue that we are on the cusp of a new period of trans-
formative change that will result in what I call the “enabling society.” 

The enabling society is not a single idea or a particular form of utopia. It brings together 
two elements: first, recognition of the major forces that are now reshaping how we think 
about social policy; and, second, a framework in which social policy can be modernized and 
adapted to meet the new realities before us. As the term suggests, the purpose of the enabling 
society is to make social policy more effective in enabling individuals to pursue their goals 
and achieve their full potential in life.

Reaching for the same high-level goals as the welfare state, the enabling society will seek 
to harness new technology and new approaches to deliver programs and services that are 
more individualized, flexible and focused on long-term outcomes over a person’s life. The 
changes the enabling society will bring about will allow us to finally address problems that 

1 It is arguable whether the introduction of income-testing mechanisms for certain benefits administered through the personal 
income tax system and the move toward active labour market policies in the 1990s constituted fundamental change or simply an 
adjustment in approach.
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have always existed but were beyond the reach of traditional policy instruments in the wel-
fare state. And, importantly, they will do so in a way that provides more efficient program 
delivery and more effective collaboration between governments and other actors.

The essential feature of the enabling society, once it matures, is a system of “big sta-
tistics” that will deliver detailed information to policy-makers, service providers and citi-
zens about the kinds of interventions that will work best for each individual, given his or 
her particular needs, circumstances or preferences. Although governments have been slow 
to adapt and transform, major advances in statistical tools and technology over the last 
several decades now allow us to integrate this evidence-based information throughout the 
design, delivery and governance of social policy. Just as similar advances have transformed 
the way companies operate and interact with consumers, increasing the potential for highly 
sophisticated and predictive microtargeting, the opportunity is great for improving how 
governments reach citizens, respond to their needs and achieve outcomes for them — and, 
especially, with them.

Social policy will be able to move beyond addressing the broadly defined needs of 
broadly defined groups of beneficiaries in a broadly uniform manner, to an approach that is 
truly individualized and based on a life-course perspective: a view that takes into account a 
person’s entire life path rather than looking only at their situation at a single point in time. 
Citizens will benefit from greater choice and better decision-making as they pursue their own 
goals for learning, health, employment, caregiving and income security.

For governments, this paradigm will place a greater emphasis on working in collabora-
tion, providing transparent data and information, and addressing issues of intergenerational 
equity. Although this approach will require a new way of doing things, programs will con-
tain self-learning feedback loops so that they continuously improve and evolve over time.

Some readers will understandably be concerned about what all this accumulation of 
information means for privacy and the spectre of Big Brother. Big statistics is not about 
increasing the amount of individual data that is collected, nor about using these data to 
influence behaviour. Rather, it is about using existing data more effectively and in a way 
that empowers citizens as they make decisions. Privacy and individual freedom will remain 
paramount values. 

From the series of changes described in this essay will emerge an architecture of social 
policy very different from the welfare state we have come to know. This new model will bring 
with it the potential of significant benefits: better decision-making by citizens and govern-
ment; simpler and more efficient service delivery; greater openness in government; and, most 
importantly, a more effective framework to help individuals fulfill their aspirations. 

Some opportunities offered by the enabling society are already here, and many more are 
within our reach. With some restructuring in the machinery of government, new thinking 
on the role of government in social policy and a better understanding of the implications for 
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governance and accountability, the path forward is achievable. In this essay I lay out what is 
driving us toward this new reality, the implications it holds for how programs are designed 
and structured, and what it will take for governments to complete the transition to an en-
abling society.

Much of this essay examines the enabling society through the lens of programs that sup-
port income security, employment and skill development. Similar conclusions would apply in 
other areas of social policy, notably health and education.

Getting to the Enabling Society 

The conventional wisdom 

Countless studies in recent decades have examined the social and economic factors that are 
shaping social policy. The conventional wisdom drawn from this body of literature comes 
down to these three observations.
•	 Population aging will put pressure on governments to strengthen long-term care, con-

trol the growth of health care costs, support continued labour force growth and reform 
pensions to make them more sustainable and encourage later retirement. 

•	 Globalization and the shift to the knowledge economy are also central forces, necessi-
tating greater emphasis on policies to enhance competitiveness, innovation and produc-
tivity. This, in turn, leads to calls for greater emphasis on policies to increase skill levels 
and keep workers in the labour force and to remove barriers and disincentives to work.

•	 More recently, increasing income inequality and the persistence of pockets of poverty 
and exclusion have drawn greater public attention. People are seeing the growing wealth 
of those at the top and, at the other end of the income spectrum, at-risk populations 
who face barriers to economic and social participation that persist over long periods of 
time. There is, as yet, no consensus on policy responses to address these issues.
Yet in general, these trends are not seen as reasons to move beyond the current incre-

mental agenda for social policy reform: one focused on restraining the escalating costs of 
social programs, improving the effectiveness of programs where possible and enhancing 
programs in only limited ways. But I draw very different conclusions, both about the factors 
that will drive potential policy reforms and about their effects. 

A different understanding of fiscal pressures 

The mature welfare state of the 1960s and 1970s created public expectations about the 
scale of social interventions, and many governments subsequently found the cost of meeting 
those expectations to be too high. Some critics saw disincentives to work that appeared to 
be associated with overly generous welfare and entitlement programs. In Canada, much of 
this concern focused on the design of the unemployment insurance program (later renamed 
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employment insurance, or EI). The recession of the early 1990s underscored the need both 
for fiscal restraint and for ways to ensure the sustainability of social programs, particularly 
pensions, for an aging population. By the mid-1990s, it was clear that the retirement of baby 
boomers two decades years later would leave behind a smaller working-age population to 
support the pension and social benefits of a larger number of retirees. These demographic 
changes were projected to have potentially catastrophic consequences for the sustainability 
of these programs unless changes were made quickly. As a result, over the past 20 years, 
nearly every OECD country has made major reforms to its pension system.

The maturation of the welfare state resulted in a major increase both in total spending 
on services and in the share of costs financed by government, especially in education and 
health care. Since that time, the reforms that were intended to cut costs have not, in fact, 
resulted in any actual decrease in total spending on these services. Rather, the rate of growth 
of public spending has been reduced, while costs borne by individuals have grown much 
faster. Consequently the government’s share in financing these services has gone down while 
overall spending has gone up. 

For example, in post-secondary education (PSE), where Canada’s public share of finan-
cing has traditionally been lower than the OECD average, the contribution of governments 
fell from about 85 percent in 1980 to 69 percent by 2000 (Statistics Canada 2014). In the 
most recently documented 10-year period, the public share of PSE financing declined further 
in many countries, including Canada. In 2011, the share of PSE costs in Canada covered by 
governments stood at 57 percent (OECD 2014). A decline in the public share of costs has 
been particularly evident in income security programs, with a move toward “individualiza-
tion” and a greater role for individual savings and contributions, especially in the financing 
of pension benefits. 

In looking to the future, the conventional wisdom still identifies fiscal pressures as a ma-
jor driver of change in social policy. We often hear the same predictions about the “tsunami” 
of baby boom retirees that were routine in the 1990s. This language persists even today in 
Canada (Corbella 2012; Ragan 2011), even though the effects of population aging here are 
relatively modest and governments brought in proactive reforms in the 1990s to ensure the 
sustainability of public pension plans. 

The tsumami rhetoric is, however, at odds with the evidence. Take health care, where the 
language of “crisis” is most common. The projected effect of population aging on future health 
expenditures has consistently been found to be small relative to other cost drivers (CIHI 2013, 
2011; Morgan and Cunningham 2011). In labour market policy, we have also been slow to recog-
nize a new reality: in fact, there has been a significant reversal of the declining retirement age over 
the past two decades, and the employment participation of older workers has increased dramatic-
ally (figure 1). Indeed, assuming that the strong demand for older workers continues, there will be 
enough older people working and earning to offset the potentially negative fiscal, macroeconomic 
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and labour supply effects of population aging 
until at least 2031 (Hicks 2012). 

This does not mean that fiscal considera-
tions are unimportant. Social policy must 
inevitably play a role in the management of 
a government’s deficits and debt. However, 
it does suggest that governments will have 
much greater flexibility and control over how 
to adapt social policy to these pressures than 
is commonly assumed.

Nor does this analysis suggest there will 
be no crisis in the retirement income sys-
tem. A crisis is indeed likely within the next 
decade, but it will not be of the kind many 
experts predict. As people continue to work 
longer, often up to and past the eligibility age 
for most public old age benefits, a serious mis-
allocation of public funds is likely to occur. 

Since actual retirement ages are rising much faster than the standard age of entitlement for 
these benefits, there is a potential for huge inequality to occur as individuals who can con-
tinue to work do so, while at the same time receiving both age-related pensions (including 
their old age entitlements through Old Age Security [OAS])2 and earnings that are at or near 
the peak of their lifetime potential. 

The federal government has announced gradual increases in the age of eligibility for 
OAS (as well as the Guaranteed Income Supplement) from 65 to 67 over the next 15 years, 
but because of its timing, the changes will not affect most of the baby boom generation and 
will almost certainly be insufficient to prevent this misallocation of resources. The only way 
of averting it would be to increase the age of entitlement more and sooner: by five years over 
the next decade (Hicks 2012).3 Furthermore, even the currently scheduled changes might 
well be reversed before they are slated to begin in 2023, because both the federal Liberal 
Party and the federal NDP have pledged to do so. 

2 For those who meet the necessary residency requirements, OAS provides individuals 65 and over with a flat, basic pension of 
$6,764.88 per year (as of the second quarter of 2015), regardless of work history (additional benefits are available for certain groups). 
Although OAS benefits must be partially repaid by individuals earning more than $72,809 a year (in 2015) and fully repaid once earn-
ings reach $117,909 a year, this relatively high threshold for repayment means that OAS still provides income support to a large cross-
section of middle- and upper-income seniors. It is these groups of higher-income seniors who are likely best positioned to continue 
working later in life.

3 Although an increase in the eligibility age is a necessary step in order to address changing life-course and mortality patterns, there is 
still a need to support those who cannot continue to work later in life due to health or life circumstances. This could be addressed either 
through a revenue-neutral approach that provides a slightly smaller benefit if taken earlier than the standard eligibility age (see Courchene 
and Meredith 2012), or through broader enhancements of the income security system that would provide all individuals with access to a 
guaranteed annual income (GAI), regardless of age. Later on in the essay, I discuss the need for a more formalized GAI.

FIGURE 2Employment among people aged 60 to 69, by gender,
1984-2014

Source: Statistics Canada, CANSIM table 282-0002.
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These realities seem absent from the current debate over pension reform,4 which is al-
most entirely focused on two other topics: declining pension coverage in the private sector 
and the sustainability of relatively generous defined benefit pensions in the public sector. 
These are important issues, but they are not at the core of the retirement income system’s 
most urgent problem. 

To address this issue, changes are needed to take account of the growing diversity in 
life-course pathways and to provide greater flexibility and choice for individual Canadians. 

Greater diversity over the life course

Life-course pathways are the trajectories each person follows through the major episodes and 
events of life, including schooling, work, forming a family and retirement. Already complex, 
these pathways will become even more diverse in coming years as individuals and society  
grapple with the choices that arise from longer life expectancy and staying in the labour 
force later in life. Box 1 provides some simple examples of the quite varied arrangements in 
work, savings, lifestyle and family responsibilities that could follow if current trends toward 
later retirement and more complex transitions into and out of education and work continue. 

Actual life-course pathways are of course more complex than can be illustrated in sim-
ple examples. 

Similar, if less dramatic, changes in life-course transitions are also likely to occur earlier 
in life, as work and school come to be seen as more integrated over a person’s lifetime. Such 
changes will deeply affect many areas of social policy,5 as will be discussed later. 

Both the academic world and the policy world have been slow to acknowledge the need 
for more flexible life-course pathways. 

Trends in values, public attitudes and expectations

The shift to the enabling society is not only a response to external pressures. The content of 
social programs is also being reshaped by changing expectations about what constitutes a 
better society — expectations that go well beyond the fiscal, social and economic drivers just 
discussed. How do academics, members of the public and others define “better”?

Perhaps the main message coming from thinkers in the academic community is the 
need for social policy to adopt a human development perspective, and particularly to 
help people develop their capabilities over the course of life. There is also a new em-
phasis on individual well-being and individual choice. This does not conflict with the 
more collective orientation of policies in the traditional welfare state, but it does alter 
the perspective from which objectives are set and measured, and it changes how the life 

4 For an exception, see Wolfson (2013).
5 This will provide new avenues for addressing issues of poverty and inequality. For example, as discussed in Compendium Paper B, 

Esping-Andersen (2009) uses life-course perspectives to show how early childhood education can play a central role both in increasing 
social and economic well-being throughout life and in addressing the growing problem of income inequality.
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course is viewed. The disciplines of welfare economics and gender studies have been 
particularly influential in this shift in thinking, which is often associated with the work 
of Amartya Sen (1980). Similar themes have emerged in the theoretical literature on the 
determinants of human development, in gerontology and in the life-course literature 
(Marshall 2009; Mayer 2003; McDaniel and Bernard 2011; OECD 2007), as well as in 
a number of reports from agencies such as the OECD.6 

6 Compendium Paper B provides more detailed examples of this literature, drawn principally from work of the OECD.

Box 1. Planning for retirement: a more flexible future

The current assumption built into most public and private defined benefit pensions is that normal retirement takes 
place at or around age 65. If we assume that in the future people could work as long as they wish, provided they 
have the needed skills and health, interesting choices in life-course planning open up. Consider how the following 
scenarios might play out in four hypothetical households.1 

•	 Work	longer,	consume	more	before	and	during	retirement:	One	couple	plan	to	maximize	their	lifetime	incomes	
by extending their existing careers — and their existing mix of work and leisure — for another 10 years. Both 
will retire at, say, age 73 instead of 63 (the current median retirement age). They estimate that this would still 
leave them with a reasonably long period of retirement, perhaps 10 years. Their decision to delay retirement 
would increase their lifetime income by at least 25 percent, a large gain. As well, income available to spend 
during their working years would increase greatly, because they would need to save much less for retirement. 
This scenario could apply for people who are healthy, like their jobs and value material well-being.

•	 Work	longer,	with	more	time	off	before	retirement:	A	second	couple	will	also	delay	full	retirement	to	age	
73, but they plan to use the additional earnings not to increase their material well-being but to fund long 
periods of unpaid time during their working life. They will take extended vacations, work flexible hours, take 
educational leave, provide caregiving, volunteer or simply take sabbaticals and leaves between jobs. For 
example, they could increase their annual vacation by four weeks in each year between age 63 and 73, and 
take a full year off seven times throughout their working lives. This scenario could appeal to a couple who are 
healthy and skilled and prefer a different work-life balance.

•	 Work	longer,	with	greater	opportunities	to	change	jobs	or	retrain:	A	third	scenario	could	suit	people	who	are	
healthy and who like working in principle but do not like their present jobs, lack important skills or are facing 
layoffs. By working later in life, thereby increasing their lifetime earnings, they would build additional savings 
capacity to fund the learning needed to change jobs in midcareer. Major career shifts will be much more 
common in the enabling society, where longer working lives and more frequent transitions into and out of the 
labour market, for retraining or other purposes, will be normal.

•	 Follow	current	retirement	patterns:	A	couple	could	still	expect	to	retire	around	age	63	and	stop	earning	at	
that time. This scenario could apply to people who face health problems, who need to be at home to provide 
care for others, for whom suitable jobs do not exist or who prefer to devote a very long period of later life 
exclusively to nonmarket activities such as volunteering, travel, or other leisure activities.

In practice, many people are likely to choose some combination of these scenarios: somewhat higher living 
standards; somewhat more time devoted to leisure, learning and caregiving earlier in life; and perhaps a gradual 
transition to retirement. The key point is that as people work longer, the number of options over the life-course 
trajectory increases as well.

1 In box 1, all of the scenarios assume that one spouse had average earnings of $50,000 a year when employed while the second spouse, 
who had child care responsibilities, averaged $40,000 a year. The calculations used in the “current retirement patterns” scenario assume 
that one spouse had paid work for all but one of the years between ages 23 and 63. This missing year was accounted for by short spells 
of unemployment during job changes. The second spouse, it is assumed, had five years without pay to cover time off for raising children. 
In the first and second scenarios, where the couple retires ten years later, the assumption is that both spouses have three years without 
pay, assuming a big increase in gender equality in caring for children. Since salaries grow over working lives, the actual increase in living 
standards in the first scenario would likely be higher than these calculations indicate since the additional 10 years of working life would likely 
be taken later in a career and thus be better paid. However, because there would likely be some factors offsetting this gain (for example, 
some might choose to take less overtime later in life, or pick up more volunteer work), no adjustment to average earnings was made.
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Some academics consider social policy not 
only through the lenses of skills and human de-
velopment but also from a wider perspective that 
looks at the influence of family structures and 
gender. For example, although more women are 
working and earning income, the growing ten-
dency for people to marry partners with educa-
tional and socio-economic backgrounds similar 
to their own has reinforced household income 
inequality (Esping-Andersen 2009), as well as 
intergenerational inequality. However, greater 
public investment in early childhood learning 
could help promote greater equality and socio-
economic mobility over the life course. While 
these life-course perspectives are familiar in the 
theoretical literature, they have not yet been in-
tegrated into mainstream policy thinking. 

Important changes are also occurring in 
the values and attitudes of individuals. Results 
from various waves of the World Values Survey 
indicate a clear trend across the developing and 
industrialized world toward support for values 
such as tolerance, autonomy and greater  par-
ticipation in decision-making (Inglehart and 
Welzel 2009; Welzel 2011). These values have 
become a higher priority for many people as 
basic needs for physical and economic security 
have been better provided for in much of the 
world, and as a result of democratization and 
the emergence of a knowledge-based economy. 
Among Western democracies, the reduction of 
poverty thanks to the welfare state has made 
an important contribution in supporting this 
evolution of values.

Canadian public opinion surveys pick up 
some of these same themes, illustrating an im-
portant duality in how we think about priorities 
and the role of government (figure 2). There is 

FIGURE 2Canadians’ opinions on social services and taxes,
2010 and 2012

Source: Environics Institute (2010, 2012).
Note: This figure reports results drawn from selected surveys 
conducted by Environics Institute. Repondents were asked to indicate 
the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the following 
statements: 1) Canada should be a country with a public health 
system that covers everyone, that is fully supported through taxes 
(Environics Institute 2012); 2) Canada should be a country with a 
social safety net that helps everyone facing difficult economic 
circumstances (Environics Institute 2012); 3) Canada should be a 
country where taxes are kept as low as possible, even if this may limit 
the services governments can provide (Environics Institute 2012); 
4) Government should reduce the gap between rich and poor 
(Environics Institute 2010).
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FIGURE 2Canadians’ opinions on federal government spending,
2010

Source: Environics Institute (2010).
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a clear and continued preference for government to take a key role in addressing broadly based 
societal issues, such as improving access to health care and reducing inequality. Where the public 
today diverges from the traditional configuration of the welfare state is in the kinds of instruments 
that are considered the best for achieving the goals of social policy. Today, support is particularly 
strong for policy tools that actively promote social and economic integration (such as education 
and training), while it is much weaker for passive income support measures like EI (figure 3). 

These trends in values and attitudes have important implications for how we think 
about each of the four major components of social policy:
•	 supporting people in times of need
•	 fostering learning and human capital development
•	 ensuring support at various stages of life
•	 addressing inequality

Supporting people in times of need

Meeting immediate needs has always been a core function of social policy. What is particu-
larly new, compared with the thinking that propelled the welfare state, is the greater emphasis 
on tailoring services to the needs of specific individuals. Modern approaches reflect a greater 
recognition of human diversity, especially in the extent and severity of barriers and needs that 
people face. As well, we are learning that current measures of poverty and exclusion may be 
poor indicators of how needs change over the life course and fail to take into account the re-
sources available to people in their wider families or social networks. For instance, most spells 
of poverty — even for those in high-risk groups — are relatively short, while a minority of 
people remain persistently poor for long periods. Measuring poverty on a point-in-time basis 
does not reflect the very different needs these two groups face.

Fostering learning and human capital development

Traditional social policies have focused on learning skills and on developing human capital 
from a labour market and economic perspective. Welfare state policies have placed priority 
on extending access to PSE, early childhood education (in most countries, although less so in 
English Canada) and adult skills training. 

More recent thinking reflects a shift in focus away from the labour market outcomes for 
specific occupational skills and credentials and toward more emphasis on the learning-to-learn 
skills that are more appropriate in the information age. Generic skills training for adults used 
to concentrate exclusively on basic reading and writing skills. Now it is recognized that training 
needs to encompass a range of transferable skills; in addition to the ability to understand texts of 
varying levels of complexity, people need financial literacy, computer literacy, numeracy and the 
capacity to innovate and work in groups. The concept of “skills” now refers to how all individuals 
acquire, use or lose such skills over life. 
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To date, this new perspective on skills has mainly been used for research and assessment 
purposes, as witnessed by the growing use of results of international literacy surveys and the in-
tegration of skills into occupational classification systems.7 It has not yet been incorporated into 
mainstream programming that could help Canadians actually build more up-to-date skills.

Ensuring support at various stages of life

Another goal of social policy is to help people access resources they need at particular times 
in their lives: student aid, unemployment assistance or old age benefits. In the welfare state, 
these resources are typically provided as direct income transfers and paid for out of general 
government revenues. This model redistributes income from all taxpayers to those in need: 
students, the unemployed and seniors. In recent decades, policy has shifted away from this 
model and toward approaches that help individuals prefund their own resource needs and 
that enable life-course pathways that are more flexible.

This individualization trend has shifted the orientation of many programs toward life-course 
income transfers and savings rather than direct income support. Instead of income redistribution 
between taxpayers, we see reallocation of resources over the life of each individual, an approach 
similar to private pensions. Historically, fiscal concerns have pushed policy in this direction, but in 
the enabling society the impetus will be a desire to increase the control that individuals can exer-
cise over their life choices (Hicks 2013; Marshall 2009; OECD 2007; Sen 1980).

Addressing inequality

The recent literature identifies five themes that might shape future policy-making (Corak 
2013; Esping-Andersen 2009; Gilbert 2005; Heisz 2014; Hicks 2013; OECD 2011).
•	 A	more	comprehensive	concept	of	inequality. It is important to broaden our meas-

ures of poverty and inequality, which are often based on the distribution of income 
at a given point in time. These measures need to take account of the important role 
played by assets, how income changes over an individual’s life course, and income 
mobility across generations. 

•	 A	new	focus	on	equality	in	family	life. Many scholars have extended their analytical 
framework beyond education and income per se to incorporate how these factors inter-
act with family structure, gender and the related roles and responsibilities within fami-
lies and households (such as caregiving).

•	 Recasting	equality	of	opportunity	as	equality	of	autonomy. The primary goal of policy 
is now seen as providing equality of access to the tools that people can use in developing 
their capabilities in ways that make sense to them.

•	 New	interest	 in	equality	of	outcomes. Since the emergence of the Occupy Move-
ment and the renewed attention it brought to the impact of higher concentrations 

7 International literacy surveys include the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies; and occupational 
classification systems include O*NET, the Occupational Information Network, and the North American Occupational Classification 
System.
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of income at the very top, public discourse has turned to a discussion of equality of 
outcomes, a concept that the welfare state is ill-equipped to address.8

•	 Intergenerational	equity	and	sustainability. The demographic shift we are experiencing 
has engendered a new debate about intra- and intergenerational equity and how ef-
fectively social policy addresses income and wealth redistribution, poverty and labour 
market outcomes for the old and for the young. 
An intergenerational perspective can enrich social policy in a number of ways. It pre-

sents an opportunity to integrate concepts of equality with the values of sustainability and 
social cohesion. The desire to leave the next generation a world that is at least as good as the 
one inherited by the present generation (both for society as a whole and for our own children 
and grandchildren) can be a strong unifying force in society, especially if it is cast in terms of 
equality of opportunity or autonomy. The pursuit of intergenerational equity could bring us 
closer to a world that truly values liberté, égalité and fraternité. 

A focus on intergenerational issues makes particular sense in a country such as Canada, 
which attaches such importance to immigration, bilingualism and multiculturalism. One test 
of the success of bilingualism and multiculturalism is the extent to which generations main-
tain and pass on their mother tongue and their cultural traditions.

Governance of social policy

Deep changes are also taking place in society’s expectations of the way in which social policy 
should be conducted and the roles played by the various actors within the system. These 
governance issues tend to be treated, mistakenly in my view, as a separate topic in the public 
administration literature, without reference to the close links between the factors that drive 
the content of policy and those that influence its delivery.

Since the creation of the welfare state, there have been many attempts to improve 
service delivery, to make government more open and accountable, to involve citizens 
and organizations in the actual design of programs, and to achieve greater coordination 
across departments and jurisdictions. More recently, the emphasis has shifted toward 
seeing the role of government as not only to deliver particular programs effectively, but 
also to enhance the collective capacity of all society’s actors to achieve better social 
outcomes. 

Third-party providers have long had an increasing role in direct service delivery, with 
government’s role being increasingly related to coordination, fostering collaboration be-
tween stakeholders and outcomes-based management.

Unfortunately, the current base of statistical evidence that can be drawn upon to moni-
tor and enhance collaborative arrangements (horizontal management) is weak. The  evidence 

8 In the welfare state, programs are limited to dealing with issues of equality/inequality only as measured at a given point in time 
(for example, in a given year). Because inequality occurs over a much longer period of time, these limitations have resulted in policy 
immobilization — there is a widespread recognition that growing income inequality is a problem, but the solutions are elusive.
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to support improved performance within a single program (vertical management) is better 
— but still not strong. Many reforms, once they evolved beyond the pilot or experimental 
phase, either had limited success or failed entirely for lack of useful evidence. Examples 
include e-government and open government; shifting policy development from a model of 
public consultation to one of public engagement/partnership; finding the right balance be-
tween decentralized and centralized decision-making within government; joined-up or one-
stop-shopping service delivery; incentive pay; and red-tape reduction.9 

One of the latest innovations in social policy instruments is social finance, which de-
ploys private capital in outcomes-based funding arrangements to achieve social goals. Even 
this potentially appealing new tool cannot become a normal way of doing business without 
enormous improvements in the evidence base of “what works,” and in using this evidence to 
create incentives for funders (Gold and Mendelsohn 2014). 

In the absence of these important elements, many reforms to improve horizontal 
manage ment have made things worse for vertical management — and vice versa. Of the few 
successful reforms that can be identified, such as efforts over the past decade to improve cit-
izen satisfaction and citizen-centred service delivery at the federal level (Institute for Citizen 
Centred Service Delivery 2013; Marson and Heinzman 2009), most10 have been limited to 
improvements in vertical management. These reforms have not, by and large, been used to 
develop more effective or collaborative arrangements for service delivery.

Big statistics and “what works” evidence

Despite the profound impacts of the new information and communications technology (ICT) 
we see all around us, the conventional wisdom still seems to ignore the potential for advan-
ces in this field to redefine the interaction between social policy and the individual.

When the welfare state was put in place, the goals of social and employment policy 
could be met only by using a number of simplifying assumptions based on point-in-time 
analysis, and taking into account only a few selected individual characteristics. The design-
ers of these programs did not set out to create separate program silos, and they did not in-
tentionally ignore the complexities of people’s lives or deliberately decide to restrict people’s 
choices about how to develop their capacities. Rather, the design of those programs was the 
best that was possible given the technology available before the computer age. 

The last 50 years have seen huge advances in information processing technologies. 
However, in the social policy world, these technologies have been used primarily to perform 

9 Compendium Paper C provides more detailed discussion of these and other examples where governance issues have been dealt 
with in a suboptimal manner because of a lack of evidence.

10 During the early 2000s, Canada became a world leader in public sector service delivery. As a result of a number of citizen-centred 
initiatives beginning in the 1990s, the federal government saw dramatic gains in the public’s level of satisfaction with the programs 
and services it delivered, overtaking the performance of provincial governments and closing the gap with municipalities (Institute for 
Citizen Centred Service Delivery 2013). In general, many Canadian public sector organizations now surpass organizations in the private 
sector on a number of benchmarks regarding customer service. Key to this success was developing service improvement strategies 
based on empirical knowledge of citizen expectations and priorities.
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the same tasks, only faster and more efficiently. With few exceptions, the content and struc-
ture of social programs, national social statistics and policy governance are fundamentally 
unchanged from what existed in the 1960s and 1970s.11 The potentially transformative ef-
fects for policy of these technological advances are still largely in the future, but we are now 
at an important turning point.

The current generation of ICT provides the means to transform social policy in a way 
that will allow it to better respond to the changing values and pressures described earlier. 
The new technology has already been brought into some applications. But the central feature 
of the reforms we need is a radically improved base of evidence on “what works,” which is 
made possible by new big statistics techniques. Big statistics is the next stage beyond the big 
data techniques that we hear about in the news. 

The difference between these two concepts is similar to the distinction between data 
and evidence. Big data can identify interesting new pieces of information by using powerful 
tools to sort, mine and examine a multitude of rich but unstructured, disparate data sources. 
Using similar tools, big statistics adds a conceptual structure to integrate the multiple data 
sources: big statistics takes what big data techniques have found and inserts this information 
into standard classification systems, accounting frameworks and other models in order to 
generate useful statistical estimates. 

With big statistics, governments can draw together vast amounts of information about 
the population, compiled from thousands of administrative files, surveys and censuses, and can 
present it in an integrated and anonymized form. These data will enable governments to produce 
detailed estimates of the likely future effects for an individual of specific interventions, programs 
and choices, as well as project the effects of changes in program design and governance on the 
broader society. These estimates could be made available in a transparent and real-time fashion to 
all actors in the system, including users of programs. With access to this rich base of information, 
individual citizens will be empowered to choose for themselves from among various types of sup-
port when making big life decisions. This could lead to a major shift in service delivery: govern-
ments and service delivery agents currently have the dominant role in choosing the best programs 
or services for clients.

This kind of predictive analytics has already been widely adopted throughout the 
private sector — from reliance on “sabermetrics” in major league baseball (Lewis 2004) 
to the transformation of marketing and retailing by the behavioural science of micro-
targeting (Issenberg 2012; Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier 2013). Online shoppers see 
these methods in action when a website suggests goods and services based on their his-
tory of searches and purchases. Yet, at some level, the concept of predictive analytics is 
so far removed from the way government and social policy operate today that it sounds 
like science fiction. 

11 For specific examples, see Compendium Papers A and E.
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Most current policy observers will likely find it odd, even perverse, to suggest that the 
national statistical system (which will collect the necessary data to generate the statistical esti-
mates) would be called on to play such a central role in social policy. Today, we still mainly see 
the role of the statistical system as one of responding (often highly imperfectly) to the changing 
needs of policy analysts. That is, the statistical system continues to be seen as a largely passive 
player that speaks only when spoken to, rather than as the central resource for the data that 
drive program operations and governance. It may even replace programs by providing current 
information directly to citizens.

How Programs Are Changing 

Through many subtle changes in policy and program design in recent years, Canada has been 
slowly moving, intentionally or not, toward this new paradigm of social policy: the enabling soci-
ety. To place these changes in historical context, box 2 lists selected milestones in Canadian public 
policy, from the introduction and maturation of the welfare state to the beginnings of the enabling 
society. The shift is evident in four main areas, which are discussed in greater detail in this section: 
•	 individualization of income security and the use of life-course income transfers
•	 evolution toward a guaranteed annual income
•	 individualization of employment support services
•	 tentative development of a “what works” evidence base

Individualization of income security and the use of life-course income transfers

As noted earlier, a key trend in social policy has been the gradual shift toward individualiza-
tion in the financing of some social programs. Under an individualized model, savings are 
used to transfer a person’s income across that person’s own life course, between periods of 
high and low income. While this model does not remove the need for income security poli-
cies that redistribute income between different groups of people at a given point in time, the 
increasing preference for individual savings policies over direct income transfers does con-
stitute a very different approach to the way resources are allocated and accessed within so-
ciety. The shift toward individualized life-course income transfers began with reforms to the 
retirement income system and has continued with the adoption of asset-building approaches 
in other areas of social policy.

Individualization of pensions 

This shift is already well under way in retirement income systems around the world. It has 
occurred through greater prefunding of benefits, greater emphasis on defined contribution 
programs, increased use of tax-advantaged individual retirement savings accounts and re-
forms to traditional defined benefit public pensions that more directly link individual  pension 
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benefits and contributions. In some countries, as in Sweden, individual accounts have been 
built right into the main public pension system.

As a result, people are now more directly responsible for funding their own retirement, 
and they have more choice in big life-course decisions, such as the transition from work to 
retirement. Reforms to raise the eligibility age for access to old-age benefits and to allow 

Box 2. Important milestones in the evolution of the welfare state and toward the enabling society

Introduction and Maturation of the Welfare State
1940 Canada’s first unemployment insurance program is instituted.
1957 Federal transfer payments are introduced to share with provinces the costs of PSE and hospital care.
1964 Medicare lays the foundation for the current universal health care system.
 Canada Assistance Plan lays the foundation for federal cost-sharing of provincial social assistance programs.
 National Housing Act amendment clears the way for more public housing.
1965 Canada and Quebec Pension Plans (CPP/QPP) provide a contributory system of retirement, disability and
 survivors’ benefits.
1971 Large expansion of the coverage and benefits of unemployment insurance.
1973 Social Security Review proposes federal-provincial consolidation of welfare state programs (not acted upon).
1975 Full-time PSE enrolment reaches 592,000, three and a half times higher than just 15 years earlier.
1976 Reductions to unemployment insurance benefits begin, continuing to the present.

Shifting toward the Enabling Society
Individualization of income security and the use of life-course income transfers
1991 Contribution limits within Registered Retirement Savings Plans (RRSPs) are significantly increased.
1998 Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG) is introduced to encourage saving in tax-deferred Registered
 Education Savings Plans (RESPs).
2001 Maternity benefits under employment insurance are extended from 10 to 35 weeks, and expanded to 
 include both male and female parental coverage.
2004 CESG is expanded and the Canada Learning Bond introduced to encourage saving for education among
 low-income families.
2007  Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) is introduced. Using a similar design to the RESP, the RDSP is 
 intended to support saving for people with permanent disabilities.
2009 Tax-Free Savings Account (TFSA) is introduced.

Evolution toward a guaranteed annual income
1971 Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) is permanently added to Old Age Security (OAS), providing  
 something close to a guaranteed annual income for seniors.
1998 National Child Benefit (NCB) is launched. Through integration of federal and provincial programs,
 the NCB helps reduce disincentives to work and provides the basis for a guaranteed annual income for 
 low-income families with children.
2007 Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB) addresses the welfare wall and provides the basis for a guaranteed 
 annual income for low-income workers. 

Individualization of services
1985 Canadian Jobs Strategy is launched. It was the world’s first large-scale outcomes-based approach to 
 active labour market programs (ALMPs).
1994 An ALMP pilot program is carried out during the 1990s, with referrals based on individual-level “what works”
 data. 
   
Tentative development of “what works” evidence base
1984 Individual longitudinal income data from tax files become available for analysis.
1994 National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth is launched.
1994 LifePaths microsimulation model is launched.
2008 The research company DataAngel begins a series of projects to bring together literacy results, census data 
 and other files.
2011 Final year of longitudinal data for the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics.
2013 Statistics Canada begins linking over 500 administrative databases and various core surveys (e.g., Labour
 Force Survey).
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people more flexibility as to when they start to receive those benefits have also worked in 
this direction.

Asset-based individual accounts

Over time Canada has developed many individualized, tax-deferred and tax-advantaged 
asset-building programs to address other social policy objectives. Examples include the 
Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP) to support individual savings for children’s 
education and the Registered Disability Savings Plan (RDSP) to help families support 
adults with disabilities. In both programs, governments supplement citizens’ own contri-
butions, in recognition of the broader social policy objectives that are achieved by these 
targeted savings programs. Not all initiatives have specific policy targets, however: the 
Tax-Free Savings Account (TFSA) encourages people to save more and provides complete 
flexibility as to how the money can be spent. Although available TFSA contribution room 
is small today because the program is still fairly new, its long-term impact on aggregate 
savings is likely to be quite significant.12

Other extensions of this model have also been contemplated. A major Canadian experi-
ment in the 2000s, known as Learn$ave, confirmed that, by matching people’s contributions, 
governments can encourage low-income adults to save for and enrol in education and train-
ing (Leckie et al. 2010). This project shed important light on how incentives can be used to 
increase savings among vulnerable populations, and also the level of incentives required to 
affect individual behaviour within these groups. Although individualized learning accounts 
have yet to be introduced in full, further experimentation has been done to examine their 
role in other settings (Ford et al. 2012).

The learning account model builds on a large body of evidence from the United States 
and other countries where individual accounts have been used to stimulate saving among 
low-income and vulnerable populations. Depending on the program, the savings can be 
used to support further education, start a business or purchase a first home. The programs 
are part of a movement often referred to as asset-based egalitarianism, which attempts to 
counteract the problems of income-based support, such as the disincentives to work and 
save. The theory behind the movement holds that control over one’s assets is an important 
element in control over the course of one’s life — a key factor in, for example, helping people 
move out of poverty or dependence. 

Other countries have gone even further in exploring asset-based programs. The UK 
introduced an investment fund, the Child Trust Fund, which operated as a long-term tax-free 
savings account. Accounts were automatically established for each child at birth. The govern-
ment deposited seed money, which could be supplemented family members and others. The 
children could use the savings in their adult years. The Netherlands started a tax-supported, 

12 For an analysis of the potential long-term implications of the TFSA, see Horner (2011).



IRPP Policy Horizons Essay

17

voluntary individual life-course savings scheme in 2006. This program allows employees to 
take time off work for purposes of child care, elder care, educational leave, travelling, sab-
baticals or part-time work when nearing retirement. 

Initiatives such as these have generally produced mixed results. Some are large established 
programs, while others are little more than demonstrations and experiments. Some are suc-
cessful, while others have not achieved their intended outcomes. We are still in the develop-
ment phase. However, the general direction is clear: governments are moving away from their 
exclusive reliance on point-in-time income transfers and  supplementing these programs with 
asset-based life-course-oriented approaches that are, by definition, individualized. 

Evolution toward a guaranteed annual income

The first significant use of modern ICT to redesign the actual content of Canadian social programs 
was for the development of a series of income transfers within the tax system, through deductions 
and refundable credits, that amounted to a modified version of a GAI. A GAI has long been seen 
as an ideal public policy; some experts have even proposed replacing most income support pro-
grams with a simple, nonintrusive income transfer that would end, or virtually end, poverty (see 
Courchene 2001, 2012; Courchene and Allan 2009). 

Since the welfare state was established in the 1960s and early 1970s, Canada has had a 
GAI for seniors in the form of the GIS and OAS. These two programs are the first pillar of 
the retirement income system. Major extensions of the GAI occurred with the introduction 
of the National Child Benefit (NCB) in 1998 and the Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB) 
in 2007. The former uses the tax system, along with other measures, to support low-income 
families with children. The latter provides earnings supplements for those in low-paying 
jobs. These innovations were made possible by using complex statistical models to analyze, 
test, design and integrate these measures within the personal income tax system.

Individualization of employment support services

While the transition to the enabling society is well advanced in the design of some income 
security programs, at the level of service delivery it has hardly begun. However, at least one 
pilot initiative in the delivery of active labour market programs (ALMPs, which include 
training programs, job creation, wage subsidies and job-search assistance) provides an ex-
ample of how all social services may be transformed.

In the 1990s, Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC), the predecessor of 
Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC), played a world-leading role in devel-
oping and piloting a highly individualized approach to the delivery of active labour market 
interventions. The initial pilot study created a longitudinal file drawn from some 19 prov-
incial and federal administrative data sets, covering more than 10 million clients over nine 
years. The data were scrubbed in order to anonymously track clients against 250 variables 
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and outcomes, using tax, EI and other administrative records. From this blended informa-
tion, the department was able to estimate what would work best for various types of clients, 
in various regions.13 These estimates could then be used to make appropriate referrals to 
each of the 25 available ALMP interventions. The techniques that were used underwent a 
number of revisions based on lessons learned. Near the end of the decade, they were working 
sufficiently well that full-scale implementation would have been possible. 

The system was designed so that employment counsellors could feed into the database 
information about the clients sitting in front of them, and a few seconds later a response 
about the type of ALMP intervention likely to work best for each client would pop out. The 
calculation of potential outcomes was based on a technique that matched each client with 
earlier participants who had similar characteristics and then examined those participants’ 
subsequent history of employment, earnings and receipt of social benefits across each of the 
interventions they had been referred to. The system could also produce for management pur-
poses information about what kinds of interventions were working best overall and which 
were in greatest demand. Although crude by today’s standards, these outcomes-based calcu-
lations were still much more useful than any others being done at the time. 

As it is now, privacy was a major concern in the early days of this pilot. Since that 
time, the development of newer techniques, such as synthetic cohort analysis, means that no 
information connected to actual, identifiable Canadians will ever be revealed or used in the 
process. All data are anonymized before calculations are performed.

The pilot was abandoned for a variety of reasons (Colpitts and Smith 2002), largely  
related to organizational restructuring and a change in policy direction within HRDC. 
However, this initiative could be readily reintroduced as part of Canada’s federal-provincial- 
territorial labour market agreements.

Tentative development of a “what works” evidence base

We do not ordinarily think of information and statistics as a separate policy instrument of 
social policy. Rather, they are seen mainly as tools of analysis in support of other instruments 
or programs. In the enabling society, information will be a major product of government, to 
be used both independently and in support of other policy instruments. 

The social statistics systems of the future will be based on huge data warehouses drawn 
mainly from administrative files. These will allow microlevel assessments of what has worked 
in the past and what is likely to work best in the future for various clients. Today, however, 
the existing statistical system is still fundamentally structured in very traditional ways: survey 
by survey and census by census, using approaches that were developed long before today’s 
advanced technology. Most analysis is similarly based on separate, cross-sectional data sets. 
This approach made sense for the point-in-time designs of welfare state programs. However, 

13 For a more detailed overview of this pilot program, its history and why it was terminated, see Colpitts and Smith (2002).
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our statistical base and our analytical tools are rapidly losing relevance as we move toward 
the enabling society. 

Nevertheless, progress has been made in several areas, preparing the ground for the 
transition to big statistics. Notable developments include individual initiatives to link ad-
ministrative data sets with census and labour force information, and efforts to develop new 
analytical models. Overall, however, progress has been slow, and in some areas, there has 
also been backsliding, particularly in labour market statistics (Drummond 2014).

Statistics Canada’s LifePaths microsimulation model is an interesting example of how 
a potentially important innovation has not been fully exploited. The model allows the life 
courses of millions of Canadians to be anonymously simulated using data drawn from many 
sources: administrative files, surveys and censuses (Statistics Canada 2013). For each of these 
synthetic individuals, it creates life histories from birth to death that are representative of the 
history of Canada’s population over the past half century but are not linked to or representa-
tive of any one person. LifePaths may not be the ideal tool of analysis; it is incomplete and, 
in some cases, too complex for many analytical tasks. However, LifePaths had many of the 
features that will eventually become part of the analytical tool kit in the enabling society. 

For example, LifePaths shows how a big statistics approach can create new information 
that is vastly more powerful and detailed than any of its component data sources standing 
alone. The model centres on the overlapping life-course trajectories of individuals, including 
their employment, earnings and family trajectories. It situates those people in the family, so-
cial and economic contexts in which they actually live. It provides a highly detailed view of 
one individual’s life course but can also produce rich cross-sectional analysis when needed. 
It traces the interaction of individuals with government income programs and can examine 
the combined effect of changes in program design — including their interaction with other 
programs. And, importantly, LifePaths has predictive power that can produce the kind of 
“what works” data that will be commonly used to design and manage programs in the en-
abling society. It does all this within a framework that, being based on synthetic individuals, 
completely protects privacy.

However, the story of LifePaths suggests that we are only beginning the transition to the 
enabling society. It was developed some 20 years ago and, despite its enormous power, has 
been used surprisingly little since then. The underlying problem is that the model is designed 
to answer the kinds of analytical questions that are about the whole of society and the whole 
of government, questions that are hard to address in today’s welfare state. (I address the 
challenges governments face today in adopting a whole-of-society perspective later, in the 
section “Reshaping Governance.”)

LifePaths has also demonstrated the difficult challenges of securing financing to develop 
and sustain highly sophisticated models of its kind. Policy research and analysis are funded 
mainly in order to support current priorities; few resources are available for building the 
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capacity to meet tomorrow’s needs. Statistical expenditures that lay the groundwork for 
future applications, such as longitudinal surveys and microsimulation modelling, often get 
chopped in times of budget cutbacks. Indeed, in December 2014, as this essay was nearing 
completion, Statistics Canada announced the termination of financing for LifePaths.14

What is needed is the leadership to empower Statistics Canada to develop a long-term 
road map for the statistical system that moves us beyond the old ways of doing business and 
allows us to produce the information and analytical tools required for the enabling society. 
Such a road map will need to be developed in close collaboration with data users, such as 
provincial governments and other federal departments. An action plan is discussed in the 
final section of this essay.

How Social Policy Will Change in the Next Decade

Income security

The individualization of income security and the increased use of life-course income trans-
fers will have implications for other areas of social policy, most likely resulting in a system 
with three pillars:
•	 guaranteed annual income
•	 social insurance
•	 lifetime accounts

Each of these pillars would consist of many separate programs, originating in different 
departments and jurisdictions, that would have harmonized and consistent goals. The new 
system of big statistics would provide the complementary support necessary for integration 
and collaboration between actors.

Guaranteed annual income 

The evolution toward a GAI is likely to continue in the enabling society. This form of income 
security would provide the assurance that a basic minimum income would be available at 
any time to people who have fallen through the cracks in other social programs and sup-
ports. For reasons of fiscal sustainability, as well as to avoid the potential for new disin-
centives to arise, the GAI would be set at a relatively low level. More importantly, a GAI 
should be a relatively small component of the whole system. Since it is ultimately based on 
an arbitrary poverty threshold derived from broad averages, a GAI reflects a point-in-time 
concept of exclusion that is at odds with the evidence referred to above about the duration 
of poverty spells. Nonetheless, a GAI will provide a critically important backstop, while the 
other pillars are more attuned to the unique needs, capabilities and circumstances of most 
individuals over the course of their lives.

14 E-mail communication from Statistics Canada, December 10, 2014, sent to users of LifePaths.
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The most straightforward way to fully establish this pillar would be simply to make 
additional funding available through the NCB Supplement/Canada Child Tax Benefit 
(CCTB), the WITB and other supports now provided by existing provincial social assistance 
systems. As well, a comprehensive refundable tax credit could take over the income support 
functions now provided to seniors through the OAS, the GIS and existing tax measures. Such 
a combined seniors’ benefit was proposed in the 1990s but not acted on at that time.

Social insurance

Social insurance would constitute the second pillar of income security in the enabling society. 
It includes programs to cushion citizens against unexpected disruptions in life such as illness, 
injury and job loss. Social insurance programs pool these risks and the government acts as 
the insurer. The main components of this pillar would be health insurance, workers’ com-
pensation, the CPP/QPP’s disability insurance programs and the regular benefits component 
of employment insurance.

The transition to the enabling society is not likely, in and of itself, to bring about large 
changes to the design of social insurance programs, apart from separating out program 
functions that properly belong in the other pillars. Nevertheless, some indirect effects will be 
important, particularly for EI.

Many studies have documented serious problems in the way EI is designed and have 
proposed major changes to simplify the system and allow it to operate more like a traditional 
insurance program. Yet, despite significant consensus among think tanks, academic experts 
and various other commentators, changes to EI have been largely incremental, leaving intact 
the basic structure established in 1971.

The underlying problem lies in the gradual blurring of the distinction between insura-
ble and noninsurable joblessness in the labour market. Social insurance makes most sense 
for experienced workers following traditional career paths who face a temporary period 
of unemployment. However, this segment of the labour force is shrinking when compared 
with others: Canadians in nonstandard or precarious work (such as temporary, part-time or 
self-employed workers); those whose jobs disappear when whole economic sectors undergo 
major restructuring; or those who need alternative work arrangements to deal with family 
responsibilities or important life events.

The obvious “clean slate” response would be to keep EI as an insurance program for 
the dwindling portion of the workforce for which it is appropriate and to develop separ-
ate interventions for those with more complex needs. Apart from the inevitable difficulty 
in drawing the line between these two groups, the biggest obstacle to such a solution 
would be the additional, noninsurance functions that EI has taken on in recent decades. 
These include parental and compassionate leave, funding for provincially delivered train-
ing and employment support programs and, indirectly, regional income redistribution. If 
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the intent were to simplify EI, governments would have to find alternative ways of achiev-
ing these other goals. 

The question is whether the shift to the enabling society will help solve this problem. 
Of course, no change in program design can make difficult political choices disappear. Any 
significant reform to EI is likely to create both winners and losers across regions, industries 
and occupations. That is unavoidable. Nevertheless, some key elements of the enabling so-
ciety will make reform easier. 

First, the creation of a separate lifetime accounts pillar (see below) would provide 
a new and more sensible home for some of the special benefits (such as compassionate 
care and parental leave) and employment training functions currently performed by EI. 
Second, and perhaps more important, big statistics will provide a much better under-
standing by all parties of the actual effects that changes to programs such as EI are likely 
to have, both in the labour market and on other related programs, including those at 
other levels of government. Evidence-based reform will not eliminate conflicts based on 
varying jurisdictional interests but it could help resolve them. 

Lifetime accounts 

The biggest change to income security in an enabling society would come from the creation of 
the lifetime accounts pillar. Most existing pension and savings programs would fall under this 
pillar (including the CPP/QPP, RRSPs and RESPs), except for those primarily designed to pro-
vide basic incomes or disability insurance (such as GIS, OAS and the CPP/QPP disability insur-
ance program). In addition, this pillar would take over elements from income support programs 
whose goal is to provide assistance with a major life event or to facilitate a long-term transition, 
such as the special benefit programs and training supports currently within EI. A number of tax 
credit and loan programs could also be integrated — the range of options is quite large. 

The intent in establishing this pillar would be to provide individuals with more flexi-
bility in accumulating the resources they will need to navigate the major stages of life 
and to do so in a way that is more coherent, transparent and straightforward than the 
mechanisms of many existing social programs. Although the goals are simple, the degree 
of change would be transformative.

While the lifetime accounts pillar would consist of different programs that work 
in a harmonized manner, it is easiest to understand if one thinks of it as a whole. Box 
3 illustrates how it might operate.15 It is important to stress that this system would be 
introduced only gradually, following extensive research, development and consulta-
tions. In designing the lifetime accounts pillar, governments would retain maximum 
flexibility — the concept can be applied broadly or narrowly, and in accordance with 
whatever values are deemed appropriate. 

15 For more detail, see Compendium Paper B.
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The relative size of the pillars

The relative size of the three pillars would change over time depending on prevailing circum-
stances and values. In the initial stages, it is likely that only small changes would be made 
to existing programs in order to minimize the risk of disproportionately affecting certain 
groups, and to build confidence in the new system.16

It is likely that the lifetime accounts pillar would grow relative to the others, but this 
should happen gradually on the basis of evidence. In terms of those who stand to benefit most, 
that will depend on the policy choices of the government of the day.  However, on balance 
across the three pillars, it seems likely that potential winners would include those with low-
wage jobs (through an expanded WITB), families with children (through an expanded NCB 
Supplement/CCTB), those who choose to spread work and formal learning over a longer per-
iod of their lives, those who choose to retrain or make midcareer adjustments, and (for reasons 
discussed in the next section) those who face multiple obstacles to participating fully in society.

16 This could entail reallocations in the amounts that specific individuals receive from each pillar, but these should be phased in over 
time. For example, middle- and higher-income seniors might receive relatively less from the refundable tax credit in the GAI pillar than 
is currently the case, and relatively more from the lifetime accounts pillar.

Box 3. The lifetime accounts pillar of income security 

The lifetime accounts pillar would consist of a series of separate but harmonized programs that assist individuals 
in allocating their resources over the course of life. For most people, income now comes from earnings until a 
conventional retirement age. But in a mature enabling society, paid work would be spread over a much longer 
period of life; there would also likely be extended periods of leisure, learning and caregiving with no paid work.

The lifetime account could operate as a kind of a master fund, with a number of programs inside it. An account 
would be created for each person at birth, and it would follow him or her throughout life.

Contributions
The state would almost certainly start the fund with seed money to mark the birth of each new citizen. Parents, 
grandparents and others could make contributions as well. Once they are adults, individuals would make 
contributions themselves.1 

Although the primary purpose of lifetime accounts is to help people save for various life events, governments do 
have an important role to play. Most experiments with lifetime accounts have involved some form of supplemental 
contributions from government, even if the amounts are small. These contributions could help build assets for 
specific purposes (such as second career training) or simply encourage additional saving.

Withdrawals
People could use the accounts to cover their costs during periods when employment, family support or insurance 
does not provide enough income. Governments would have to decide on the appropriate tax treatment of 
withdrawals, as well as what, if any, repayment of government contributions or subsidies may be required.

Flexibility in design
The lifetime accounts pillar could be planned in a myriad of different ways, depending on a government’s 
preferences about the role of mandatory or voluntary savings, how savings should be used and the extent of 
supplemental public financing. The design could be broad enough to replace many existing social transfers 
(including elements of EI, social assistance and pensions) and various tax credits and deductions — or the accounts 
could be seen as a tool for topping up these other programs. 

1 Contributions could take the form of either automatic deductions from current income (in the same way that CPP premiums are deducted) 
or tax-advantaged voluntary contributions (as for RRSPs).
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Service delivery

The enabling society will shape the design and delivery of services in important ways. These 
include individualization of services based on evidence of what works, greater integration 
of different types of service, a gradual change in the role of government, and a shift from a 
social expenditure to a social investment model. 

Individualized and evidence-driven services

The tailoring of services to individuals, as piloted in the 1990s ALMP study discussed ear-
lier, will eventually be available for all social services. Big statistics will process microlevel 
evidence about not only individual outcomes but also related costs, processes and outputs in 
order to provide balanced, consistent information supporting the decisions of all those who 
participate in the delivery system. 

The speed of implementation is contingent on the availability of the microlevel evi-
dence, however. Attempting to introduce this kind of model without that evidence would be 
harmful, raising expectations that could not be met. On the other hand, the evidence need 
not be complete or of uniformly high quality at the outset. It is quite possible to begin grad-
ually in those areas of service delivery where partial evidence exists, provided this is done on 
an experimental basis and with realistic expectations.

A gradual approach would bring large payoffs. Feedback loops allow the quality of 
intervention design to improve over time, as we learn from the results of earlier experi-
ence. This learning can then be applied to other kinds of service delivery, which would in 
turn accelerate the transition to evidence-driven programming. The result would be vastly 
better than with the traditional “all at once” implementation strategies often preferred by 
government. Implementation could begin quickly in the case of ALMPs and other areas of 
employment services where intergovernmental labour market agreements give provinces and 
territories a lot of latitude to experiment and innovate.

Education is another domain that could be an early adopter. We are getting close to 
having the data needed to trace students’ educational and learning pathways and to gauge 
which pathways work best for whom. Standardized data on outcomes have been developed 
through the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada, leading to comparative studies of 
student performance at the elementary and secondary levels in many provinces and Canada’s 
active participation in new international assessments of literacy and numeracy. Data linkages 
are also being developed to integrate data from various PSE institutions with anonymized 
data derived from tax files, although this work is still at an early stage. Longitudinal surveys 
now allow us to measure the lifelong impact of such programs as early childhood education. 
While we are still far from the kind of consistent, detailed, longitudinal data on learning that 
would be needed to run a full-scale system of “what works” evidence, we are near the point 
where serious development work can begin.
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Similarly, in the health care system, we are close to an evidence-driven system in some 
areas while far away in others. For example, compared with evidence about educational 
tools or ALMPs, there is much better information on which kinds of medical interventions 
work best, including information derived from clinical trials and related meta-analysis. The 
challenge is to get better information on life-course outcomes — in particular, by linking 
information about the medical interventions an individual receives at different points of life 
with socio-economic data and life-course characteristics.

In health policy, compared with other areas of social policy, there is also a much 
greater willingness to fund research and to tie policy to that evidence. For example, 
large sums have been spent on developing a rich digital information base on medi-
cal interventions. In Canada, an independent agency, the Canada Health Infoway, has 
made significant progress in working with many partners to digitize medical records. 
While that effort is primarily devoted to making the existing system better, the health 
databases being constructed should be very useful in developing evidence-based, indi-
vidualized health services. We can only imagine similar possibilities in many other areas 
of social policy.

Service integration

As services are increasingly individualized, a host of changes will follow in the organization and 
management of services. Not only will big statistics allow for the individualization of particular 
service interventions, it will also support a more integrated approach across different types of 
service interventions, whether they relate to employment, learning or health. Integration will take 
place particularly at the front end of service provision, where referrals are made.

Today, hundreds of thousands of separate interventions occur across the social support, 
education and health systems. While referrals are often made between these systems, they are 
not yet integrated enough to be able to share information effectively. 

Backed by an integrated system of microstatistics that tracks all service interventions in 
a standardized way and provides “what works” data, service providers will be able to put 
together the most appropriate support package for each client, by better understanding how 
their own interventions interact with those delivered by other providers serving the same 
person. Services may still be delivered through separate entities, but the integration between 
service systems will be far more seamless. The resulting system will continue to learn and 
improve over time as it accumulates and analyzes ever more information. 

Role of government 

The lack of common, transparent information that can be shared among various systems 
and service providers has been a major constraint on individual choice and on the ability of 
government to leverage market forces as part of service delivery. 
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As the enabling society fills in these important gaps, the roles of governments and citizens and 
the interaction between them will change. Citizens will have access to much of the same informa-
tion that service providers have, empowering them to become informed consumers. These changes 
could also enable governments to play a less active role in service delivery, allowing them to focus 
more on managing systems and service markets (that is, setting policies and regulations and pro-
viding the necessary information for market forces to operate). Governments are likely to remain 
the main funders of most programs and services, with the key difference being in how funding is 
delivered. Payments will increasingly be made through funding mechanisms that contract service 
providers (public, private or not-for-profit) to achieve particular outcomes, rather than paying 
providers on the basis of the number of clients served. 

As the service provider community becomes more diverse, intermediary bodies at the 
community or regional level will develop further to help interface between governments and 
service providers. I will consider in the following section the issues of governance that this 
transformation raises.

From social expenditure to social investment 

In most cases today, the funding of social programs is treated as a current expenditure, 
reflecting the point-in-time perspectives of the welfare state. Funding comes from current 
revenues and is accounted for as part of the annual budget cycle, without any specific rela-
tionship between the size and timing of the funding and the size and timing of future gains 
that might result from that expenditure.

With the adoption of life-course and asset-building approaches as part of the enabling 
society, a true model of social investment could be applied in budgetary planning.  Spend-
ing decisions will be based on actual calculations of the expected future benefits from those 
investments, and accounted for as such. It is likely that, as part of this shift, governments 
will also allocate more spending into separate earmarked accounts so that investments can 
be managed more transparently.

Information as a policy instrument

At first glance, the kind of big statistics discussed in this essay seems like a completely different 
animal from the current system of national social statistics produced by Statistics Canada. The 
sources of the data are somewhat different: surveys and censuses will continue to be important, 
but their role will increasingly be seen as filling gaps in the new primary source of data which 
will come from administrative files in government departments. The users and uses of the data 
are also completely different. The audience for current national statistics is mainly researchers 
and analysts in government, think tanks and academia who use the data mainly for cross-
sectional analysis. By contrast, big statistics will be focused on delivering information primarily 
to citizens, with essentially the same data also supporting a range of other actors who will use 
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this information in the design, delivery and assessment of programs and services. For both sets 
of users, the goal is to inform decision-making in a timely manner.

The key implication of this change is that information will become a separate policy instru-
ment of government. Box 4 illustrates how this dramatic shift is likely to play out, using the 
example of labour market statistics. A public website, perhaps building on the platform already 
in place through the federal Job Bank portal, could provide individually tailored information on 
what options are likely to work best given an individual’s specific circumstances. This information 
will help people make better employment and educational decisions; by extension, it will improve 
labour market efficiency by more precisely matching labour supply and demand.

The differences between the kind of information described in box 4 and the current 
weak system of labour market information appear so large that the development of big sta-
tistics may be on a separate track for some time from ongoing reforms by Statistics Canada. 
Later I will propose an action plan for the transition of the statistical system. 

Placing information in the context of the user

As information evolves into a distinct instrument of social policy, it is important to recognize 
the context in which it can best be used. The credibility of the system depends on finding a 
simple way of informing users of the extent to which they should factor in the data when 
making decisions. This is not difficult conceptually, but it is seldom done well today. The evi-
dence base will vary greatly in quality, at least initially. It will be important to communicate 
this initial variability to service providers and users. The quality of the data will improve 
greatly over time as more data and evidence are gathered and added to the system.

At the end of the day, personal judgment will remain the most important factor at all levels of 
decision-making — for governments, service providers and individuals. What will be different in 

Box 4. Big statistics and labour market information

Under a system of social support informed by big statistics, Canadians will have a better way to make choices. Take 
the case of Olivia, who is exploring ways of improving her employment situation. She has many options, including 
retraining, accessing employment supports or switching careers. She needs to know how her choices will affect her 
chances of success in the labour market, and she needs to know before she chooses.

In the enabling society of the future, Olivia would access a website developed for this purpose. She would provide 
information about her skills, employment history and employment goals. Using this information, the site would 
calculate the expected success rates for various scenarios. 

For each of the potential options she could pursue, Olivia would learn the probability of finding a job, an estimate 
of job stability, and her earnings prospects. These calculations would be based on the labour market experience of 
people with similar characteristics and in similar circumstances who had made comparable choices in the past. As 
she explores more options or revises some variables, the site responds to her in real time. The instant feedback is 
like what she’s used to on Amazon or Expedia when she searches for a product online.1 The site would then refer 
her to other sites to get information about how to access services and further explore her options. 

1 As illustrated by the recent experience in the United States with HealthCare.gov, the calculations involved would be more complex than 
those used in many private-sector contexts, taking far more variables into account.
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the enabling society is that quantitative information to support those judgment calls will be vastly 
stronger, even in the early days and increasingly so as the system matures.

Reshaping Governance

Current challenges

The availability of new types of data will have a significant and positive impact on how 
governments design and deliver services. However, better data will not, on their own, 
bring about the policy transformation we need if we do not also address the severe gov-
ernance challenges facing governments today. Chief among these are the gaping holes in 
how accountability is understood and supported in the context of both vertical (within 
a program or department) and horizontal (across departments and jurisdictions and in 
partnership with the groups and individuals being served) management. If the shift to the 
enabling society is to lead to greater collaboration, integrated service delivery and life-
course planning, then accountability structures (at all levels) will need to be transformed 
as well. 

The key challenge for government accountability is to measure the performance of 
programs and services in a way that reflects the complex and interconnected environ-
ment in which many of them operate. Evidence-based accountability is lacking for sev-
eral reasons.
•	 There	 is	 no	 single	 logic	 model	 that	 meets	 all	 needs. Governments measure per-

formance and accountability using what are known as logic models. These models 
attempt to map how inputs and processes lead to outputs and, eventually, to the 
outcomes targeted by a particular program or service. The logic model used by 
one program may or may not mesh with the models applied to others that serve 
the same type of clients. What’s worse, the typical logic model used in government 
stops at the level of a specific program or department. This siloed approach is in-
adequate for measuring outcomes, since outcomes frequently involve a number of 
vertical and horizontal relationships as clients interact with various programs, pro-
cesses and entities across time. Someone who is unemployed and seeking a new job 
will likely use a variety of services in that journey, including direct supports such as 
EI or welfare, training and job-search assistance; indirect factors such as child care, 
transportation and literacy will also make a difference. Failing to examine all these 
relationships from a whole-of-government or whole-of-society perspective makes 
it difficult to attribute high-level outcomes to the particular activities of a specific 
program or service provider. 

•	 Outcomes	are	ambitiously	set	but	poorly	measured. Governments seek to manage on 
the basis of outcomes, often expressed in lofty terms: for example, “a skilled,  adaptable 
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and inclusive labour force and an efficient labour market” (ESDC 2014). Typically, 
good data are available on inputs (such as costs) and outputs (such as number of clients 
served), but there are big gaps in the evidence documenting outcomes over the medium 
and long terms. As a result, outcomes are frequently measured using indirect, point-in-
time indicators (such as the unemployment rate) that give only a partial view of how 
programs contribute to changes in society. 

•	 Stakeholders	have	diverse	preferences. Particularly in the area of social policy, service 
delivery must accommodate the needs of a multitude of stakeholders, service pro viders 
and individual citizens who use programs. Each of these actors has different preferences, 
values and expectations with regard to policy, a diversity that is often too complex to 
incorporate into accountability structures. Governments are then forced to simplify 
outcomes using abstract or generic benchmarks that do not reflect actual complexity or 
evidence.
Any effort to put in place a system and a culture of evidence-based policy-making must 

first get past these obstacles. Success will come more easily, however, once the major transi-
tions described in this essay are under way. The most important of these is the overhaul of 
our statistical system to help us better understand the complex pathways that people take 
over the course of their lives. Big statistics will radically improve the measurement of out-
comes and our ability to use that information to measure not only the effects of programs 
but also the way in which they are delivered and managed.

Moving to better evidence-based decision-making

The system of big statistics envisioned by the enabling society will allow us to rebuild our 
logic models from the ground up. Rather than picking broad indicators (such as the un-
employment rate to measure success at improving the efficiency of the labour market), the 
key is to start by using microlevel data to tell us how outcomes actually occur and then de-
sign accountabilities around those results. To achieve this result will require major develop-
ments in data collection and analysis at several levels.
•	 How	citizens	use	programs: Better data would show how the interventions people use 

interact with and produce outcomes related to the events and activities that occur in all 
domains of life — work, family, the community — and to participation in other govern-
ment programs.

•	 How	interventions	are	provided: Going beyond the traditional measurement of inputs 
and outputs, governments will also need to gather information on the specific tech-
niques used in different programs and services, as well as about other elements that help 
to define how each provider offers its services. 

•	 How	different	 actors	 contribute	 to	 the	 system: Eventually the system will also need 
to use these new microlevel data to produce comprehensive logic models of how each 
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 actor who participates in a particular program, from employees through to the external 
partners and stakeholders, contributes to various outcomes.17 
With this new evidence base, governments will finally be able to integrate governance, per-

formance measurement, program design and program delivery through common data architec-
ture and management systems. The results will be an enormous simplification throughout, with 
far more openness and transparency; a greatly enhanced ability to work in collaboration with citi-
zens and stakeholders; a significant reduction of existing reporting and overhead functions within 
government; new clarity for the various actors who design and deliver social programs about the 
expected and actual outcomes;18 and a truly citizen-centred approach to social policy. 

Some of these gains will take time to develop. Others can occur quite quickly. For 
exam ple, the functions of evaluation, audit and performance monitoring, which operate sep-
arately in each department, could be easily integrated since the same data can feed all these 
functions simultaneously. 

It would be naive to think that an integrated base of information could, by itself, lead 
us to a new governance utopia. Many other factors are obviously at play, and statistical 
evidence will always supplement, not replace, values-based governance. Nevertheless, hard 
evidence can play a powerful role in making things better.19

How will governments respond?

Change is inevitable and already under way. Aspects of the enabling society, and the sta-
tistical and governance norms that inform it, are being recognized by governments. One 
example of the new awareness is the Government of Canada’s Blueprint 2020, a visioning 
exercise about the future of the public service, launched by the Clerk of the Privy Council 
in June 2013. Its guiding principles echo many themes mentioned in this essay, but from a 
slightly different perspective. These principles include an open and networked environment 
that engages citizens and partners for the public good; a whole-of-government approach 
that enhances service delivery and value for money; a modern workplace that makes smart 
use of new technologies to improve networking, access to data and customer service; and a 
capable, confident and high-performing workforce (Wouters and Levonian 2013).

Blueprint 2020, like much of the literature on public sector service delivery, addresses 
performance from the baseline of what government does today. While many such initia-
tives anticipate major governance changes that can be brought about through technology 

17 Setting out a hierarchy of logic models covering all employees and work units is relatively straightforward in principle. In some 
organizations such logic models are already linked with job descriptions and performance review cycles. However, in practice, they are 
typically not produced using consistent concepts or in a form that can be easily used in this kind of quantitative analysis. That could 
change with the big statistics of the enabling society. We might see a revolution in the effectiveness of human resource management if 
job descriptions and performance targets are set using the consistent framework of overlapping hierarchies of logic models.

18 Compendium Paper A elaborates on how big statistics will enhance the roles of employees and other actors involved in the design 
and delivery of social programs and services, while Compendium Paper C shows how both horizontal and vertical dimensions of gov-
ernance will be better served.

19 Compendium Paper C shows the weakness of both values-based and evidence-based decision-making when they are taken in 
isolation.
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and other catalysts, they do not go to the heart of how the basic content and structure of 
programs and policies can or will be changed. To get to this more ambitious end, we need 
a broader vision and a longer time frame than are contemplated by most reform proposals. 

New roles for social policy actors

As the governance of social policy changes, it will bring equally large changes in the roles 
and responsibilities of the various players in social policy. 

The enabling society will allow a larger, more active role for citizens. The enabling so-
ciety will treat individuals as equal partners, involved in the design and delivery of the social 
programs in which they participate (a model that is often referred to as “coproduction”). 
Policy interventions will recognize the full range of resources available to people, as well as 
their skills, needs and aspirations. 

This perspective will transform what is typically a transactional relationship between 
governments and clients in the delivery of social benefits into a citizen-centred relationship 
based on collaboration. With more effective, transparent and integrated information systems 
available to all partners, governments will play a less direct role in service delivery and a 
greater role in the provision of information, the management of outcomes and the regulation 
of collaborative service arrangements and markets. These changes will not entirely replace 
traditional procurement and service delivery methods, but they will significantly change the 
context in which they operate and are managed.

Moving in these directions is not a new aspiration. Similar attempts have been made in 
the past, often resulting in failure or limited success. In many of these cases, however, the key 
impediment was a lack of infrastructure to measure and manage performance. That barrier 
will soon fall as our information systems change.

Summary and Conclusion

A departure from the welfare state

The social programs of the welfare state were a huge improvement over what preceded it. 
Most of the welfare state was built before computing power was much advanced, and now 
we have the opportunity to go much farther. The enabling society will harness technology 
now available to achieve the same high-level goals as envisioned by the welfare state but with 
programs that are more individualized, flexible, efficient and focused on long-term outcomes 
over a person’s life. Individuals will retain prime responsibility for determining the course 
of their own lives; the role of social programs in the enabling society is one that is citizen-
centred and defined in terms of collaboration and self-actualization. 

These goals are not at odds with the welfare state’s emphasis on collective aspirations, 
social insurance and poverty reduction. Both systems encompass diverse views on matters 
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of values, priorities and principles. Within the welfare state, there has always been a range 
of views on the relative importance of, for example, equity and individual choice; and the 
left-right debates about the extent to which a society’s resources should be allocated either 
collectively or privately are familiar to all. These debates will not change with the shift to the 
enabling society. However, people at all points on the political or values spectrum will have 
better tools to fulfill their aspirations. 

Where the enabling society will diverge from the traditional welfare state is in how the 
new information tools can radically improve the underlying design, content and impact of 
social policy. The differences will be manifested in a number of important ways.
•	 Individualization	of	social	policy. In the welfare state, policy thinking centres on the 

relationship between individuals and the state. In the enabling society, policy will take a 
much broader view of citizens; it will take into account their relationships with family, 
community, work, school and governments. For programs, the focus will shift from 
measuring overall effects on larger population groups (such as a change in the youth 
unemployment rate over the past month) to an analysis of how individual citizens are 
being assisted in making their own life choices and developing their own capacities. 
These outcomes are measured through longitudinal analysis of microlevel data collected 
about specific individuals rather than through the aggregate, cross-sectional analysis of 
point-in-time surveys.

•	 The	rise	of	information	as	a	central	and	distinct	instrument	of	social	policy. At the heart 
of every major element of social policy in the enabling society — from program design 
to governance — will be the use of a base of evidence about what works for particu-
lar individuals and in particular programs and institutions. This information will be a 
powerful new policy instrument in its own right and will be available in real time to 
citizens, stakeholders and other policy actors to help Canadians make key life choices, 
with less need for direct government services or supports. 

•	 Adoption	of	a	life-course	perspective	throughout	social	policy. Most welfare state pro-
gramming is designed to supplement people’s income at specific points in their life, or 
to provide assistance for specific transitions, such as from unemployment to employ-
ment, or work to retirement. Even in education and preventive health programming, 
whose ultimate objectives are to make a difference in people’s later lives, programs are 
designed on a point-in-time basis rather than as long-term investments. Policy analysis 
in the enabling society will develop programs and examine issues such as equity, poverty 
and exclusion, and human development from a life-course perspective. From a budget-
ing perspective, this approach will also result in viewing and accounting for social ex-
penditures as a form of investment over time.

•	 A	shift	to	asset-based	policies. The adoption of a life-course approach will bring with it 
a greater emphasis on the role and use of assets (financial, human and social capital) in 
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meeting social objectives. Governments will promote savings and investment and will 
develop lifetime accounts that Canadians can use to fund a variety of needs.

•	 Greater	 focus	on	 those	 facing	 the	 largest	barriers.	The development of an evidence-
based policy tool kit, rooted in the life-course perspective, will significantly enhance the 
capacity of government to help people facing exclusion and marginalization. 

•	 Greater	individual	choice	in	the	allocation	of	time	for	work,	leisure,	learning	and	care-

giving.	In combination, the policy changes described above will increase the choices that 
individuals have about how they transition through the stages of life. The artificial in-
centives that now result in a heavy concentration of work in the middle years of life and 
leisure in the last third of life will be removed. Through a number of changes, including 
the transition of pensions, income support and social insurance benefit programs to 
lifetime accounts, people will have greater flexibility to deal with major life events and 
to move into and out of the labour market over their lifetimes.

•	 Better	integration	of	intergenerational	issues	in	policy. In the welfare state, the tools for 
intergenerational analysis have largely been missing. The enabling society will place the 
individual citizen in a much broader social context, one that incorporates the longer-
term goal of leaving a better world for one’s children and for succeeding generations. 
Big statistics will provide the tools for understanding intergenerational issues and ad-
dressing them within policy.

•	 Better	evidence-based	decision-making.	The development of a system of big statistics 
and an evidence base of “what works” will revolutionize how governments define, 
measure and understand outcomes. With this much richer set of information, all actors 
in the system will benefit from better decision-making capacity. Governments will be 
able to develop more comprehensive accountability systems that inform a whole-of-so-
ciety perspective. Openness and accountability will increase. Programs will constantly 
improve, using feedback loops of updated information on what is working best. Fewer 
government employees will be needed, especially in administrative functions. Citizens 
will benefit from having vastly improved information on which to base key life deci-
sions, and a more effective platform on which to hold governments to account. This 
evidence base will not replace qualitative factors in the policy and decision-making pro-
cesses; it simply enhances the value and quality of information available, while placing 
data within an analytical framework in which they can be interpreted better. 

•	 A	fundamental	shift	in	the	role	of	government,	and	the	emergence	of	service	markets. 
When the welfare state was developed, efficiency and accountability requirements led 
to the creation of a series of separate program silos. This created difficulties in coor-
dinating actions across programs, jurisdictions and policy domains. Moreover, because 
of serious limitations in data and evidence, governments have had to exert a monop-
oly role in the delivery and management of programs. But in the enabling society, big 
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 statistics and “what works” data will provide transparent information to all actors 
involved. Not only will the availability of information open up greater opportunities 
for the integration of services at the level of citizens, but it will also ease the vertical 
and horizontal management challenges to alternative service delivery. Governments will 
increasingly deliver services through collaborative arrangements, third-party providers 
and, eventually, service markets. Government will be able to shift their focus from ser-
vice delivery to regulation, information provision and quality assurance. 

An action plan

Technology, demographics and the changing expectations of citizens have spurred govern-
ments to move, albeit slowly, toward the enabling society. We are likely to see it fully imple-
mented over the next several decades. However, there is much that governments can do to 
speed up this transition and realize the payoffs sooner. Canada is in a particularly strong 
position to do so. 

Two kinds of preparatory activities are required to lay the groundwork for this transi-
tion over the next five to eight years:20

•	 Conducting a series of experiments and pilot initiatives that will build a body of “what 
works” evidence in an initial set of programs or policy domains. This work could start 
in the area of ALMPs where the necessary technology has already been developed and 
piloted, and where the senior orders of government have experience in working under 
formal partnership agreements.

•	 Planning the new system of national social statistics based on the principles of big statis-
tics. The plan will map out an integrated approach to draw together administrative data 
sets and surveys, catalogue evidence of what works and provide a framework for mak-
ing projections of what works for individuals.21 This planning should be undertaken in 
the context of a broad consultation process between Statistics Canada and both senior 
levels of government.
While these activities could be part of a large national initiative, my own experience 

suggests that at least the experiments and pilot projects should begin in an informal way, 
likely with one or two interested provinces working with the federal government. The in-
itiative could spread to other provinces after initial success is demonstrated. Several prov-
inces — notably British Columbia, Manitoba and Ontario — are already starting to think 
about evidence-based programming in the context of labour market and welfare policy re-
forms and would be well placed to collaborate.

The federal government may wish to support some demonstration projects through 
labour market development agreements (LMDAs), which are currently being renegotiated. 

20 The rationale for this timing can be found in Compendium Paper D, along with more details on the preparatory work.
21 The Olivia framework, described in Compendium Paper F, would provide the conceptual underpinnings for some of this planning.
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The payoff for federal taxpayers could be a more cost-effective EI system. LMDA funding 
would also be a good way to engender meaningful provincial collaboration.

The development of big statistics will necessarily be more formal: finding the necessary 
leadership may be a key challenge given the many areas of social policy and the various juris-
dictions involved. Past intergovernmental or pan-Canadian initiatives have not had great 
success in bringing new thinking to the statistical system; they have tended to focus only on 
incremental improvements, on solving yesterday’s problems.

Statistics Canada will obviously have to play a major role, undertaking much of the tech-
nical and planning work involved in this transition. However, for reasons of  sustainability, it 
probably makes sense for leadership of the initiative to be situated elsewhere. To ensure that 
provinces and territories are also active players, an ad hoc task force or commission might 
be the most appropriate way to get going, perhaps headed by a high-profile Canadian who 
would be accepted by all jurisdictions. 

Regardless of how governments wish to proceed, Statistics Canada must be given the 
necessary support and direction to begin planning for a more robust statistical system of the 
kind described in this essay. While much of the work can take place only once provincial and 
federal stakeholders are willing to collaborate, the agency can and must begin the necessary 
planning efforts now. It needs to draw up the framework and technological road map for a 
system of big statistics, and to identify how existing data sets can be leveraged in this process.

Conclusion

The shift to the enabling society, the beginning of which we can now see, will bring concrete, 
practical changes in the everyday lives of Canadians, much as the coming of the welfare state 
heralded a whole new set of experiences and opportunities in its time. Although it is hard at 
this early stage to quantify the impact of all of these changes, it is clear the payoffs could be 
enormous. 

With better information, more flexibility in life-course pathways and greater customiza-
tion of available programs and services, people will enjoy more choice in enhancing their 
capabilities and pursuing their goals and aspirations. In one example in this essay, I have 
shown how a policy framework that supports a more flexible approach to the way people 
choose to interact with the labour market could help them increase their lifetime earnings by 
as much as 25 percent. For the economy as a whole, we should see higher employment rates 
and a more skilled and experienced labour force.

The benefits within government will also be significant. The enabling society’s shift 
toward evidence-based and individualized service delivery will allow governments to col-
laborate more effectively and remove much of the duplication in the design of programs and 
services. The adoption of a common data architecture and the development of a system of 
big statistics will also yield great improvements in the ability to measure performance across 
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programs and services. When these reforms are combined with supporting changes in the 
structures within government, accountability will be strengthened and citizens will be able to 
enjoy simpler, more efficient, better integrated and more effective service delivery. 

In the enabling society, governments will also be better placed to understand how particular 
investments in programs and services will affect individuals and society over time. With a greater 
focus on evidence-based collaboration in program design and more clarity about policy objectives 
and outcomes, trust in government and social institutions should strengthen. 

Taken together, these changes will help to boost well-being across society as individuals 
gain increased control and agency within their own lives. These results are achievable, but 
getting there will require us to think quite differently about the future of social policy. This 
essay is a call for such new thinking.

For many years, the public discourse on social policy has alternated between addressing 
important but relatively small gaps that need to be filled within the welfare state, and worrying 
about the fiscal sustainability of various programs. We see this today in the lead-up to the 2015 
federal election, when the debate is focused on such things as whether OAS is sustainable and 
whether we should expand pharmacare, daycare and the CPP/QPP. There is little talk of how, in 
response to a world that is rapidly changing around us, social policy should be rethought from 
the ground up. Big-picture initiatives of the sort seen in the 1960s and 1970s, when the mature 
welfare state was put in place, are mainly ancient history. 

The current policy narratives are becoming stale, grounded in the assumption that the 
welfare state will remain the foundation of social policy indefinitely. We are failing to see 
what is right under our noses: how changes already taking shape in demographics, tech-
nology and the attitudes of citizens hold the promise of a major transformation of social 
policy in the reasonably near future.

Although these changes are coming at us already, the question is whether we have the 
will and the foresight to harness them to our full advantage. To do so, we require political 
leadership to make necessary changes to our social policy architecture, and to reinvigorate 
and transform our statistical system. All leaders should see the wisdom in the ultimate goal: 
to empower citizens with better tools and services to help fulfill their goals and potential in 
life. Although the enabling society will be a departure from the welfare state in a number of 
key respects, it will help achieve much of what was envisioned but never possible decades 
earlier. 

At a minimum, I hope this essay will challenge the readers’ assumptions about the fu-
ture of social policy. I hope that it also encourages governments to take steps that will facili-
tate the transition to the enabling society even sooner. Canada is in a strong position to take 
the lead. The right players are in place to take the modest first steps described in the action 
plan. The risks and costs are low. The payoffs could be substantial. 

Will we let the opportunity pass us by, or will we act?
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