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ABSTRACT 
 

 
This report considers the potential of the concept of social capital for women. It finds that social 
capital can be a tool for policy development, but that its application must be contextualized 
politically, historically and economically. The report provides a profile of gender and social 
capital in Canada based on the 2004 General Social Survey. It explores the outcomes of applying 
a social capital lens to child care and parental leave policies, and considers the potential for a 
social economy model as a way to operationalize the concept of social capital. The report 
concludes that social capital holds promise for recognizing the importance of particular kinds of 
social networks, and suggests that social policy must be attentive to how it might bolster rather 
than deplete close social ties.  
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PREFACE 
 
 
Good public policy depends on good policy research. In recognition of this, Status of Women 
Canada instituted the Policy Research Fund in 1996. It supports gender-based policy research on 
public policy issues in need of gender-based analysis. Our objective is to enhance public debate 
on gender equality issues to enable individuals, organizations, policy makers and policy analysts 
to participate more effectively in the development of equitable policy.  
 
The focus of the research may be on long-term, emerging policy issues or short-term policy 
issues that require an analysis of their gender implications. Funding is awarded through an open, 
competitive call for proposals. A non-governmental, external committee plays a key role in 
identifying policy research priorities, selecting research proposals for funding and evaluating the 
final reports. 
 
This policy research paper was proposed and developed under a call for proposals in September 
2003, entitled Gender Dimensions of Canada’s Social Capital. Research projects funded by 
Status of Women Canada on this theme examine issues, such as the power of women’s social 
networks, the relevance of social capital to the welfare of immigrant women, employer-
supported volunteer activity and public policy and social reproduction. 
 
A complete list of the research projects funded under this call for proposals is included at the end 
of this report.  
  
We thank all the researchers for their contribution to the public policy debate. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
The idea behind the concept of social capital is straightforward enough: having good networks  
of family, friends and acquaintances is essential to quality of life. These networks help with 
managing crises, getting work and living well. Without good networks, people have a harder 
time managing day to day and getting ahead in the labour market or with community issues.  
Yet while the basic idea behind social capital appears uncomplicated, putting it into practice has 
proven to be very complicated. Social capital research and theorization have largely resulted in 
an oversimplification of who does the work of maintaining social networks (usually women) and 
which networks are valued (usually job-related networks). If social capital is chosen as a tool for 
social policy development in Canada, these biases have profound implications for gender 
equality.  
 
This report considers the rise in public policy interest in the concept of social capital in Canada, 
and suggests that the concept holds some promise along with considerable problems for women. 
It elucidates the parameters of the concept and attempts to deepen it with critical feminist 
political economy questions. It begins the crucial task of gendering social capital. The report 
proceeds in four stages. 
 
The first section reviews the conceptual and contextual foundations of social capital. The report 
suggests that some uses of the concept retain the problems inherent in neo-liberalism and welfare 
state retrenchment that ignore gender. It advises caution in uncritically adopting it as a public 
policy tool. Further, it suggests that there is merit in applying a social capital perspective to 
public policy formation, but that a gender analysis of unpaid work, familial forms and labour 
market patterns must inform such an application.  
 
The second section applies the theoretical lens of social reproduction to social capital. Social 
reproduction refers to the daily and generational production and maintenance of the population. 
This work is predominantly done by women. A social reproduction perspective illuminates the 
gender assumptions that inform social capital. It underlines the continuing bias in policy toward 
building networks for paid work advancement (getting ahead) rather than the needed emphasis 
on networks for daily survival (getting by). Getting ahead is overwhelmingly male while getting 
by is predominantly female in social capital research.  
 
The third section of the report reviews the empirical evidence on social capital in Canada based 
on an analysis of Statistics Canada’s 2004 General Social Survey (GSS) on Social Engagement. 
We provide a gender profile of social capital in Canada, and suggest that women and men’s 
social capital are quite different.  
 
We find that men are involved in organizations which yield social leverage networks, while 
women’s involvement tends to yield fewer employment and income advancement outcomes. 
Outside of their paid work, the majority of people’s time is spent with families, friends and 
neighbours, and not in volunteer work. Emphasizing the social capital dimensions in the  
informal realm, then, gives a more accurate picture of the work involved in maintaining social  
and other networks. It also shows how different men and women’s social networks are.  
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The final section explores potential policy applications for social capital. It considers the  
cases of child care and maternity/parental leaves as work–life balance policies. It finds that the 
presence of universal quality child care along with adequately remunerated leaves allow women 
in particular to move beyond a getting by approach and permit them to dedicate time and energy 
to additional pursuits. Having inadequate or unreliable child care limits parents’ time and 
flexibility, while having little money increases isolation and disengagement. This section also 
explores the potential of the social economy as a public policy approach to operationalizing 
social capital. It finds that while the social economy holds promise, it is marred by many of the 
same contextual and gender-blind problems inherent in the concept of social capital. The need 
for dual-earner households, with decreased state services and supports, results in escalating 
tensions for the work of social reproduction and thus fewer opportunities for social capital 
development beyond day-to-day managing. 
 
Echoing the federal government’s Policy Research Initiative (PRI 2003a, 2005), the report 
recommends that social capital, if adopted as a tool for policy formation, be driven by context 
and used as a tool to understand the dynamics of the relationships between individuals and 
communities. It offers a lens for recognizing the centrality and fragility of informal networks,  
but must be applied so as not to damage these networks. This is challenging in a political  
climate that requires two earners, with few supports for social reproduction. To be effective, a 
gendered social capital will begin by calling for greater state investment in social reproduction as 
a means of bolstering social support and social leverage. 
 
The following recommendations flow from the findings of this report. 
 
• The lens of social capital should be adopted for social policy analysis in general provided it 

recognizes systemic inequalities.  

• All networks require support and investment, not merely the “getting ahead” variety.  

• More qualitative data on bonding networks are needed.  

• A social capital perspective underlines the need for a universal model of child care delivery.  

• A social capital perspective underlines the need for adequately remunerated parental leaves.  

• The social economy should be explored as an important example of social capital in action, 
but its limitations must be foregrounded. 





INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The idea behind the concept of social capital is straightforward enough: having good networks  
of family, friends and acquaintances is essential to quality of life. These networks help with 
managing crises, getting work and living well. Without good networks, people have a harder 
time managing day to day and getting ahead in the labour market or with community issues. Yet 
while the basic idea behind social capital appears uncomplicated, putting it into practice has 
proven to be very complicated. Social capital research and theorization have largely resulted in 
an oversimplification of who does the work of maintaining social networks (usually women) and 
which networks are valued (usually job-related networks). If social capital is chosen as a tool for 
social policy development in Canada, these biases have profound implications for gender 
equality.  
 
Mainstream interest in understanding the concept of social capital came about in the 1990s in 
response to perceived problems by economists and policy makers. Politicians and policy makers 
were concerned about a decline in civic engagement, such as decreased volunteering, along with 
decreased voting. In addition, crime rates, unemployment and community degradation were 
pressing political issues. Building social capital — networks of social relations that can yield 
support and assets — seemed a possible solution for community building. For economists, 
something was missing in their planning equations, which meant that their policies did not 
always have the desired outcomes. They found that networks played a big role in helping people 
start small businesses, for example, and that these networks also played a role in enforcing social 
norms, thereby ensuring that people repayed loans. The concerns that led to embracing the 
concept of social capital, however, must be contextualized. The rise of social capital emerged  
in a period of economic restructuring, neo-liberalism and cuts in social spending for programs 
and services and for equality-seeking groups. It emerged in a period immediately following two 
decades of structural adjustment policies internationally, which resulted in vastly increased trade, 
denuded redistributive states and increasingly precarious labour markets. An interest in the  
social problems that are the result of such policies, then, is both logical and ironic: politicians, 
economists and academics rediscovered the “social” when some of the effects of their policies, 
especially on the economy and labour market, were actually eroding the “social.”  
 
Despite rather conservative origins, and some important continuing problems in theorizing 
around the topic, the concept of social capital is useful for women in Canada to explore and 
understand. Governments and large international organizations, such as the World Bank and 
International Monetary Fund, now recognize that social networks play an important role in  
the good functioning of economies, communities and families. This offers a point of entry  
to highlighting the crucial and undervalued work that women do in all these sites. Structural 
inequalities based on gender, sexuality, race/ethnicity, age, ability and class frame individual  
and group access to social capital. From a policy perspective, a gendered approach to social 
capital may identify problems, such as increasing women’s burden of unpaid caregiving, in 
advance of policy implementation.  
 
This report considers the rise in public policy interest in the concept of social capital in Canada, 
and suggests that the concept holds some promise along with considerable problems for women. 
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It elucidates the parameters of the concept of social capital and attempts to deepen it with critical 
feminist political economy questions. It begins the crucial task of gendering social capital to 
assess the potential of the concept for policies related to work–life balance in Canada.1 The 
report proceeds in four stages. 
 
The first section of the report reviews the conceptual and contextual foundations of social 
capital. The report suggests that some uses of the concept retain the problems inherent in neo-
liberalism and welfare state retrenchment that ignore gender. It advises caution in uncritically 
adopting social capital as a public policy tool. Further, it suggests that there is merit in applying  
a social capital perspective to public policy formation, but that a gender analysis of unpaid work, 
familial forms and labour market patterns must inform such an application.  
 
The second section applies the theoretical lens of social reproduction to social capital. Social 
reproduction refers to the daily and generational production and maintenance of the population. 
This work is predominantly done by women. A social reproduction perspective illuminates the 
gender assumptions that inform social capital. It underlines the continuing bias in policy toward 
building networks for paid work advancement (getting ahead) rather than the needed emphasis 
on networks for daily survival (getting by). Getting ahead is overwhelmingly male while getting 
by is predominantly female in social capital research.  
 
The third section of the report reviews the empirical evidence on social capital in Canada based 
on an analysis of Statistics Canada’s 2004 General Social Survey (GSS) on Social Engagement. 
We provide a gender profile of social capital in Canada, and suggest that women and men’s 
social capital are quite different.  
 
We find that men are involved in organizations which yield social leverage networks, while 
women’s involvement tends to yield fewer employment and income advancement outcomes. 
Outside of their paid work, people spend the majority of their time with families, friends and 
neighbours and not in volunteer work. Emphasizing the social capital dimensions in the informal 
realm, then, gives a more accurate picture of the work involved in maintaining social and other 
networks. It also shows how different men and women’s social networks are.  
 
The final section of the report explores potential policy applications for social capital. It considers 
the cases of child care and maternity/parental leaves as work–life balance policies. It finds that the 
presence of universal quality child care along with adequately remunerated leaves allow women, 
in particular, to move beyond a getting-by approach and permit them to dedicate time and energy 
to additional pursuits. Having inadequate or unreliable child care limits parents’ time and 
flexibility, while having little money increases isolation and disengagement. This section also 
explores the potential of the social economy as a public policy approach to operationalizing social 
capital. It finds that while the social economy holds promise, it is marred by many of the same 
contextual and gender-blind problems inherent in the concept of social capital. The need for dual-
earner households, with decreased state services and supports, results in escalating tensions for the 
work of social reproduction and thus fewer opportunities for social capital development beyond 
day-to-day managing. 
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Echoing the federal government’s Policy Research Initiative (2003a, 2005), the report 
recommends that social capital, if adopted as a tool for policy formation, be driven by context 
and used as a tool to understand the dynamics of the relationships between individuals and 
communities. It offers a lens for recognizing the centrality and fragility of informal networks, but 
must be applied so as not to damage these networks. This is challenging in a political climate that 
requires two earners, with few supports for social reproduction. 
 



1. CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 

 
Parameters of the Concept of Social Capital 
 
Social policy discourses2 since the 1990s include variations on notions of the “social”: social 
cohesion, social inclusion and exclusion, social economy and social capital, to name but a few 
(Graefe 2004). The use of the concept “social capital” has recently emerged as a central policy 
approach for the Canadian government.3 While heralded as a potentially critical tool for social 
policy, a cross-disciplinary, widely agreed upon definition of the concept is elusive, and its 
parameters are murky. It holds out the possibility of recognizing the “social” in an era when, 
until recently, the “economic” had subsumed social questions, but it does not consider important 
structural questions about gender, class and race, and other inequalities.4  

 
Since the mid-1990s, propelled by the popular reception of Robert Putnam’s  studies of the rise 
and decline of civic engagement in the United States and Italy (Putnam et al. 1993; Putnam 
2000), the concept of social capital has gained increasing prominence in a host of disciplines.5 
There are numerous excellent summaries of the debates surrounding this concept (see for 
example Fine 2001 and Harriss 2002). Since the late 1990s, the concept has been embraced by 
international agencies such as the World Bank, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) and the United Nations, and has been the subject of critical study in 
Europe, the United States and, more recently, Canada.6 It is currently the subject of considerable 
quantitative and some qualitative research, and has been referred to as “the missing link” (World 
Bank 1998) in development and “a new paradigm” (UN 2004).  
 
There is no broad consensus on the definition or application of social capital. The World Bank’s 
(1998:1) definition, which is widely cited, states that social capital can be understood as “the 
institutions, the relationships, the attitudes and values that govern interactions among people  
and contribute to economic and social development.” The Canadian Policy Research Initiative 
(PRI 2005: 6) defines it as “the networks of social relations that may provide individuals and 
groups with access to resources and supports.” Trust, measures of trust, the presence of support 
networks and vertical cross-class networks are important components of the concept. Thus social 
capital can be both a personal and collective resource that allows people to get by and, hopefully, 
to get ahead. Social capital can be summed up as “it=s not what you know, it=s who you know” 
(Woolcock 2001). 
 
Social capital has been described as consisting of three different types of networks (Putnam 
1998; Narayam 1999; Woolcock 1998).  
 
• Bonding social capital binds the members of a group together. It is also termed “social 

support” (Briggs 1998, 2004). This kind of social capital is characterized by strong ties with 
closely related people, and is associated with survival. Bonding social capital is most closely 
associated with family and women.  

• Bridging social capital connects people from different (secondary) social groups, also 
termed “social leverage” (Briggs 2004). This kind of capital is associated with mobility, and 
in economic terms, is associated with getting ahead.  
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• Linking social capital ties relatively weak and relatively powerful people together, such as 
patron–client relationships. This kind of capital is ostensibly vertical and ties the poor and 
other marginalized groups with “the capacity to leverage resources, ideas and information 
from formal institutions beyond the community” (Woolcock 2001: 13).  

 
Networks and the associated norms of trust and reciprocity are important to the concept of  
social capital (Putnam 2001). Social networks may be formalized as in the case of associational 
membership and volunteerism (civic participation), or they may be informal as in the case of 
neighbours and family members helping each other (social participation) (Schellenberg 2004). 
Putnam (2001) suggested that networks and the associated norms of trust and reciprocity not 
only have value for the people in the networks, but can also have demonstrable externalities 
(visible outcomes, such as decreased crime rates). In this way, there is both a private and a public 
face of social capital. Much of Putnam’s work focusses on the external/public returns of social 
capital (volunteerism, organizational membership, voting patterns etc.). However, he does not 
discount the notion of private returns (Putnam 2001). Higher levels of social capital are typically 
associated with positive community and individual characteristics, such as better health, higher 
educational achievement, better employment outcomes and lower crime rates (Fukuyama 1995; 
Putnam 2000; Woolcock 2001). The current emphasis on building social capital is reflective of  
a policy shift from crisis intervention to a more proactive approach of prevention and early 
intervention (Stone and Hughes 2002a). It would seem that there is a correlation between 
extensive networks and being housed, healthy, hired and happy (Woolcock 2001).  
 
Formal and informal networks are central to the concept of social capital (see Tindall and 
Wellman 2001; Wellman 1999). Formal networks foster weak ties while informal networks 
foster strong ties with differential potential value arising from these weak versus strong ties 
(Erickson 2004a). Weak ties are also referred to as “bridging capital” and strong ties as “bonding 
capital” (Putnam 2000). Strong ties provide assistance and support that stem from affection,  
a willingness to help, and in-depth, often intimate knowledge of the persons involved in the 
relationship. Strong ties tend to bring “like” people together (Putnam 2000; Tossutti 2004), 
typically in an informal manner, and are good for getting by in life (Foster et al. 2003; Stone 
2003). Weak ties link people from diverse backgrounds together (Tossutti 2004), typically in a 
more formalized manner, providing connections to a wide range of potential resources to be 
capitalized on (Erickson 2004a; McPherson et al. 2001), and are useful for getting ahead in life 
(Foster et al. 2003; Stone 2003). 
  
At the micro (individual/private) and the macro (collective/public) levels, individuals and groups  
do not acquire social capital or receive expected returns from their social capital in a uniform 
manner (Lin 2000). Lin asserted that when a particular group clusters at a relatively disadvantaged 
socio-economic position and when individuals within that group tend to associate with those of 
similar characteristics, inequality of social capital will occur. Structurally, social groups within a 
society will differentially occupy socio-economic standings, based on ascribed or constructed 
characteristics, such as race, gender, religion and caste. Homophily refers to the general tendency 
for individuals to interact with those with similar characteristics. A disadvantaged socio-economic 
position combined with, or operating in tandem with, homophily leads to relatively differential 
access of social groups to social capital. Essentially, individuals of a particular group clustering 
around relatively inferior socio-economic standings and interacting with other individuals in similar 
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social groupings will be embedded in social networks that are poor in resources and poor in social 
capital (Lin 2000). Whereas members of resource-rich networks benefit from access to information 
from diverse economic strata and positions, the information to which members of resource-poor 
networks have access is relatively restricted (Lin 2000). There has been much discussion, especially 
at the World Bank, about the potential of social capital to alleviate poverty. Inequality of social 
capital based on class, race/ethnicity and gender among others has not been discussed as 
extensively.   
 
One impressive aspect of the concept of social capital is that it has been taken up seriously in  
a number of disciplines (van Staveren 2002). It thus holds out the possibility of incorporating a 
range of perspectives but, to date, appears most often either to sit within rather rigid economic 
approaches or within discussions of collective action and democratic engagement in politics 
(some notable exceptions include Lin 2000; Fine 2001; Adkins 2005). It holds appeal for 
progressive thinkers who see an opportunity to re-embed the social economy, and to claim space 
for bolstering intimate and community social relations. It holds appeal for conservatives 
interested in charity-based social supports, who wish to see individuals and communities rather 
than the state providing solutions to persistent problems, such as poverty or social exclusion.  
It also holds appeal for neo-liberal states that seek to bolster social engagement without 
addressing structural issues, such as changes in employment forms and decreases in social 
service expenditure. The apparent versatility of the concept has led critics to suggest that it runs 
the risk of being all things to all people and thus not a practicable concept (Briggs 2004). With 
these cautions in mind, the concept of social capital does recognize the centrality of informal 
caring relationships (especially of the “bonding” variety) to the quality of individual and group 
life. The life force of these informal relationships is often women’s unpaid labour and, thus, 
social capital holds some potential for more women-friendly social policy development. 
 
The conservative strand of social capital is dominant in much academic and policy research. 
While the concept has its roots in critical sociology (Bourdieu 1990), its development in the 
1990s owes more to Coleman’s (1988) approach which dovetails nicely with the tenets of neo-
classical economics. Economists have become interested in measuring degrees of trust and level 
of integration into networks as a means of modelling micro- and macro-level market outcomes 
while some policy analysis suggests that fostering volunteerism and informal work networks will 
result in sustainable community development.7 The concept is used in much of the literature in 
deeply functionalist ways that lack some of the critical theoretical tools that could assess the 
actors involved in, and the systemic barriers to, building and sustaining social ties (for a good 
discussion, see Adkins 2005). The focus of much of the research on social capital internationally 
has been on developing quantitative measures of networks, norms and reciprocity. In liberal  
and increasingly residualist welfare states, such as Canada, this focus generally assumes an 
unencumbered individual who is usually genderless, raceless and classless. For feminist scholars, 
and for the goal of gender-equality more generally, such origins suggest that the use of the 
concept requires some caution.  
  
The meteoric rise of social capital as a buzzword in economics and in public policy owes a great 
deal to what Fine (2001) called “the colonization of social sciences” by economics. He situates 
the embracing of “the social” by economists within a shift at the level of international states and 
institutions as well as academic theoretical currents. This shift moves from an active embracing 
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of neo-liberalism and the so-called Washington consensus to a post-Washington consensus and, 
a simultaneous move away from post-modernism and the disrupted subject to a renewed interest 
in a more materialistic perspective that focusses on wealth and income distribution. (For an 
excellent discussion, see Fine 2004.)8 Taken together, social capital runs the risk of becoming a 
residual category used to make up for the lack of perfect information in market systems; in short, 
the social becomes the safety net for market imperfections. This has problematic consequences 
for research methods: what may be qualitative questions requiring qualitative tools (time use 
surveys, in depth interviews and so on) can thus become the subject of quantification, with 
outcomes that are not attentive to the elements that build and sustain social networks.  
 
Social capital holds both promise and peril. Beyond having a “dark side,” such as high levels  
of social capital found in groups such as the Mafia, it must be embedded in an historical context 
which recognizes power relations and social inequality as fundamental features of economies. 
Putnam=s micro-level studies are useful for elaborating the relationships among individuals, 
communities and social engagement. Asking the raw questions of political economy, however, 
requires a more trenchant critique of social capital and requires a return to Polanyi=s (1944) call 
for a re-embedding of the economy into the social. All capital is inherently social; to assume it  
is not is to assume that the economy can be disembedded from and made superior to the social 
without consequence.9 A focus on building bridging and linking social capital results in an 
overemphasis on norms and networks as sites of labour market advancement. Thus, social capital 
can easily translate into a tool for an employability model of welfare states. For women who bear 
primary responsibility for social reproduction and whose networks are often of the bonding kind, 
such emphasis on labour market outcomes is misplaced. The density and centrality of social 
relationships, which do not yield career advancement or cross-class contact, are muted. 
 
Much Canadian literature insists that “context matters” with regard to operationalizing social 
capital (PRI 2003b, 2005). Gendering social capital requires a re-insertion of context and 
politics. In the Canadian context, these questions are being asked empirically and theoretically. 
Statistics Canada’s GSS on Social Engagement (2004) is one important empirical tool for 
elucidating gendered social capital. The insistence of the Policy Research Initiative that social 
capital based policy must be driven by context overcomes some of the limitations of economistic 
considerations of social capital formation. Yet, in the absence of an analysis of gender, family 
forms and changes in state form, social capital runs the risk of bolstering those already well-
positioned economically while increasing reliance on unpaid labour that is gendered and 
undervalued. Despite these cautions and some scepticism on the part of critical scholars and 
policy makers, social capital, by virtue of its explicit recognition of the role of norms, networks, 
relationships and social supports, provides an important opportunity to incorporate progressive 
and critical analyses into the centre of public policy and macroeconomic debates. 

 
Contextual Issues for Social Capital 

 
Advanced Western democracies share a concern about the sustainability of communities, 
networks and civic life (e.g., falling levels of trust of individuals and institutions and falling 
participation rates in voluntary work and political involvement, especially voting). While 
academics and researchers investigate the sources and significance of social capital, politicians 
and governments typically focus their concern on its assumed erosion (Saunders and Winter 
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1999). On one hand, there is some agreement among politicians that levels of social capital are 
too low. On the other hand, there is also disagreement as to who or what is responsible for the 
decline of social capital.  
 
Conservative approaches view the welfare state and changes in family form as playing a large 
role in the decline of social capital. While its initial intent was to provide citizenship rights to all 
members of society, the welfare state has, in this view, inadvertently contributed to the decline in 
social capital by replacing the traditional roles of families (and women’s roles within them) and 
communities (through the provision of social policies and programs) and by creating a group of 
“welfare dependent” people who lack individual responsibility (Saunders and Winter 1999). 
Progressive approaches view the capitalist market system as playing the greater role in the 
decline of social capital (Saunders and Winter 1999). Deregulation and privatization have 
commercialized most aspects of private spaces, such that commercial transactions have replaced 
caring, obligation and reciprocity formerly associated with family and community. Social 
relations are now increasingly based on individualized, calculated market exchanges (Saunders 
and Winter 1999). The development of a discourse of social investment within policy debate and 
renewal may appear to be a departure from the neo-liberal paradigm. However, such departures 
may also represent the adaptation of neo-liberalism to remedy some of its own dysfunctions. An 
integrated view, combining aspects of the dichotomies above, suggests a “third way” based on 
supporting the third pillar of contemporary society — “civil society” (the informal, voluntary 
aspects of association) (Saunders and Winter 1999). The civil society emphasis has important 
limitations, and is embedded in structural inequalities in labour markets, citizenship regimes  
and societies more generally.  
 
The timing of the emergence of social capital as a concept of wide interest to governments  
and international institutions is somewhat suspect. The legacy of neo-liberalism as the economic 
and social policy paradigm of choice has resulted in a relatively denuded Canadian welfare  
state and a significant reduction in policy tools available to governments to manage and redress 
inequalities in income and opportunity.10 The embracing on the part of rather conservative 
economists of the concept social capital suggests that, on the one hand, the economy cannot be 
separated from the social even if the social is understood merely as networks of associations that 
transmit business norms and trust or stabilize communities for investment, and on the other, that 
the social is depoliticized and the individual and her/his social capital is what is of value. The 
focus on the individual as the bearer of social capital, which can be mobilized — by volunteering 
at a local school, for example — can result in the rather easy and convenient argument that the 
state has little role to play in the economy. Decentralization, a focus on the local or the 
community and an adherence to the idea that stronger social capital (networks, associational life, 
trust and confidence in institutions) will result in stronger communities means that redistribution 
and measures to counter structural class, race and gender inequalities (among others) are not 
foregrounded. While non-state organizations are central to fortifying democracy and building 
social movements (Norris 2002) (the Putnam version of social capital as a social or collective 
good), they cannot replace a redistributive and responsive state. The elevation of the market in 
the post-Washington consensus era requires that the decision to adopt social capital as a tool for 
public policy formulation be carefully thought through. 
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The social architecture of the new welfare state in Canada is one in which the structure of the 
family and the labour market pose fundamental challenges to social policy formulation (Jenson 
2003). Despite thorough critiques of social policy assumptions, such as the male-breadwinner 
norm and the assumption of a standard employment relationship, much Canadian social policy 
remains nested in the Marsh report framework of the structure of family and work life. The most 
prominent and enthusiastic supporters of social capital seem to be overwhelmingly male and are 
not specialists in family theory or feminist theory (Molyneux 2002: 169). These insights provide 
important cautions about the mainstream support for social capital. In the Canadian context, it is 
thus crucial to not press forward with an uncritical and gender-blind adoption of this policy tool. 

 



2. GENDERING SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 
 
Expanding Social Capital: Social Reproduction and Gender 
 
The social reproduction literature builds from long-standing debates about domestic labour  
and women=s economic roles in capitalist economies (see for example Luxton 1998; Cossman 
and Fudge 2002). It builds on critiques of divisions of labour within family/households and 
highlights the extent, content and distribution of the work involved in caring for individuals.  
It has engaged in social policy debates about the gendered outcomes of economic restructuring 
(see Bakker=s 1996 collection on Canada and Bakker 2001), and is anchored in questions of 
political agency and feminist scholarship about families and households. The literature on social 
reproduction stems from feminist political economy, with roots in both liberalism and Marxism, 
especially Marxist/socialist feminism. The social reproduction literature considers the work 
involved in the daily and intergenerational reproduction of people and their labour power as 
central to the functioning of the economy and society (see Picchio 1992, 2003). This literature 
asks some critical political economy questions that are needed to make social capital meaningful 
as a public policy tool. Because it is macro in orientation, it moves social capital out of micro 
case studies and out of a focus on the “local” to consider the connections among relationships  
at the household level and the functioning of capitalist economies in the 21st century. 

 
Social reproduction is employed as both a concept and an analytic tool. As a concept, it generally 
refers to specific labours, such as unpaid caring work for children. As an analytic tool, it refers  
to the processes involved in creating and re-creating people and their ability to work. This 
process is not distinct from capitalist production but rather works in concert, and is in conflict 
with, capital accumulation (see Cameron 2006; Bezanson 2006a). In relation to social capital, 
social reproduction fills a conceptual gap as it is concerned with the dynamics that produce and 
reproduce people in material, social and cultural ways. Thus, it speaks to the central issues of 
class, gender and race while also speaking to the transmission of norms and sustaining intimate 
and secondary networks and associations. As a macro-level concept, it also speaks to the ways  
in which states act to mediate and stabilize social relations in particular historical periods to 
ensure economic and social stability (Cossman and Fudge 2002; Bakker and Gill 2004).  

 
The specific tasks of provisioning for an immediate household are often referred to as unpaid 
labour — the work involved is assumed to be “paid for” via a wage relationship that will cover the 
costs of reproducing the workers in the household. The tasks associated with social engagement  
— a parent–teacher council or local charity — are associated with volunteerism and assumed to  
be donated via a civic or moral sense of duty. The work commodified as waged labour that is  
also reproductive work — from cleaning services to elder care to medical care — is also socially 
reproductive labour and is, in the Canadian case, sometimes underwritten by the state. The aim in 
liberal welfare states in the postwar period has been to mix the contributors to this work that must 
be accomplished (see Jenson 2001, 2003). In different periods, the state has taken on greater 
portions of the responsibility along with the financial and affective costs, while in others it has 
shifted this work onto households (and women=s labour within them), to the market to provide  
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for a price or to the third sector (Ursel 1992). This is the mediation role in which the drive to 
accumulate capital and to let the proverbial market decide is in conflict with the living standards 
and quality of life of citizens (social reproduction) (Picchio 1992).  

 
From the vantage point of social capital, quality of life issues are important. Yet much 
mainstream social capital, particularly the development approaches that seek to enhance  
local social capital via building secondary networks, neglect the conflict between the forces  
of accumulation and reproduction. The conflict is gendered at all levels. Social reproduction, 
whether done in private households or in paid work as care work or as volunteer labour, is 
generally women’s labour. The labour involved in bonding social capital (immediate social ties) 
associated in the development literature with survival and getting by, is usually the labour of 
poor women developing survival strategies to cope with an economic crisis. In the case of 
retrenched welfare states encouraging reliance on volunteering and the third sector to fill the void 
left by a change in state mediation, women are often called upon as compulsory volunteers to 
manage broader problems, such as a reconfigured school board with volunteer trustees. More 
specifically, at the level of bonding social capital, relationships tend to be homogeneous and  
are often obligatory rather than voluntary (see Noce 2004; Side 1999). In the absence of a 
comprehensive early childhood education strategy, for example, women in particular must rely 
on networks of close relations to manage child care; this stock of social capital may be strong, 
but it may also be oppressive and non-reciprocal. There are also limits to the demands that can  
be placed on supportive close affective social networks (see Luxton 2006).11 An emphasis  
on social capital with an eye to labour market mobility fails to recognize the complexity of  
the gendered dynamics of dense bonding social capital relationships. Further, it presumes a 
flexibility of time for networking that women who are primary caregivers and workers tend to 
lack and fails to consider women’s overrepresentation in precarious work, which is often of a 
caring nature and tends not to afford significant creation of linking social capital. Weak social 
ties (the diversity of the people one knows) result in better social capital from a labour market 
perspective (Erickson 2004b); for many women, strong endogamous social ties are the necessary 
glue for balancing work and family.  

 
Molyneux (2002: 179) was stark in her assessment of social capital, gender and developing  
countries, noting that “if we omit the background indicators on poverty, unemployment, 
malnutrition and child mortality, we get a too rosy picture of associational life in which  
social capital — in this case the unpaid labour of women — is mobilised as the safety net for 
irresponsible macroeconomic policies and poor governance.” She suggested that much of what 
goes on under the name social capital is not much more than poor women’s coping strategies in 
times of economic crises. Gender, then, is a central dimension of social capital, though one that 
is, to date, poorly understood.  

 
A social reproduction framework is attentive to social class and to race/ethnicity. Because  
it sees the central tension in capitalism as the relationship between accumulation and social 
reproduction, it is critically cognizant of the ways in which capital attempts to minimize its  
costs for the enormously expensive and onerous work of caring for people over the life course. 
Capital seeks to minimize expenses, thus it seeks labour markets that are stratified. The high 
representation of women and women of colour in particular, in low-paid caring professions, 
including those lacking citizenship rights such as foreign domestic workers, speaks to the need 
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for socially reproductive work at low cost (see Arat-Koc 2006; Bakan and Stasiulis 1997). 
Capital also seeks a stable investment climate and a supply of workers: thus, it is invested to 
varying extents in the conditions of the reproduction of workers. The cheapest way to provide 
this work is via a gendered or racialized division of labour. Yet the norms and habits of the 
population are important and thus certain basic minimums are often provided to ensure a degree 
of compliance. Here, state mediation plays a central role in the underwriting of social costs and 
in a surveillance and enforcement capacity.  

 
Diane Elson’s (1998) important work on social reproduction in the context of macroeconomics is  
of use in relation to thinking through social capital for public policy. She asserted that precarious 
labour markets (and social supports) lead to precarious households with the consequence that  
norms are not properly transmitted and networks (especially of the bridging kind) are not formed. 
The work of transmitting norms and the tools to build networks is feminized work; if households 
are degraded because of overburden in terms of the labour of social reproduction and insufficient 
investment, the results feed back to the macro-economy as social and often economic 
disengagement. The family/household “can be undermined by lack of resources, insecurity and 
demoralization; and in return it will be unable to supply.... the demand, the labour, the intangible 
social assets that the public and private sectors need to reform” (Elson 1998: 199). Demoralization 
results from, among other things, an assumption that little work or investment is required to 
maintain what Elson termed intangible social assets at the household level, including a sense of 
ethics, citizenship, communication and uncodified social norms (Elson 1998: 200). This is the  
stuff of social capital. 

 
Some British scholars employ the term “social care” to specify how the mix of the work of  
social reproduction can be conceptualized and analyzed in welfare states with an eye to 
important policy level and interpersonal changes (see Daly and Lewis 2000). A social care 
framework also insists on the specification of normative family forms and labour market 
arrangements and supports, thus providing important correctives to the assumption that social 
capital appears to make that women=s entry into the paid labour force resulted in diminished  
civic engagement. 

 
The literature on social care stands firmly in welfare state theory (see Knijn and Kremer 1997; 
Tronto 2002, 1993; Ungerson 1997). Social care refers to carework as “an activity and set of 
relations lying at the intersection of state, market and family (and voluntary sector) relations” 
(Daly and Lewis 2000: 285). Social care thus places the work involved in maintaining people  
on a daily and generational basis as well as the work involved in reproducing and maintaining 
norms and networks, at the centre of welfare state analysis. This is useful for a discussion of 
social capital in Canada, because it affirms the role of carework in the picture of building 
networks and norms, affirms that the state has a role to play in social development and that states 
have shifted this responsibility onto households and to the third sector, and grounds analysis in 
gender and other relations. The literature on social care can be considered part of the social 
reproduction debates.  
  
Care stands in contrast to individualism, the market and the rational economic agent (Daly and 
Lewis 2000; Folbre and Bittman 2004; Folbre 1993) as caring work is about interdependence and 
networks. Caring work is also deeply gendered and is, as such, undervalued when it is done as a 
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labour of love and when it is paid. Daly and Lewis employed social care as their category of 
choice in describing the role of gendered care work in welfare states. They noted that the term 
social care draws attention to care as labour with a normative dimension of obligation and 
responsibility (thus bound in social relations and norms) that has costs (financial and emotional) 
which extend across public–private boundaries (Daly and Lewis 2000: 285). For analyses of 
welfare states, the concept of social care has applications at the macro-level for the distribution 
of care labour and costs among the state, market, household and third sector (Daly and Lewis 
2000; Bezanson 2006b; Elson 1998). It also bears on the micro-level in that it highlights the 
“distribution of care (giving and receiving) between women and men and among families, the 
conditions under which care is carried out and the state=s roles in affecting such conditions” 
(Daly and Lewis 2000: 286-287).  
  
The potential applications of a social care perspective to social capital are multiple. The 
particular welfare mix (private market, private household, third sector and state) in a country  
will affect the extent and quality of social care provided. Social capital literature, which sees 
networks and norms of reciprocity as social goods, aims to encourage social engagement beyond 
simply survival and drawing on immediate personal supports. It seeks to build social engagement 
in communities and encourage stable and sustainable social development. The retrenchment of the 
Canadian welfare state and the shift of social care increasingly to the market sector to provide for 
a price runs counter to building this bridging social capital, because it intensifies the unpaid work 
of predominantly women in managing with fewer supports. The context of this management is one 
in which the dual earner, female carer model is normative. Social care draws attention to the need 
to redistribute the responsibility for care among men and women, and to value the labour 
appropriately in welfare states.  
 
A social reproduction/social care approach offers insights about women and public policy, and 
gives a context for understanding the familial and gendered aspects of social capital. Some 
conclusions are possible based on this sketch of the potential for gendering social capital, and 
can inform approaches to research methods and policy development. First, a focus on the local 
and network formation cannot mean that questions of access to resources and redistribution, and 
the balance of power relations are ignored. Second, we must be cautious about social capital as it 
may imply that homogeneity creates solidarity and stability. This has profound implications for 
new immigrants and heterogeneous communities. It may suggest that pluralism and diversity run 
counter to civic engagement and hence democracy. Third, social capital appears to assume that 
networks, voluntarism and the transmission of trust and norms are genderless operations. This 
has consequences for individuals and for economic development more generally. Fourth, social 
capital requires a strong state; the assumption that the third sector can do the work or that 
networks can replace redistribution is akin to assuming that the market really is self-regulating. 
Laissez faire was planned, as Polanyi (1944) reminded us. Fifth, social capital runs the risk of 
being nostalgic for an era of greater civic engagement without an analysis of family forms or 
gender, hence blaming women for declines in this area. Sixth, social capital relies on unpaid 
work — building networks and transmitting norms — but does so in a context that neither values 
this work nor sees it as gendered. Seventh, social capital assumes stability; the prevalence of 
contingent work and the incidence of home relocation among those with lower incomes runs 
counter to this assumption belying a strong class assumption. Finally, social capital can be 
understood as a personal resource (as educational attainment is to human capital) and a  
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collective resource. As a personal resource, those who are privileged already have greater access 
to it and stand to increase it easily with few redistributive imperatives. As a collective resource,  
it requires public policy visioning, investment and solidarity building. The emphasis on 
individualism in the liberal traditions of English-speaking Canada have sometimes hampered  
the development of a culture of collective pooling of risk.12  



3: EMPIRICAL APPROACHES TO SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 
 
Measurement Issues for Social Capital 
 
Social capital has been heralded as a potentially critical tool for social policy. However, despite 
its elevated importance, social capital is an empirically elusive concept (Stone and Hughes 
2002a). The increased attention paid by policy makers to building social capital highlights the 
need for standardized approaches and measures of social capital (Stone and Hughes 2002b). This 
is a tall order given that social capital measurement is an emerging field, in the early stages of 
development. Discussion and debate about the conceptualization of social capital has raced 
ahead of the development of empirical tools for measuring it, and a gulf has developed between 
theoretical understandings of social capital and the ways in which it has been measured. As a 
result, empirical confusion exists around the meaning, measurement and outcomes of social 
capital (Stone 2001; Stone and Hughes 2002a,b). For social capital to be a useful theoretical, 
empirical and policy tool, we must develop both our conceptual and empirical understandings of 
social capital. It is important that social capital measurement be theoretically informed to avoid 
having anything and everything labelled as social capital, and having old ideas and concepts 
simply redressed or repackaged (Stone and Hughes 2002a). 
 
Social Capital Data Sources in Canada 
 
The measurement of social capital in Canada is extensively reviewed by various authors (e.g., 
Bryant and Norris 2002; van Kemenade 2003; Franke 2003). Multiple data sources are available 
in Canada such as the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Canada, the National Survey of 
Giving, Volunteering and Participating, the Canadian Community Health Survey, the Equality 
Security Community Survey, the Ethnic Diversity Survey, and the Canadian Community Health 
Survey. All these surveys can assist in the analysis of issues related to social capital. However, 
the definitions and concepts employed within these data sources were developed independently 
and typically without a uniform theoretical framework (Frank 2003). It has thus been difficult to:  
 
• reach a consensus around an operational definition of social capital; 

• put forth a conceptual framework that reveals the key components of social capital; and 

• identify the determinants and outcomes of social capital.  
  
Cycle 17 of the GSS on Social Engagement is the most relevant current Canadian data source on 
social capital. Previous data sources did not provide micro-level data (e.g., the nature and extent 
of personal networks, their characteristics, and the resources embedded within these networks) 
(Frank 2003). The GSS is designed to measure social trends in Canada over time and is 
implemented every five years. The design of cycle 17 was influenced by the work of social 
capital researchers (e.g., Robert Putnam, John Helliwell) and by the work of leading international 
organizations (e.g., the United Kingdom’s Office of National Statistics, the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development). Cycle 17 of the GSS is a rare (so far) attempt to 
measure social capital at the level or scale of a country (Franke 2003).  
 
 



16 

 

To make social capital an operational concept, cycle 17 of the GSS uses three sets of  
measures: determinants, dimensions and outcomes (Franke 2003). Information is collected about 
respondents’ individual characteristics (e.g., socio-demographics, ethnic origin, immigrant status, 
languages used and religious affiliations). Also, information, such as length of time in residence, 
participatory experiences during youth and parental participation, is intended to document major 
factors affecting social participation (determinants). To tap into the dimensions of social capital, 
cycle 17 examines three major sources or types of social interactions: formal social networks 
(participation in groups and organizations), informal social networks (family, friends, neighbours) 
and participation in political life. Within each of these sections of the survey, the data collected are 
descriptive in nature. That is, they describe the nature of the social interactions (e.g., bonding, 
bridging, linking) and the level of connectivity (e.g., network size, diversity, frequency of contact) 
(Franke 2003).   
 
Interacting with (being engaged with) people often results in a “product” of sorts. For  
example, our connections with people can help us achieve goals and solve problems. Such are 
the outcomes of social capital (Franke 2003). The act of problem solving is not social capital per 
se, but rather the result (outcome) of being connected to people who can help. It is difficult to 
identify concrete outcomes of social capital due to the complexity of people’s lives. For example, 
is the problem solving a result of being embedded in a social network (being connected) or is it 
attributable to another aspect of the individual’s life? Cycle 17 of the GSS employs traditional 
measures of well-being to assess outcomes of social capital. They include items, such as  
stability of housing, sense of belonging and so forth. One can see here that what cycle 17 calls 
“outcomes” another person may call “determinants” (Franke 2003) depending on the perspective 
or framework being employed to study social capital.        
 
Some of the information collected by cycle 17 has been collected through previous surveys such 
as the National Survey of Giving, Volunteering and Participating, and the Time Use Survey. 
However, rather than tapping into a number of different surveys to explore social capital among 
Canadians, cycle 17 attempts to bring it all together. Cycle 17 provides new opportunities for 
analysis of the popular but elusive concept of social capital. Empirical and statistical exploration 
of social capital is a new venture that will help to expand understanding of social capital (Franke 
2003). Recall, however that social capital is a slippery concept. It is contextually driven in that 
networks are dynamic as opposed to static and are often episodic. Being embedded in a social 
network may be helpful in some situations but a hindrance in others.  
 
Cycle 17 of the GSS provides a wealth of information about Canadians and their social 
engagement. It is a very large data set (N = 24,951) that increases confidence when noting 
patterns and trends (i.e., the sample is representative of the population). As mentioned 
previously, it covers many aspects of social engagement and pulls it together under one roof. It  
is not without shortcomings however. Surveys provide a snapshot of a population at a particular 
place in time. Social engagement (networking) can be episodic and hence may or may not be 
captured in the snapshot. In regard to the questions presented in the survey, asking Canadians 
how often they talk to their family or friends may provide a preliminary picture of their 
connectedness or networking. The underlying assumption is that the connectedness is by choice 
as opposed to obligatory. Such nuances will not be captured in a survey format where the 
questions are predetermined and categories (for answers) preset. In specific regard to social 
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capital in Canada, Erickson (2004b) addressed the need to go beyond questions such as “how 
many close friends do you have” by employing the position generator to, for example, assess 
how “useful” friends might be in terms of access to resources. Knowing a plumber or a lawyer 
can be very useful at times. Nonetheless, the overview to follow of gendered social capital in 
Canada based on cycle 17 of the GSS provides a foundation for an evidenced-based discussion 
of policies related to the work–life balance. The intention is to illuminate the gendered nature of 
networking and access to resources in an accessible readable format.  
      
A Portrait of Social Capital, Gender and Networks in the GSS 
 
Given the centrality of networks to social capital, the approach employed here is a network-
based approach to social capital analysis. From a network-based perspective, the patterns of 
relationships connecting members of a social system are important. Resources (e.g., information, 
support) are channelled to specific locations in the social structures by way of patterns of 
relationships among system members. The social structure within which social actors are 
embedded are consequential (e.g., influencing who receives information about opportunities or 
resources). Hence, an understanding of the structure of social relationships assists in explaining 
individual attributes of social actors (Tindall and Wellman 2001). Cycle 17 provides a wealth of 
information about the patterns of the relationships connecting members of Canadian society. 
From these data, we provide a profile of patterns of relationships (networks) experienced by men 
and women.  
 
Existing research on networks and social capital confirms that: 
 
• Social capital facilitates instrumental returns (social leverage) in the form of better jobs, 

earlier promotions, higher earnings/bonuses and expressive returns (social support) resulting 
in better mental and emotional health and a sense of well-being (e.g., Lin 1999; Burt 2000; 
Marsden and Gorman 2000). 

 
• Social location (occupational status, socio-economic status) affects access to or use of better 

social resources whereby some groups (such as men) may be advantaged by their social 
location while others (such as women, racial minorities) are disadvantaged (e.g., Campbell et 
al. 1986; Lin and Dumin 1986; Green et al. 1995).  

 
• Child rearing continues to be viewed by society as a female activity. Women and men have 

different access to resource-rich social networks over the life course. Women’s access is 
diminished during the child-rearing years (e.g., Munch et al. 1997).  
 

Evidence from cycle 17 supports and builds on these findings. Specifically: 
  
• Cycle 17 illuminates that Canadian women, as a group, occupy a marginalized social location 

socio-economically relative to men. 
 
• It highlights the overemphasis in discussions of social capital on formal rather than informal 

networks. The overemphasis on formal networks disadvantages women as a group in that 
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resource-rich formal networks lend themselves to male participation as opposed to 
participation by women.  

 
• Cycle 17 reveals the gendered nature of both formal and informal social networks.  
 
• Results confirm the existence of homophily in both formal and informal networks. 

Colloquially, birds of a feather stick together, or people associate with people similar to 
them. 

 
• The Survey reveals the need for discussion of family, child rearing and networks in social 

capital debates, especially during the early child-rearing years (children under 6 in the 
household), as Canadian women are further disadvantaged socio-economically and more 
deeply embedded in networks rich in social support (familial) and less embedded in networks 
rich in social leverage (friends, coworkers, organizational).  
 

Social Location and Social Capital: A Gendered and Uneven Playing Field 
There is an implicit assumption that social capital is readily available and waiting to be 
consumed, accrued and invested with the expectation of future returns on those investments. 
However, one’s social location can affect the accessibility, consumption, accumulation and 
investment of social capital. If it is difficult to access the social networks within which resources 
are plentiful and can be used for instrumental returns (social leverage), then it follows that social 
leverage (getting ahead) will be less likely to occur. Within a capitalist system, access to capital 
is important, especially financial capital.  
 
Cycle 17 confirms that men, as a group, occupy a better social location in regard to socio-
economic status than women and hence can access and use different social resources than 
women. In contrast, women, as a group, cluster at a relatively disadvantaged socio-economic 
social location thus making it difficult to access the social networks rich in resources that 
facilitate social leverage. The data show that women are more likely than men to:  
 
• have a personal annual income of less than $20,000 per year (or no personal annual income) 

(see Table 1 and Figure 1);  

• live in a household in which the total household income was less than $20,000 per year (see 
Table 2 and Figure 2); 

• live on their own without a partner (widowed, divorced, separated, or never married) (see 
Table 3 and figures 3a and 3b); and 

• rely on government income transfers or a former partner (spouse) for their main source of 
income (see Table 4 and Figure 4).  

 
Women are clearly clustered in a disadvantaged socio-economic position relative to men. The 
social structure within which social actors are embedded is consequential (e.g., it influences who 
receives information about opportunities or resources). Receiving the benefits of social capital 
requires an initial investment. This may be in the form of a membership fee for a club, the tuition 
fee for a course, a user fee for a community program, paying a baby-sitter to be free from the 
restrictions of child care etc. In this way, access to income facilitates access to networks and the 
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resources therein. The social capital playing field is not equal for men and women. Structural 
inequality in Canadian society clearly genders who has access to which social capital. 
 
Table 1: Personal Annual Income 

Reported Annual Income Women 
% 

Men 
% 

No income 7.6 3.0 
less than $20,000 39.2 22.1 
$20,000 to $39,999 31.0 28.5 
$40,000 to $59,999 14.3 23.2 
$60,000 to $79,999 4.8 12.5 
$80,000 to $99,999 1.6 4.5 
$100,000 or more 4.5 6.1 
 
Figure 1: Personal Annual Income 
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Table 2: Total Household Income 
Reported Total Household Income Women 

% 
Men 
% 

No income 0.3 0.4 
Less than $20,000 17.8 10.5 
$20,000 to $39,999 26.2 21.6 
$40,000 to $59,999 22.0 22.9 
$60,000 to $79,999 12.9 16.4 
$80,000 to $99,999 8.4 10.8 
$100,000 or more 12.3 17.4 
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Table 3: Marital Status and Type of Partner in the House 
Marital Status Women 

% 
Men 
% 

Married 43.2 49.1 
Living common-law 8.1 9.1 
Widowed 12.8 3.6 
Divorced 4.3 3.3 
Separated 8.2 5.8 
Never Married 23.4 29.1 
Type of Partner in the Household   
No partner in the household 50.2 43.3 
Married partner 41.9 47.8 
Common-law partner 7.9 8.9 
 
Figure 3a: Marital Status 
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Figure 3b: Type of Partner in the Household 
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Table 4: Main Source of Income 

Source of Income Women 
% 

Men 
% 

Employment or self-employment 58.7 72.5 
Government income tranfers or former spouse* 22.9 11.1 
Retirement pensions, superannuation, annuities 5.8 8.7 
Other income** 6.8 5.2 

Notes:  
*Employment Insurance; Worker’s Compensation; benefits from Canada or Quebec Pension Plan; Basic Old Age 
Security; Guaranteed Income Supplement or Spouse Allowance; Child Tax Benefit; provincial or municipal social 
assistance or welfare; child support/alimony. 
**Rent, investment, other government, scholarship. 
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Figure 4 – Main Source of Income 
 

 
 
 
 

Gender and Social Capital in Formal Networks 
Maintaining a stable supply of volunteers has received significant attention in recent 
years, especially within discussions of social capital. This is, in part, due to the question 
of whether civic life is on the decline in modern societies, thus making them less 
democratic (Wilson 2000). The underlying assumption is that a thriving civic society 
contributes to the quality and strength of democracy and communities. Voluntary 
associations can improve the effectiveness of government performance and complement 
state activities. They also promote civic behaviours, such as political participation and 
trust in government. They are also cited for contributing to economic prosperity, 
improved social welfare, safer neighbourhoods, increased interpersonal trust, and 
effective government performance (Tossutti 2004). Such benefits occur, because 
voluntary organizations are assumed to contribute to the stock and strength of social 
capital within society (Saunders and Winter 1999; Tossutti 2004). 
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Canadians see volunteering and charitable giving as prevalent behaviours among the country’s 
citizenry (Reed and Selbee 2001). Certainly, a great number of Canadians give of their time  
and money; however, most do so incidentally. When magnitude of giving becomes the focus,  
the disproportionality of charitable giving, volunteering and civic engagement is uncovered.  
The majority of charitable giving, volunteer hours and civic participation is carried out by a 
small number of Canadian adults. In the 1997 National Survey of Giving, Volunteering and 
Participation (NSGVP), 31.4 percent of the respondents reported giving time as an unpaid 
volunteer to a non-profit organization in the past 12 months (Reed and Selbee 2001).  
 
When looking at the proportion of Canadians who were responsible for the top two thirds of 
volunteer hours (from the NSGVP), Reed and Selbee (2000) found that 6.4 percent of Canadian 
adults accounted for two thirds of all hours volunteered. Disproportionality was also found in 
charitable giving and civic participation; however the greatest disproportionality was found in 
volunteering (Reed and Selbee 2000; 2001). Individuals who are significantly civically engaged 
are a distinguished group (Reed and Selbee 2001). Table 5 provides an overview of individual 
characteristics held by Canadians who are part of this core group of volunteers. Reed and Selbee 
(2001) pondered whether this core group of volunteers can be considered as an elite group, 
perhaps an elite exercising moral authority or leadership and supporting the common good. 
Given the reported strong association between volunteering and social capital, this core group 
might therefore also be considered a group of social capital elite.  
  
Table 5: Commonly Held Characteristics of Individuals from the Core Group of Canadian 
Volunteers  
Age 35 to 40 years of age or more  
Religion Strong religious ties, but typically not Catholic 
Education Relatively high level of education 
Occupation In higher-status occupations  
Income Household incomes relatively higher than average 
Children Have children aged 6-17 years in the home 
Other Practice informal helping and giving as well as formal volunteering and giving 

Explicitly committed to supporting their community 
High self-assessment of health and life satisfaction 
Watch less television relative to most Canadians 
Live in smaller communities as opposed to large urban centres  

  
In Cycle 17, 33.9 percent of respondents (N = 8,390) identified themselves as volunteers. That is, 
they answered yes to the question: “In the past 12 months, did you do unpaid volunteer work for 
any organization?” From this group of volunteers, 58.7 percent (N = 4,924) were women and 
41.3 percent (N = 3,466) were men. In terms of the proportion of Canadians responsible for 
volunteering the most hours, 7.3 percent of respondents (N = 1,831) reported volunteering over 
15 hours per month (See Figure 5). Of this group, 56.2 percent (N = 1,029) were women  and 
43.8 percent (N = 802) are men (See Figure 6).  
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Figure 5: Volunteer Hours per Month 
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Cycle 17 supports the idea that a small, relatively elite group of Canadians engage extensively  
in volunteering behaviour. An overemphasis in the social capital literature on volunteering 
behaviour ignores the networking behaviour of most Canadians. Patterns of relationships exist 
outside of volunteering, both formally and informally. Women and men belong to various 
associations, clubs, unions or groups, and develop formal networks. The formal networks within 
which they are embedded by virtue of their memberships provide resources (capital) that can be 
accrued and invested (e.g., information about opportunities and supports). It follows then, that 
men and women benefit from their associational memberships. However, if patterns of 
relationships in the form of associational membership differ for men and women, then so too  
will the resulting benefits. We now turn to evidence from cycle 17 to support the assertion that 
contextually, women and men’s formal networks differ. Women and men network formally at  
a similar rate, but within different circles.     
 
Social capital is a form of capital. Inequality in its distribution vertically (government to citizen) 
or horizontally (citizen to citizen) is therefore consequential. Social capital is not a gender-
neutral concept in the manner in which it is manifested, or in its outcomes and consequences 
(Gidengil et al. 2003). It is not that women experience a social capital deficit relative to men. It  
is more likely that the gendered nature of their formal and informal ties may lead to gendered 
forms of social capital. The subsequent investment of this social capital reaps differing returns 
(Lin 2000). Context matters. Women and men operate in different civic and social contexts that 
lead to an uneven distribution of the benefits, such as information and social resources, that 
accrue from formal (associational) ties and informal (interpersonal) ties (Gidengil et al. 2003). 
 

main
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The average number of associational/voluntary memberships (affiliation rate) is typically very 
similar for men and women (Gidengil et al. 2003; Popielarz 1999). This held true for cycle 17 
(See Table 6). While men in the sample have a slightly higher average of 2.3 memberships, and 
women an average of 2.29 memberships, the difference in number of memberships (affiliation 
rate) is not significant (t = 0.47, p = 0.64).  

 
Table 6: Number of Groups to which Respondents in GSS Cycle 17 Belonged in the Past 12 
Months 

Number of Such Groups in 
which You Were a Member or 
Participant in Past 12 Months 

Male  
(% of male respondents 

N = 6,989) 

Female 
(% of female respondents 

N = 8,156) 
1 40.2 41.0 

  2 28.2 26.5 
3 15.2 15.1 
4 7.6 8.4 
5 4.2 4.7 
6 2.3 2.3 
7 0.6 0.7 
8 0.6 0.4 
9 0.1 0.1 

10 0.6 0.4 
11 - 25 0.4 0.4 

Average number of groups 2.3 2.29 
 
Statistics Canada reports that, according to cycle 17, 60.9 percent of Canadians belonged to at 
least one formally organized group (see Figure 7). The most highly reported type of affiliation 
(28.7 percent) is to a sports and recreational organization (e.g., health club, golf club, hockey 
league). This is followed by unions and professional associations (24.9 percent), cultural, 
education or hobby groups (17.7 percent), religious-affiliated groups (16.7 percent), school, 
neighbourhood or community-associated groups (16.5 percent), service clubs and fraternal 
organizations (7.9 percent), and political party or group (4.7 percent) (Statistics Canada 2003).   
 
Although men and women do not differ on the number of organizational memberships, there  
is a difference in the size and type of associations to which they belong, leading to a difference  
in potential contacts/information and other resources. Men tend to belong to relatively large  
core organizations with economic ties while women tend to belong to smaller peripheral 
organizations typically focussed on domestic or community activities (Gidengil et al. 2003; 
Norris and Inglehart 2003; Popielarz 1999). More specifically, men tend to belong to political 
parties, unions and professional organizations. Women tend to belong to organizations associated 
with education, religion, the arts and caregiving (Inglehart and Norris 2003). When women do 
belong to business associations and unions, they tend to be smaller than those to which men 
belong. Further, when women and men belong to the same business organization or union, there 
is the tendency to make same-sex ties, especially for women (McPherson and Smith-Lovin 
1982). Women are less likely than men to belong to gender-integrated associations. Men are 
more likely to belong to a female-dominated associations than women are to belong to a male-
dominated association (Popielarz 1999). 
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Figure 6: Number and Type of Organizations in which Canadians Are Involved, 2003  

 
Canadian women are more likely to be actively involved in community service groups, religious 
organizations and women’s groups than are men. Men are more likely to be actively involved  
in labour unions, business associations and sports-related organizations (see Table 7). Men are 
therefore more apt to be active in job-related associations than women, who are more apt to  
be involved in community-oriented groups (Gidengil et al. 2003). Factors related to lower 
representation of women than men in job-related organizations include occupational segregation, 
the competing demands women often face of running a home and caring for children and/or 
other adults, and women’s lack of financial resources and political contacts (McPherson and 
Smith-Lovin 1982). The associations women are involved with provide fewer direct economic  
or political ties and fewer opportunities for women to acquire and exercise civic skills relative  
to the associations that men are involved with (Philips 1991). Men’s position in associational/ 
formal networks provides greater access to resources that facilitate social leverage (e.g., 
information about prospective job and business opportunities, and professional achievement).  
In contrast, women’s position in associational/formal networks provides greater access to social 
support (e.g., information about the community/caring work realm).  
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Table 7: Types of Organizations to which Respondents from GSS Cycle 17 Belong  
Type of Organization Male 

Respondents 
Belonging 

% 

Female 
Respondents 

Belonging 
% 

Sports/recreation  32.2 24.1 
Union or professional organization  28.7 22.6 
Cultural/education/hobby  16.5 19.2 
Religious affiliated group  14.7 19.5 
School group/neighbourhood association  14.4 17.9 
Service club/fraternal organization  10.4 6.7 
Political party or group  5.8 3.9 
 
When looking at associational membership through a gender lens, it is clear that the most highly 
reported types (sports or recreation and union or professional) are those to which men are more 
likely to be members than females. Further, membership to a sports or recreation association 
(health club, golf club, hockey league) typically requires a membership fee, often ownership  
and maintenance of equipment (racquets, clubs) and particular attire. Fitness and leisure have  
not only become a profitable market space for private entrepreneurs but the public facilities still 
available (e.g., community recreation centres) most often require a user fee. This makes access 
open to those with certain incomes, therefore increasing the likelihood that “like” people will 
meet. Further, sports and recreation memberships provide opportunity to develop weak ties, 
which can provide social leverage for getting ahead (e.g., information about job opportunities). 
Membership in a union or professional association is typically contingent on employment, often 
in a relatively high-paying and/or high-status job. Typically, an initial monetary investment is 
required in the form of tuition for education/training and subsequently for union dues or 
professional association dues.  
 
Women are most likely to belong to neighbourhood or school based groups and religious 
affiliated groups that typically would not require a membership fee and are not contingent  
on a particular form of employment. This may be a form of convenience, by keeping  
women’s networking activities close to their caring responsibilities (children). Belonging  
to neighbourhood and school groups keeps women’s formal networking (geographically) close  
to home whereas men’s formal networking likely takes them away from their neighbourhood  
(to a different geography). By networking in different circles, women and men have access to 
different resources. 
 
Lin (2000: 786-7) asserted that “[i]nequality of social capital occurs when a certain group clusters 
at relatively disadvantaged socioeconomic positions, and the general tendency is for individuals to 
associate with those of similar group or socioeconomic characteristics” (homophily). The GSS 
illustrates how women occupy a disadvantaged socio-economic position relative to men and that 
they network formally in different circles than men. We now turn to evidence from cycle 17 to 
illustrate that women associate formally with other women and men with men (homophily based 
on gender). 
 
Homophily refers to the principle that there is a higher rate of contact between people who are 
similar to each other relative to people who are dissimilar (McPherson et al. 2001). Status 
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homophily is based on informal, formal or ascribed status (including the socio-demographic 
categories), which typically stratify society. These include ascribed characteristics (e.g., race, 
ethnicity, sex, age) as well as acquired characteristics (e.g., religion, occupation, behaviour 
patterns). Interacting primarily with similars based on ascribed and acquired characteristics 
reinforces our position within the stratified society by typifying “people like us” (McPherson et 
al. 2001). Various structural factors contribute to homophily. 
 
• Geography: Greater probability of having contact with people who are geographically close 

as opposed to geographically distant (e.g., residential proximity). Neighbourhoods are often 
homogeneous with regard to race and ethnicity, and socio-economic status (McPherson et al. 
2001).  

 
• Family: Family-based ties tend to be with similars of race, ethnicity and religion (McPherson 

et al. 2001).  
 
• Organizations: School, work and voluntary organizations provide opportunity for non-kin 

ties. Schools bring together children of similar backgrounds when they draw from a 
particular neighbourhood. Workplace ties tend to be more heterogeneous in race and religion, 
but more homogeneous on sex and education. Voluntary associations create ties that are 
gender-homogeneous and often homophilous on age, education, religion marital status and 
work status (McPherson et al. 2001).    

 
As previously noted, when women and men belong to the same business organization or union, 
there is the tendency to make same-sex ties especially for women (McPherson and Smith-Lovin 
1982). Women are less likely than men to belong to gender-integrated associations. Men are 
more likely to belong to a female-dominated association than women are to belong to a male-
dominated association (Popielarz 1999). 
 
McPherson and Smith-Lovin (1982) suggested that women’s social networks are generally  
more limited in scope and diversity than are men’s. Overall, women’s memberships in voluntary 
organizations lead to fewer face-to-face contacts than do men’s memberships, and the contacts 
tend to be less heterogeneous for women than men. Women’s social networks tend to put them  
in contact with other women, and women of a similar age, educational attainment, marital status 
and rate of labour force participation (Popielarz 1999). Popielarz described women’s voluntary 
association experience as isolating for most women. If voluntary membership in associations 
creates channels through which useful information and influence can be garnished, then 
heterogeneity of group members is significant. Gender segregation in associational membership 
on one hand reflects gender segregation in other domains and also perpetuates that segregation 
by generally limiting information to that related to traditional domains, such as the home and 
community (McPherson and Smith-Lovin 1982). Women therefore experience strong bonding 
ties characteristic of families and tight-knit communities as opposed to bridging cross-cutting ties 
(Popielarz 1999). The latter, even if weaker than the former, are more valuable as diverse sources 
of information and perspective (Erickson 2004b; Granovetter 1973) while the former are crucial 
for getting by and balancing work and family. 
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In cycle 17 of the GSS, respondents were asked if the people they met through their 
organizational memberships were of the same sex, level of education, family income level,  
age group, mother tongue and ethnic group. Answers were coded 1 through 5 inclusive (1 = all,  
2 = most, 3 = about half, 4 = a few, 5 = none). Table 8 presents an overview of the percentage of 
respondents who indicated that between half to all of the people they met through their 
organizational memberships were of the same characteristic in question. 
 
Table 8: Percentage Reporting Half to All People Met through Organization Similar/Same 

Ascribed Characteristic All Respondents 
% 

Female 
Respondents 

% 

Male 
Respondents 

% 
Same sex 93.0 92.9 93.1 
Same level of education 78.0 79.0 76.9 
Similar family income level 76.2 75.9 76.5 
Same age group 63.1 63.9 62.3 
Same mother tongue 86.3 87.1 85.5 
Same ethnicity 19.4 19.3 19.5 

Note:  
This number is low compared to the others in this box. It does not, however, imply necessarily heterogeneity of 
contacts. Respondents reported on the perceived ethnic background of those they met in organizations; this could 
mean race for some respondents, culture or religion for others. A majority indicated a shared mother tongue which 
may suggest greater homogeneity than the question on ethnicity does. 
 
Figure 7: Percentage Reporting Meeting Same Sex in Organizations 
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Table 8 and Figure 7 illustrate the presence of homophily in associational memberships. 
Homophily based on sex is key in that for the remaining characteristics (age, income, education, 
mother tongue, ethnicity), it follows that almost all of those contacts will be of the same sex. 
That is, women associate with women of similar level of income and education more so than 
associating with men of similar level of income and education and so on. Even though the level 
of associational (voluntary) membership (formal ties) is very similar for men and women, gender 
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segregation in association (voluntary) membership (formal ties) leads to gendered forms of social 
capital (Gidengil et al. 2003).  
 
There is a significant overemphasis on the amount of time Canadians spend on volunteerism and 
associational memberships. The amount of time spent volunteering and being involved in formal 
organizations is minimal relative to the amount of time spent in informal networks and families. 
Hence, a comprehensive assessment of the networks to which Canadians are connected needs to 
focus on informal ties (friends, co-workers) and families (kin). We turn to cycle 17 to describe 
the informal networks within which Canadian men and women are embedded.  

 
Gender and Social Capital in Informal Networks 
Formal organizations act in concert with other institutions, such as the state. Informal networks 
of social capital complement formal organizations and often compensate for the shortcomings or 
failings of formal organizational networks. Social ties are not simply a function of membership 
in formal organizations. Rather, most social and interpersonal interaction takes place outside of 
formal organizations, in informal networks (Gidengil et al. 2003). Informal networks can include 
family, friends, co-workers and kin (non-household relatives).  
 
The characteristics of the informal network will affect the type and quality of information and 
opportunities available through membership. Heterogeneity and composition are two significant 
characteristics. Heterogeneity ensures that members of the informal network have contacts in 
more places and access a variety of social circles. Information and opportunities are diverse and 
unique as opposed to redundant. When homophily occurs within an informal network, members 
are in contact with alters (others) who tend to come from the same place (social location) as 
themselves and travel in the same social circles. Information tends to be redundant and hence 
less instrumental. Ties to kin are less likely than ties to non-kin to provide instrumental resources 
(social leverage) (Moore 1990; Wellman, 1990; Wellman and Wortley, 1990). While family 
members and kin are more likely to share information and resources with each other as opposed 
to non-family and non-kin, the information and resources shared tend to be of a supportive nature 
(lending money in a crisis, providing emotional support and encouragement) thus providing 
social support as opposed to social leverage. 
 
Casual, less intimate relationships (e.g., with co-workers, friends and acquaintances) can  
provide important opportunities for getting ahead in life (e.g., learning about a job opportunity) 
especially when the relationships or contacts are diverse (from a variety of contexts) (Erickson 
2003). While ties to family members and close friends may be strong and assist us in getting by 
in life, it is often the weak ties to acquaintances and co-workers that assist us in getting ahead in 
life. More recently, the importance of weak ties in social capital research has been highlighted 
(e.g., Crowell 2004; Erickson 2003, 2004b). Recent Canadian research on weak ties (e.g., 
Erickson 2004b) has employed the position generator as a strategy for assessing weak ties  
and social capital.1314 
 
Cycle 17 of the GSS suggests that women have greater ties to kin (non-household relatives) than 
do men. Women see their non-household relatives more frequently than men (see Figure 8). Men 
have greater ties to non-kin (friends and co-workers). They have more (non-relative) friends than 
women (see Figure 9) and see their friends and co-workers in person more often than women 
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(see figures 10 and 11). Thus, women are more likely to receive support for getting by through 
strong ties to family and kin while men are more likely to receive support for getting ahead 
through weak ties to friends and co-workers.  
 
Figure 8: In the Past Month, How Often Did You See Non-Household Relatives? 
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Hence, women have face-to-face (in person) contact with non-household relatives more so than 
with friends and co-workers. Men have face-to-face (contact) with friends and co-workers more 
so than with non-household relatives. Women not only see their non-household relatives in 
person more than men, they communicate with them by phone and Internet more often and 
generally feel closer to their non-household relatives than do men (see figures 12, 13 and 14). 
Men connect with their friends in person more so than women. Women connect with their 
friends by way of telephone and the Internet more so than men (see figures 15 and 16).1415  
 
Echoing the GSS, scholars from a range of disciplines find that interpersonal networks are 
gendered (see Lowndes 2000; Van Staveren 2002). Women’s networks tend to be smaller and 
more homogeneous than men’s (Moore 1990). Further, women have more ties to family than do 
men, and men have more ties to co-workers than do women (Moore 1990; Renzulli et al. 2000).  
The tendency of mainstream social capital research to focus on formal, bureaucratic 
organizations can distort the picture of social interactions (character, frequency, location) 
especially as related to women (Lowndes 2000; Norris and Inglehart 2003). Hence, the focus of 
research on social capital needs to broaden its scope to include informal (interpersonal) networks 
as well as formal (associational) memberships or ties (Gidengil et al. 2003).  
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Figure 9: Number of Close Friends (non-relatives) 

More than
20

11 to 206 to 103 to 51 or 2None

How many close friends do you have

50.0%

40.0%

30.0%

20.0%

10.0%

0.0%

Pe
rc

en
t

Female
Male

Sex of respondent

 
 
 
 Figure 10: In the Past Month, How Often Did You See Your Friends? 
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Figure 11: In the Past Month, How Often Did You Socialize with Co-Workers? 
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Gidengil et al. (2003) contended that the gendered character of interpersonal networks does  
not result from any inherent orientation of women toward familial bonds. Rather, it is women’s 
dissimilar social locations, relative to men’s, that leads to the gendering of interpersonal networks. 
Becoming acquainted with others different from oneself requires a context that makes possible 
varied social contacts (Moore 1990). Opportunities available to men and women for generating 
social contacts differ (Erickson 2004b). Men are generally better placed than women in social 
structures that allow for social contact and to enter into the networks of people they meet. The 
gendered pattern of employment, recreational activity and associational membership affords 
differing opportunities to men than to women for meeting people. Men, more so than women, are 
likely to have high-status jobs that enhance and facilitate their entry into social circles. Moreover, 
by virtue of occupying a high-status job, men are viewed as more attractive as prospective network 
members. Given that people tend to be attracted to those similar to themselves, men will likely 
form ties with other men, and women with other women.15

17Men’s contacts with other men are 
more varied than women’s contacts with other women (Erickson 2004b).  
 
Overall then, women have more same-sex contacts relative to men; their social networks  
are less varied (more homogeneous) demographically (age, education, income) than men’s.  
Contacts with men constitute a different form of social capital than do contacts with women 
(Erickson 2004b). Since women’s social ties are generally limited to others who are similar 
demographically and in regard to skills and social resources, women’s sources of information 
about the world are less varied and more redundant than men’s. This contributes to women’s 
social contacts being less instrumentally valuable than men’s social contacts (Gidengil et al. 
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2003). The focus in policy discourse on getting ahead via networking while not supporting 
informal networks leaves women out. 
 
Family Life, Child Rearing and Networking 
Just as gender has been “present and absent in troubling ways” (Molyneux, 2002: 177) in  
social capital discussions, so has the nature of family life. Men and women’s differential social 
locations along with homophily in formal and informal networks pave the way for gender 
inequality in social capital. Another major contributing factor is the effect of traditional family 
structure (breadwinning father, caregiving mother) and child rearing (being viewed as women’s 
work) on social location and networks (Lin 2000). From a life-span perspective, most Canadians 
will spend many years in the child rearing stage. Typically, it is women who bear the major 
responsibility for, and the work of rearing children (mothering), especially when the children are 
very young (e.g., under 6 years of age). Despite Canadian women’s high levels of labour force 
participation when they have young children, the polarized public–private worlds of work and 
care continue to shape how women and men live. Women have access to resource-poor networks 
that provide social support and assistance in getting by. Men have access to resource-rich 
networks that provide social leverage and assist with getting ahead.   
 
Social capital is distributed unequally by gender, and this inequality is sustained by the presence 
of homophily within formal and informal networks. Cycle 17 affirms that the existing inequality 
in social capital based on gender is augmented during the child-rearing years. Women’s social 
location socio-economically is further disadvantaged as shown in Table 9.16 18  
 
Table 9: Personal Annual Income 

Reported Annual 
Income 

Women from 
Total Sample 

% 

Women with 
Child 0-6 yrs 

% 

Men from 
Total Sample 

% 

Men 
with Child 0-6 

yrs 
% 

No income 7.6 10.8 3.0 1.1 
Less than $20,000 39.2 38.4 22.1 8.2 
$20,000 to $39,999 31.0 31.9 28.5 28.8 
$40,000 to $59,999 14.3 12.4 23.2 26.7 
$60,000 to $79,999 4.8 3.5 12.5 18.6 
$80,000 to $99,999 1.6 1.5 4.5 7.0 
$100,000 or more 4.5 1.6 6.1 9.5 
 
When a child 6 years of age and younger is present in the household, women’s personal annual 
income is consistently less than that reported by the overall population (total sample). When 
comparing the overall population to the early child-rearing group, the percentage of women 
reporting no income increases (from 7.6 percent to 10.8 percent) whereas men’s decreases (from 
3.0 to 1.1 percent). Thus the gender difference for the most economically disadvantaged (no 
income) in the overall population (total sample) is 4.6 percent, but when a child under 6 years of 
age is present in the household that difference jumps to 9.7 percent. When reporting an annual 
personal income of less than $20,000 (i.e., under the poverty line) the difference between men 
and women in the overall population is 17.1 percent, but with the presence of a young child it is 
30.2 percent. Half of the women in the early child-rearing group (49.2 percent) report personal 
poverty (personal income of $20,000 or less) compared to one tenth of the men (9.3 percent).  

main
Reported AnnualIncomeWomen fromTotal Sample%Women withChild 0-6 yrs%Men fromTotal Sample%Menwith Child 0-6yrs%No income 7.6 10.8 3.0 1.1Less than $20,000 39.2 38.4 22.1 8.2$20,000 to $39,999 31.0 31.9 28.5 28.8$40,000 to $59,999 14.3 12.4 23.2 26.7$60,000 to $79,999 4.8 3.5 12.5 18.6$80,000 to $99,999 1.6 1.5 4.5 7.0$100,000 or more 4.5 1.6 6.1 9.5
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At the opposite end of the income continuum, the percentage of women in the total sample 
reporting an income of $100,000 or more decreases with the presence of a young child in  
the household (from 4.5 to 1.6 percent). The percentage for men increases from 6.1 to 9.5 
percent. Clearly, not only do women generally occupy a disadvantaged social location socio-
economically (in the total sample) but even more so when parenting (rearing) a young child. 
 
The GSS suggests that for those with children under 6:  
 
• Of men, 91.8 percent and 45.6 percent of women (from the early child-rearing group) report 

“working at a paid job” as their main activity in the last 12 month. It should not be implied 
from this response, however, that these same women are not engaged in paid employment  
on a full- or a part-time basis. National data suggest that over 70 percent of women with 
children under 6 are in paid employment (Statistics Canada 2003). Because caring for young 
children dramatically increases the amount of unpaid labour women in particular perform 
(see Zukewich 2003a), caring work is the main activity of many mothers and some fathers, 
regardless of labour market attachments.  

 
• Of men, 1.5 percent and 40.2 percent of women report “caring for children” as their main 

activity in the last 12 months.  
 
Among social capital theorists, family has been presented as the most fundamental and important 
form of social capital (Putnam 1995; Fukuyama 1999; Newton 1997) and the main site of 
accumulation and transmission of social capital (Bourdieu 1993). However, as Winter (2000) 
noted, although the family has been idealized as the most productive site of social capital there  
is an obvious absence of discussion about the nature of family life that supports social capital.  
It is assumed that family will provide positive models of good relationships and civic virtues. 
Power structures and gender inequality are ignored. If strong family and kinship ties are assumed 
to occur automatically, policy can then focus on weak ties (e.g., co-workers, associational 
memberships) as potentially effective sources of social capital (Winter 2000). However, without 
investment in households and the networks that allow them to function, survive and thrive, there 
is little chance that bridging networks can develop sustainably for many marginalized groups.  
 
Family structures have changed considerably over the last half century.19 From cycle 17, an 
overview of reported family structure reveals that men, more so than women (with a child  
under age 6 in the household), are married or living common-law, with a partner living in the 
household in a two-adult family.1820Thus, they have another person in the household possibly  
to take care of the children. Women more so than men report being separated, divorced, 
widowed or single (never married) and having no partner in the household (lone parent). Lone 
female parenthood is closely associated with poverty in Canada (see Statistics Canada 2000, 
2003c). When comparing the total sample of the GSS to the early parenting group, the difference 
between males and females in their reported marital status and type of partner in the household 
and family structure is substantial (see Table 11 for an overview). Many workplaces and formal 
organizations continue to operate based on the assumption of a traditional family structure for 
employees/members (e.g., a breadwinning male and female homemaker and child caregiver). 
The ideal worker/member is care-less. This assumption facilitates men’s entry into the workplace 
and formal networks and hence their access to resource-rich networks.  
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During the intensive parenting years (child under the age of 6) women more so than men spend 
their time caring for children and are more likely to do so without a partner in the household. It 
follows then, that women are more likely than men to report living in a household where the total 
household income is on the lower end of the continuum (less than $20,000) and less likely than 
men to live in a household with a high income ($60,000 plus). The disparity between reported 
total household incomes for men and women during the intensive parenting years relative to 
general population (total sample) is evidenced in cycle 17 (see Table 11). Being a primary 
caregiver and a primary earner at the same time is virtually impossible (see Eichler 1997). 
Nonetheless, many women spend much of their time in paid employment as well as caring for 
their children. According to cycle 17, men and women with a child under the age of 6 in the 
household are equally as likely to spend between 36 and 40 hours per week in paid employment 
(men = 40.4 percent; women = 39.5 percent). However, women more so than men spend 34 
hours or less in paid employment (women = 47.3 percent; men 7.3 percent) whereas men more 
so than women spend 41 hours or more in paid employment (men = 52.3 percent; women 14.1 
percent). The mean number of hours worked by men in the intensive parenting group is 46.36 
hours per week and for women, 33.75 hours. Women no longer automatically withdraw from  
the paid labour force when they have children. However, the scarcity and high cost of child care 
likely contributes to the decision of many women not to return to work or to work reduced hours. 
Many parents turn to informal child care provided by family members and neighbours. Women’s 
more limited access to employment during the early parenting years affects their access to 
formal, resource-rich social networks and often channels them into informal, resource-poor 
networks.  
 
Women are more likely than men to gain access to income primarily via government income 
transfers or former spouses. When looking at the overall population (the total sample) in cycle 
17, the difference between the percentage of men and women reporting government income 
transfers or a former spouse as their source of income was 11.8 percent (women = 22.9 percent; 
men = 11.1 percent). That difference jumps to 19.9 percent (women 23.4 percent; men 3.5 
percent) when looking at the group of respondents who are parenting a young child (see Table 
13). Note that whether looking at the total sample or just respondents who report the presence  
of a young child in the household, the percentage of women who gain access to income primarily 
via government income transfers or former spouses is about the same (22.9 percent and 23.4 
percent). However the difference between the total sample and men from the early child-rearing 
group is substantial (11.1 percent and 3.5 percent). Men generally gain income via their own 
wages or salaries, especially during the early parenting years. Overall, the presence of young 
children increases women’s vulnerability to poverty and concretizes power and opportunity 
imbalances within households and within the labour market.  
 
Taken together, evidence from cycle 17 indicates that men are more likely than women to  
be embedded in traditional family structures. They are more likely to be married or to have a 
partner in the household, to spend their time engaged in paid employment and less time caring 
for children. In contrast, women are more apt to be embedded in a non-traditional family forms. 
They are less likely to be married or have a partner in the household and more likely to be 
earning a wage as well as caring for children. It cannot be presumed that families are a “bedrock” 
for social capital formation; they are diverse, and require investment and support. Jumping to 
bridging social capital without addressing supports for the bonding variety is problematic. 
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Maintaining social networks during the child-rearing years challenges parents, especially  
during the early years. Parents’ time and energy that might otherwise be spent on fostering and 
maintaining social ties are consumed by the day-to-day tasks associated with child rearing. The 
development of a strong bond between parent and child pulls parents further away from their 
existing social contacts (Munch et al. 1997), especially weak ties with friends, acquaintances  
and co-workers. Caring for a young child requires time and attention that might otherwise be 
spent volunteering, attending clubs, meetings, gatherings. The time invested in caring for young 
children takes away from available time for interacting with potential alters, and developing and 
maintaining weak ties. Caring for young children typically takes place in the home, or in the 
home of a family member (e.g., grandparent) or in a home-like setting (e.g., nursery) where 
parents are more likely to develop and maintain strong ties (family, kin, close friends) as 
opposed to weak ties (acquaintances, co-workers).  
 
For example, Table 10 shows that difference in volunteer hours between respondents with and 
without children 0-14 years of age in the home.  
 
Table 10: Number of Children Aged 0-14 Living in the Household and Volunteer Hours 
Average 
Number of 
Volunteer 
Hours per 
Month 

No children 
aged 0 to 14 

% 

One child 
aged 0 to 14 

% 

Two children 
aged 0 to 14 

% 

Three or 
more 

children 
aged 0 to 14 

% 

 

Over 15 
hours 

73.6 11.0 11.0 4.4 100% 
N = 1,831 

5 to 15 hours 
 

66.5 13.7 13.7 6.1 100% 
N = 3,112 

1 to 4 hours 
 

65.5 13.7 14.9 5.9 100% 
N = 2,687 

Less than 1 
hour per 
month 

66.0 17.5 12.0 4.6 100% 
N = 635 

 
The demands of child rearing differ according to the age of the youngest child in the household, 
and those demands are differentially met by women and men. The age of the youngest child in 
the home significantly affects the size, volume and composition of parents’ networks. Again,  
the effect is different for men than for women (Munch et al. 1997). Table 14 illustrates the 
probability of volunteer hours decreasing with the presence of young children in the home. 
Volunteering consumes time that might be directed otherwise, for example to one’s own family. 
Jones (2001) noted that a substantial percentage of Canadian volunteers are parents and further, 
that the amount of time parents volunteer increases as they travel through the stages of family 
life (young children, school-aged children, teenagers, adult children). Cycle 17 confirms that 
volunteering behaviour is less likely during early child rearing and peaks (for parents) when the 
children are older (see Table 15). Table 15 illustrates that at whatever family stage (younger 
children, older children), women are more likely than men to be engaged in volunteer behaviour. 
However, what is not known is whether women’s volunteering during the family stage facilitates 
the development of diverse social contacts (weak ties) or contact with similars (e.g., other 
mothers).  
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Men and women in Canada do not differ on the number of their organizational memberships; 
however, there is a difference in the size and type of associations to which men and women 
belong. This, in turn, leads to differential access to contacts, information and other resources. 
While men tend to belong to relatively large core organizations with economics ties, women  
tend to belong to smaller peripheral organizations typically focussed on domestic or community 
activities. The same pattern of gender difference occurs over family stages (see Table 12). 
Clearly, men continue to network in different circles than women during child rearing years 
albeit at a lesser rate during early child rearing. Men and women both are less likely to belong  
to formal organizations while the children are young. Membership to formal organizations peaks 
when the children are school aged and adolescents/youth (age 7 to 24 years). An interesting 
exception is that men’s affiliation with a religious organization peaks during early child rearing. 
This may be explained by the suggestion that during the early child rearing years, men are 
temporarily drawn into family and kinship networks.  
 
The presence of young children in the household initially draws men into familial networks  
but the move is temporary (Munch et al. 1997). Men are more likely to feel closer to relatives 
when the age of the youngest child is less than one year. As the age of the youngest child in the 
household increases, the probability of not feeling close to any relatives increases (see Table 17). 
For men, the proportion of networks that consisted of friends declines and the proportion of 
contacts with women and kin increases, especially during the early years of child rearing. 
Contact is redirected from friends to women and family. However, the effect of child rearing  
on men’s informal networks is temporary relative to the effect of child rearing on women’s 
informal networks. Men’s informal networks temporarily increase in kin composition as men  
are drawn into the domestic sphere for a brief period (Munch et al. 1997). Since many families 
consist of both males and females, women may experience increased gender heterogeneity in 
their informal networks during the early child-rearing years. However, the resources embedded 
within family tend to be homogeneous and hence may not provide better access to diverse 
resources, which is important for social leverage. Networks that are rich in resources are “rich” 
in both quantity and kind (resource heterogeneity). Child rearing continues to be defined by 
society as a female activity, and hence serves to place men and women in different positions 
structurally, with regard to the flow of information and other resources embedded in networks.  
 
As evidenced by cycle 17, men and women’s formal and informal networks differ by gender  
and hence, so too does their access to varying forms of social capital. It is not that men network 
more than women and as a result have more social capital than women. Rather, men and women 
network in different circles (locations) resulting in different kinds of social capital. Men are well-
positioned socio-economically relative to women, especially during the intensive child-rearing 
years. As a result, men are better positioned to network formally (e.g., can afford membership 
fees) and are also more attractive as potential members of networks (i.e., will be sought out by 
others). The formal networks to which men belong provide access to information that facilitates 
getting ahead in life (social leverage). The formal networks in which women are embedded are 
more likely to provide supportive information, facilitating getting by in life (social support).  
 
Informally, women spend more time with and communicate more regularly with their family 
(household and non-household relatives) than men. Men informally network with friends and  
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co-workers more than women. Women’s informal networks consist of family and kin, providing 
social support more so than social leverage. Networking with friends and co-workers has a 
greater potential for diversity of information than networking with family and kin. Hence, social 
capital accrued by men through their informal networking is more instrumental in getting ahead 
in life than the social capital accrued by women through their informal networks.  
 
Family structure constrains women’s access to resource-rich networks — formal and informal. 
Employers and organizations often assume that, or do not consider whether, employees and 
members are care-free. That is, they are not responsible for the day-to-daycare of dependent 
children. Cycle 17 indicates that most men are embedded in a traditional family structure, with  
a spouse or partner available to care for children. Many women however, are embedded in a non-
traditional family structure — working and caring for children, sometimes as a lone parent. Most 
women are not care-free. Caring for dependent children consumes time that might be directed 
otherwise, for example to formal networking or to networking with friends and co-workers. 
Overall, men are well-positioned to access resource-rich formal and informal networks with the 
potential to accrue and re-invest social capital needed for getting ahead. Women’s constrained 
position socially channels them into resource-poor formal and informal social networks with the 
potential to accrue and re-invest social capital for getting by.    



4. POLICY EXPLORATIONS 
 
 
Applying Social Capital to Child Care and Maternity/Parental Leave 
  
Social capital has been conceptualized primarily as a tool for social leverage, that is, as a  
means of getting ahead. In public policy terms, governments have expressed interest in it for its 
potential for labour market advancement and integration. For women, and for issues of work–life 
balance in general, social capital must be understood as both a resource for social leverage and a 
resource for social support. From a public policy perspective, few issues are more important to 
work–life balance than access to quality, affordable child care and access to adequately paid leave 
for childbirth and early development. Yet as is explored below, social capital approaches tend to 
naturalize social support functions, seeing them as being located within families, and thus outside 
of the purview of public policy. This replicates public policy patterns, which perpetuate male 
breadwinner norms in a context in which vast numbers of Canadian women with very young 
children are engaged in paid employment and have inadequate child care. As the analysis of the 
GSS data makes plain, if social capital is to serve as an effective tool for public policy, it must 
move beyond assumptions that households do not require investment and support, to a position 
which sees states take on an important role in supporting social networks through sufficient 
funding to social reproduction. 
  
The liberal character of Canada’s welfare state poses challenges for a shift from an exclusive focus 
on getting ahead to one that includes getting by. Family-related policies in Canada are at best non-
interventionist, and are more precisely characterized by their tendency to leave most issues of 
social reproduction and care to individuals (see Christie 2000; Girard 1994). Income replacement 
policies are firmly nested in the “getting by” category and Canada’s welfare state form supports 
only the very minimum of public income transfers for short durations. This welfare state path 
suggests that a shift in responsibility for supporting the work of social reproduction must take 
place for a social capital approach to be operationalized in a manner that will benefit women. 
Women require income entitlements that are accessible and universal for early childhood, and 
require accessible, affordable, flexible, high-quality child care, whether or not they or their 
partners (if present) are in the labour market. An adult-worker policy emphasis is the norm in 
Canada for both men and women (see OECD 2005). Two-earner households are prevalent, and 
while this means that fewer children live in poverty in Canada than they would if households only 
had one earner or if the parent(s) received assistance, an emphasis on the labour market as the only 
source of support is both misguided and irresponsible. Any meaningful application of social 
capital to the issue of reconciling work and family life requires public policy that deals with the 
work of social reproduction, and this requires a shift in policy path toward greater redistribution of 
this work across the sectors of the state, market, household and third sector. 
 
Early Childhood Education and Care: The Canadian Policy Context 
 
Since 2000, early childhood education and care (ECEC) has been a prominent national policy 
topic. The Liberal platform in the 2004 federal election featured a commitment to building a 
national child-care program based on principles of quality, universality, accessibility and 
developmental goals (Liberal Party of Canada 2005). Since 2003, a number of agreements 
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between federal and provincial/territorial governments have been reached over the delivery of 
child care21 services, but as yet there is no national ECEC program.2022From a work–life balance 
perspective, increased funding for high quality, affordable education and care are critical steps, 
but significant barriers lie in the way of an ECEC system that matches the principles identified 
by the federal government. The discussion of ECEC that follows outlines the policy context and 
identifies some of these problems.  
 
The Canadian Policy Context 
Child Care in Canada at a Glance 
• Percentage of children aged 3 to 5 whose mothers work in the paid labour force: More 

than 70 percent. 
• Number of licensed child-care spaces available for every 100 Canadian children: 12. 
• Number of licensed child-care spaces available for every 100 Canadian children, 

excluding Quebec: 8. 
• Amount pledged by the federal government for child-care spaces by 2009: $5 billion ($1 

billion annually for all provinces and territories). 
• Amount that the Province of Quebec spent on child care in 2001 alone: $1.1. billion. 
Source: Adapted from Canadian Council on Social Development (2004). 
 
The recent policy interest in developing a more comprehensive early childhood education  
and care system stems in part from employment concerns and in part from an interest in 
childhood development. Although most major studies suggest that the latter should inform policy 
development (OECD 2004, 2005; McCain and Mustard 1999, 2002), policy emphasis in Canada 
outside Quebec2123has been primarily concerned with women’s labour market participation and, 
in particular, encouraging single mothers into the labour market and training.2224Child-care 
service provision has been mired by an employability emphasis, rather than a child development 
and care focus.2325The OECD (2004: 42) went so far as to suggest that policy decisions around 
child care in Canada tend to be subject to “political party preference, regardless of the number of 
women working or the best interest of young children.” The result, they noted, “is a patchwork  
of uneconomic, fragmented services within which a small ‘child care’ sector is seen as a labour 
market support, separated from child development and education” (OECD 2004: 69).  
 
One challenge of developing federal social policy in Canada is the division of constitutional 
responsibilities for social programs, which results in a lack of uniformity in service provision 
nationally.26 With few exceptions, provincial and territorial governments are responsible for 
funding and delivering ECEC. The ECEC services targeted to First Nations peoples, military 
families and new Canadians are provided federally (Friendly and Beach 2005; OECD 2005). 
There is tremendous variation across provinces in the accessibility and cost of regulated child 
care and some variation in the provision and age limits for kindergarten. Translated into practice, 
there were spaces in regulated child care for fewer than 20 percent of Canadian children aged 6 
and under in 2001. This compares to 60 percent in the United Kingdom, a country with a 
comparable welfare state approach. An estimated 62 percent of Canadian children are in 
unregulated care (Beach et al. 1998). Incomes for child-care workers in formal and home-based 
care outside of Quebec are extremely low, the work is almost exclusively done by women, and 
staff turnover rates are high (Cox 2005; OECD 2004). 
 

main
Child Care in Canada at a Glance• Percentage of children aged 3 to 5 whose mothers work in the paid labour force: Morethan 70 percent.• Number of licensed child-care spaces available for every 100 Canadian children: 12.• Number of licensed child-care spaces available for every 100 Canadian children,excluding Quebec: 8.• Amount pledged by the federal government for child-care spaces by 2009: $5 billion ($1billion annually for all provinces and territories).• Amount that the Province of Quebec spent on child care in 2001 alone: $1.1. billion.Source: Adapted from Canadian Council on Social Development (2004).
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The ECEC policies are being development in Canada in a context of increasing tensions among 
paid employment and social reproduction, along with vast changes in family forms, labour 
market and demographic patterns. These tensions and changes increase the pressure for social 
policies that generate greater work–life balance. Women in Canada have one of the highest rates 
of labour market participation among OECD nations, at 73.4 percent of mothers with children 
under 5 in 2001. Most of this employment is full time and a dual-earner household model 
prevails (CRRU 2004). Child-care services and supports, along with other supports such as 
family-friendly employment practices and better leaves to care for young children, must be 
considered in concert with one another. Maternity and parental leave provisions remain 
inadequately financed and inaccessible for many given eligibility requirements. Thus, ECEC 
services must address infant care as a priority, and governments must finance leaves sufficiently.  
 
Key Trends that Have an Impact on ECEC in Canada  
• A declining birth rate. 
• A birth rate in the Aboriginal community that is much higher than in the population as a 
whole combined with migration to urban areas by Aboriginal families. 
• A large number of immigrants with a high proportion coming from non-European countries. 
• High labour force participation by mothers with young children. 
• An increase in the proportion of lone-parent families with young children. 
• Significant rates of child poverty. 
• Increased incidence of non-traditional work hours. 
• Employment policies, in particular, the recent parental leave extension. 
Source: Adapted from OECD (2004: 21). 
 
Funding for ECEC has been mired by a legacy of neo-liberal restructuring. In the early 1990s, 
the Canada Assistance Plan (CAP) was dismantled and replaced with the Canada Health and 
Social Transfer (CHST). The CHST effectively eliminated federal–provincial cost sharing for 
social assistance and social services, including child care. It drastically diminished national 
standards related to the social rights of poor Canadians associated with social transfers. The 
federal government cut the total cash transfers to the provinces by a third in 1995 (Rice and 
Prince 2000). Federal cuts had a significant effect on the provinces’ ability to deliver social 
services (Prince 1999;  MacKinnon 2003). Moreover, a preference for negative income tax 
policies (tax credits rather than service provision) altered the capacities of Canadians to access 
public services (Bezanson 2006a: 10). 
 
Despite a legacy of significant underfunding, including some declines through the 1990s in  
some provinces as the federal government cut transfers for social programs (see OECD 2004), 
new federal money has been directed to children in general and very recently, to child care in 
particular.2527As of August 2005, agreements on early learning and child care have been signed 
between the federal government and Alberta, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Saskatchewan and Manitoba.  
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Key Trends that Have an Impact on ECEC in Canada• A declining birth rate.• A birth rate in the Aboriginal community that is much higher than in the population as awhole combined with migration to urban areas by Aboriginal families.• A large number of immigrants with a high proportion coming from non-European countries.• High labour force participation by mothers with young children.• An increase in the proportion of lone-parent families with young children.• Significant rates of child poverty.• Increased incidence of non-traditional work hours.• Employment policies, in particular, the recent parental leave extension.Source: Adapted from OECD (2004: 21).
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The agreements on early learning and child care form part of a trend in federal policy toward a 
renewed interest in “the child,” and in child poverty in particular.2628This interest in the child in 
social policy has, however, often missed the crucial point that poor children have poor parents, 
and thus targeting children as the only deserving recipients of support does little to address the 
sources of their economic situation. The Child Tax Benefit and the National Child Benefit 
Supplement are examples of increased spending on children in Canada over the 1990s (see Battle 
and Mendelson 2001; McKeen 2004). One important aspect of these initiatives is that they are 
not stigmatized, as they are delivered through the tax system based on income tax returns. They 
funnel monthly payments to parents for some of the high costs of caring for children. However, 
the amounts do not cover the costs associated with programmed child care. The income tax credit 
that parents receive for child-care costs, likewise, does not generally cover the costs of full-time 
centre-based care, and parents must pay up front and receive a tax credit later (Freiler et al. 
2001). Moreover, some provincial governments, notably Ontario under the former Conservative 
Government, clawed back the benefits transferred from the federal government to families 
receiving social assistance, thus making the child benefit more of a work incentive than a poverty 
alleviation strategy. The Conservatives did not invest the clawed back money into child care (see 
Vosko 2006).  
 
New money is beginning to flow into child-care programs and services, which is a crucial step  
in addressing cost, quality and access issues for parents, and access to early learning for children. 
Building on the federal–provincial/territorial initiative to support families with young children 
called the National Children’s Agenda (1997), a new agreement and funding arrangement was 
forged between all Canadian provinces and territories (except Quebec) and the federal 
government in 2000 entitled the Early Childhood Development Agreement (ECD) (OECD 2004; 
Canada 2005c).2729The funds were spent on a host of program areas, such as prenatal benefits 
and supports and parenting programs, with child care as only one area of spending (OECD 
2004). A further agreement was reached in 2003, the Multilateral Framework on Early Learning 
and Child Care, which saw the Government of Canada provide additional funding to provinces 
and territories for investments in regulated early learning and child-care programs for children 
under the age of 6 (Canada 2005c: 3). The funding associated with this agreement is targeted to 
formal child-care centres, family child care homes, preschools and nursery schools. It provides 
important funding for expenditures, fee subsidies and wage enhancements, among other areas 
(Canada 2005c: 3-4). Additional money was targeted to Aboriginal children living on 
reserves.2830The federal Liberals 2004 election platform promised $5 billion to create 250,000 
child-care spaces by 2009. The Government announced the $5 billion over five years in the April 
2005 federal budget. Beginning in 2007-2008, Ottawa will increase its commitment to $1.2 
billion over the following three years (Canada 2005a). Provinces will be able to draw from the 
Early Learning and Child Care fund on a per capita basis, once an agreement is in place and 
$100 million is being specifically set aside for on-reserve First Nations (Canada 2005a). Despite  
these important funding commitments, Canada’s child care spending is at 0.2 percent of gross 
domestic product, fully half the OECD average (CBC 2005).  
 
Federal, provincial and territorial commitments to fund and develop ECEC are beginning to  
take shape. National standards have not been set, nor is there agreement on what a national 
ECEC system for the country would look like. The OECD (2004) strongly recommends that 
Canada integrate child care with kindergarten and thus improve its funding, along with the 
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training and recruitment of workers. It also endorses a public/not-for-profit model of service 
provision. The development of a system of ECEC in Canada is in its initial stages, and its shape 
has important implications for mothers and fathers as well as for children.  
 
Maternity/Parental Leaves 
 
The Canadian Policy Context 
Canada has a system of maternity and parental leave benefits (i.e., income replacement) 
administered through the federal Employment Insurance Act. Provincial and territorial 
governments, through labour or employment standards acts, govern the conditions of absence 
and return to work. As of 2001, along with 15 weeks of maternity leave, 35 weeks of parental 
benefits are available to either or both parents who are eligible for a total of 50 weeks of benefits 
for childbirth, or 35 weeks for adoption. In 2001, the eligibility threshold was lowered from 700 
to 600 hours of insurable employment.2931The rate of benefits remained unchanged. The 
extension of leave time and decrease in employment hours required was an important advance 
for women’s equality in Canada. There remain, however, significant problems with Employment 
Insurance (EI) in terms of eligibility and sufficiency of income. The absence of quality, 
affordable child care severely circumscribes leave choices for many women. Moreover, 
inequalities in the labour market along with gender ideologies continue to determine who takes 
leaves: in 2001, one in ten EI eligible fathers took parental leave (Statistics Canada 2003b). 
While more than some OECD countries, this compares to eight in ten in Norway. 
 
Maternity/Parental Leave at a Glance 
• Beginning in 2001, leave time for employed parents with EI insurable earnings increased 

from 10 to 35 weeks. 
• Maternity leave benefits, which are administered in the same way as parental leave 

benefits, can be claimed for 15 weeks by women only, and up to eight weeks before the 
birth. 

• To qualify, parents must have worked for 600 hours in the past 52 weeks. 
• The 35 weeks can be split between both qualifying parents. 
• There is a two-week waiting period for benefits. 
• The entitlement is 55 percent of insured earnings up to a maximum of $413 per week. 
Source: Adapted from Marshall (2003: 5). 
 
Employment Insurance is a rights-based entitlement funded by contributions from workers and 
employers. It is, however, far from universal. In 2003, at least 35 percent of new mothers were 
not eligible for parental/maternity benefits (Cox 2004: 5). About half of those mothers who did 
not receive benefits were not engaged in any or enough paid work in year before childbirth, and 
the other half were self-employed and therefore ineligible for benefits (Cox 2004; Shillington 
2003).3032Reforms to the EI system in the late 1990s, which moved from a weeks-worked basis  
of eligibility to an hours-based eligibility system, affected women workers differently than men 
workers. According to the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC 2000), since 1996, there has been a 
doubling in the gap between unemployed men and women with access to EI benefits in general 
(see also Cox 2004; Shillington 2003).  

main
Maternity/Parental Leave at a Glance• Beginning in 2001, leave time for employed parents with EI insurable earnings increasedfrom 10 to 35 weeks.• Maternity leave benefits, which are administered in the same way as parental leavebenefits, can be claimed for 15 weeks by women only, and up to eight weeks before thebirth.• To qualify, parents must have worked for 600 hours in the past 52 weeks.• The 35 weeks can be split between both qualifying parents.• There is a two-week waiting period for benefits.• The entitlement is 55 percent of insured earnings up to a maximum of $413 per week.Source: Adapted from Marshall (2003: 5).
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Gender, geography and race/ethnicity affect eligibility for maternity/parental benefits. As Porter 
(2003) noted, the EI system is based on a Fordist, full-time, full-year male breadwinner model. 
Indeed, a recent report by the Toronto Dominion Bank (TD Economics 2005) went so far as  
to suggest that the present EI system is ill equipped to deal with shifts in the composition of  
the labour force, which is tending toward non-standard work and self employment. Women,  
and in particular, women of colour and those in regions of high unemployment, are greatly 
overrepresented in the non-standard, precarious work force. As Cox (2004: 7) noted, “women’s 
economic disadvantage within the employment insurance program flows directly from both the 
poor quality of their paid employment and the quantity of unpaid work they do in the family.”  
Maternity/parental benefits have a measurable effect on the length of leave time for many 
workers. The extension of maternity/parental leaves to 50 weeks increased the most common 
return to work time from five to six months in 2000 to between nine to twelve months in 2001 
(Marshall 2003: 6). Those who were self-employed and not eligible returned to work within one 
or two months after childbirth.3133Those women whose jobs were not permanent returned to 
work much sooner than those with permanent employment.  
 
Decreases in the number of insured paid hours required to be eligible for maternity/parental leave 
benefits has made access to EI income available for more women, but misses an important point 
about income and poverty. Fifty-five percent of small earnings is insufficient to cover basic costs 
and thus affects women’s positions either as dependent on someone else’s earnings or speeds their 
re-entry into the labour market. Twenty-eight percent of mothers who qualified with less than 700 
hours of insured earnings had employment incomes of less than $200 per week (Perusse 2003: 
12). Thirty percent of women who received maternity/parental benefits in 2001 had average 
weekly insured earnings of less that $400 compared to only 11 percent of men (Perusse 2003: 15). 
Moreover, the maximum that EI pays is $413 per week, which is taxed. This amount is not 
indexed.  
 
Statistics Canada found that almost 50 percent of mothers who returned within eight months of 
childbirth had earnings below $20,000 per year in their previous job. Only 29 percent of those 
who returned after a year had earnings below $20,000 (Marshall 2003: 8-9). Few women receive 
“top-ups” from their employers. In 2001, 20 percent of those women claiming maternity/parental 
leave received top ups. The duration of these top ups tended to be short (median was 15 weeks) 
(Marshall 2003).  
  
As with child care, Quebec has taken a different, and more progressive, route with maternity  
and parental leaves. Quebec has launched a legal challenge against the federal government in  
an attempt to lower the province’s contribution levels to EI in order to fund its own Parental 
Insurance Act (Cox 2004). The Quebec model would see self-employed workers covered, the 
waiting period eliminated, a higher, annually indexed maximum for insured earnings and a more 
generous percentage of earnings paid (Cox 2004: 10). In addition, lesbian co-mothers would be 
eligible for benefits in the same way that fathers are. An agreement in principle with the federal 
government would see the program come into effect in 2006 (Cox 2004).34  
 
Maternity and parental benefits and legislated leave times are central to balancing work and 
family. However, in their present form, benefits are not universal and are often financially 
insufficient. As with child care, a universal program for funded leaves is the best solution.  
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Applying a Gendered Social Capital Lens 
Questions must be asked if applying a social capital lens to these two policy areas. Do the 
policies support or undermine social networks? If so, which ones? Incorporating the insights of  
a social reproduction framework here shows that a combination of supports should be in place to 
foster both social support and social leverage. 
 
Affordable, programmed, quality child care facilitates both social supports and greater social 
leverage. At the most basic level, quality ECEC, particularly if it has flexible hours, can eliminate 
or alleviate the stress of piecing together child-care arrangements and decrease the worry about 
quality that many parents face. Having reliable child care facilitates the options available to 
parents. If parents spend a good deal of time concerned about and trying to organize child care, 
they do not have time or energy for other pursuits. Because ECEC remains inaccessible to many 
families, they rely on informal care arrangements. Many of these arrangements are in non-
regulated homes at lower costs and often quality, or they are provided by kin.  
 
Relying on kin for regular child care does not often strengthen social support, but rather ties 
parents into relations of obligation with kin members (see Finch 1989; Noce 2004). Often, 
especially when finances are an issue, reciprocity for care provided is not easily offered, thus 
leading to tension in key relationships in people’s lives (see Bezanson 2006a). Quality, reliable 
child care provided by trained early childhood educators relieves informal social networks of day-
to-day demands and frees them for moments of need or want. Children become ill, and are not 
permitted to attend daycare, thus networks are called upon to step in. If these demands, as 
Luxton’s (2006) research has shown, are not ongoing and are time limited, then they built and 
strengthen networks. If they are ongoing and not reciprocated, then they can become onerous and 
undermine the quality of social supports. Mothers, in particular, may become increasingly 
reluctant to call on social supports for fear of being too demanding or because accepting support 
forces them into dynamics of obligation. They may end up changing their own labour market 
participation, because of these concerns around social supports and obligations, increasing their 
own economic difficulties. Affordability and access are thus central determinants of the quality of 
bonding social supports. These, in turn, affect participation in varying types of formal networks. 
 
Beyond bolstering primary networks instead of drawing on them to exhaustion, a gendered social 
capital lens reveals that quality ECEC builds bonding and bridging social capital for parents and 
children. For parents, it embeds them in institutions with other parents at the same or at a similar 
life stage. This can provide practical and emotional support and can also provide networks of 
acquaintances from a larger spectrum of class, race/ethnicity and other locations. Parents are also 
embedded within structures that can provide them with professional supports from trained workers 
about developmental and social issues regarding parenting. For children, being embedded in high-
quality, learning-based networks with other children and adults increases their social, emotional 
and cognitive development, but also increases their opportunities as they gain access to networks 
from a diversity of social locations. Moreover, for children, ECEC can identify early on a range of 
health and learning issues. Child care must thus not be conceived of primarily as a labour market 
support, but as part of an early learning structure with desirable human and social capital 
outcomes.  
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The issues of child care and maternity/parental leaves are intertwined. The absence of the former 
affects the kind of choices available to parents in the latter. Incomes from EI for parental leaves 
are low; at a maximum (i.e., job earnings of just under $40,000 in the year before birth), they 
provide less than $20,000 before deductions for a 50-week leave with a waiting period. Since 
women are overrepresented among those in non-standard work and among those with low 
incomes, for those receiving benefits, the maximum is not the norm. Economic insecurity limits 
options and mobility; the birth of a child can bring isolation and as the GSS reveals, alters the  
size of social networks. Complementary support programs, such as library programs or daytime 
children’s programming exist in all provinces, which assist in developing social networks and 
providing parenting advice. From the perspective of social capital, maternity and parental leaves 
delivered through EI are a support for getting by. Access and funding are central: women’s 
economic vulnerability is heightened if choices about labour market participation are 
circumscribed by high costs associated with child care or social costs associated with care by  
kin. If a great deal of energy is expended in getting by and if networks are depleted in the process, 
there is little left for other kinds of social capital formation, let alone civic or other voluntary 
engagement.  
 
Child care and maternity/parental leaves do bolster social supports and social leverage, but do so 
best when they are universally available, well funded and accessible. Universality is key to good 
policy development in these areas: spending time and resources on surveillance for income or 
means-tested subsidies wastes resources that are better used in quality early learning, care and 
funding for leaves.  
 
Social Capital, Social Reproduction and the Social Economy 
 
Defining Social Economy: Quebec and Canada 
The social economy provides an obvious instance of operationalizing social capital. The new 
social economy literature coming out of Quebec is closely compatible with social capital: like 
social capital, it considers the values and subjective norms of the “social” and social profitability, 
and opens a space for a consideration of quality of life issues in economics (Neamtan 1996; 
Graefe 2001). Quebec feminists have broadened the concept social economy to include public 
infrastructure and social supports, and placed attention on these as aims in themselves, quite 
outside of the realm of purely market indicators (for a good review, see Toupin 2001). The 
impetus for the explosion of interest in the new social economy in Quebec came out of demands 
by the Quebec women’s movement for recognition of women’s unpaid work and feminized paid 
work. The new social economy presents important possibilities for operationalizing a social 
capital perspective in a political and institutional context that supports a social reproduction 
perspective. Yet, like social capital, a simple definition of the social economy is not self-evident. 
The new social economy is context dependent and cannot be easily transferred from one set of 
political and cultural traditions to another. 

 
Social economy refers to a range of practices and traditions, which are in transition in many 
countries as a result of socio-economic shifts (Fontan and Shragge 2000). In Quebec and Europe, 
social economy has been the concept of preference over the last decade, while in the rest of 
North America, the third sector has taken a place of prominence. Both approaches have at their 
centre a prominent role for not-for-profit or non-governmental organizations in the state–family–
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market nexus. The new social economy is often used interchangeably with the third sector, but 
the term “third sector” does not translate culturally or politically into the new social economy. 

 
Attention to social economy tends to climb in relation to societal upheavals, catastrophic events 
and market failures (Ninacs and Toye 2002). The latter explains the renewed interest in social 
economy in Canada today. The retrenchment of the Canadian welfare state over the last decade, 
combined with an increase in income inequalities between individuals and communities, resulted 
in the need for social intervention to pick up the slack left by reduced services, fewer universal 
income and in-kind supports, and a labour market that is increasingly stratified and precarious. 
The social economy is thus seen as a potential site to address labour market exclusion, foster 
entrepreneurship with social motivations and redress shortfalls in social services and supports. 

 
The concept of social economy has its roots principally in utopian socialist literature of the 18th 
and 19th centuries. This stream of social economy seeks social transformation and social change. 
The emergence of consumer co-operative stores in the 19th century formed a significant part of 
the scope of the “old” social economy. The co-operative and mutual approach is more reformist, 
and does not seek to challenge the market economy overtly. The revival of social economy, 
beginning in parts of Europe and Quebec in the 1970s, heralded the emergence of a “new” social 
economy. While the “old” version focussed on co-operatives as an alternative (and democratic) 
model of business enterprise, the “new” social economy is seen as a central part of a new social 
and economic regulatory regime (Ninacs and Toye 2002; Fontan and Shragge 2000). The new 
social economy in Quebec has, at its base in women’s groups and other progressive groups’ 
activism, a radical challenge to poverty, exclusion and a lack of analysis of the limits of the 
capitalist marketplace. Operationally, however, social economy has become institutionalized 
within a more reformist vision that encourages social enterprise and responses to welfare state 
shortfalls. 

 
Social economy involves support for alternative business and service development strategies. 
European approaches, such as the CONSCISE project based out of Middlesex University in  
the United Kingdom, refer to the development and fostering of social enterprises at the local 
level, which foster social capital development. The co-operation and reciprocity among these 
enterprises then can give rise to the formation of a sector called the social economy. Thus,  
social economy presents important possibilities for creating employment options both for the 
long-term unemployed and for services in demand. Moreover, social economy is a concrete  
way to operationalize a social capital approach as social entrepreneurship can lead to increased 
bonding and bridging social capital, particularly for marginalized groups.  

 
The Third Sector in English Canada and the Social Economy in Quebec 
In English Canada, the debate about a remixing of the social economy, broadly speaking,  
has revolved around the third sector, and not the social economy as debated in Quebec. While 
numerous community development initiatives and co-operatives thrive in English Canada, for 
much of the 1990s, the role of the voluntary and non-profit sectors in delivering services has 
been the subject of discussion.3335Thus, in one sense, there is a wealth of experience with the 
social economy generally in English Canada, but less with social enterprise building, which is  
a hallmark of the Quebec model. 
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As the scope of the welfare state is reduced and non-standard work becomes more normative, the 
need for services, such as labour market training do not disappear. Rather, responsibility for the 
provision and delivery of these services and supports shifts across sectors (Meinhard and Foster 
2002). International studies of neo-liberal restructuring initiatives in countries with undeveloped 
welfare states indicate that for those with low incomes, the household sector (and usually women 
within it) steps in to buffer labour market and income insecurity (Elson 1995, 1998; Ward 1990). 
The market provides some services, but at an increased cost for the recipients. In post-welfare 
states, the adoption of neo-liberal restructuring has yielded similar results (Bezanson and 
McMurray 2000; Neysmith et al. 2005; Bakker 1996).  

 
Over the last 15 years, the state–society relationship in Canada has undergone significant change. 
A growing body of scholarly literature argues that liberal welfare states are being “hollowed out” 
as a consequence of shifting production regimes on the one hand, and new approaches to social 
provisioning on the other (Clement and Vosko 2002; Peck 1996). The “workfare state” (Jessop 
1993) emerging in Canada is characterized by increasingly residual and targeted social 
programming, a substantial reduction in the scope of state involvement in social development 
and protection, an emphasis in social policy on the shortest route to paid employment (regardless 
of wage level, stability or the presence of outside supports like child care) and “less state” via a 
devolution to lower levels of government or other agents. Emphasizing downsizing and local 
delivery, the rise of neo-liberal economic policies and the decline of the postwar welfare state 
have forced a realignment of the role of the state in funding and delivering social supports and 
services. Welfare state and international development scholars suggest that the third sector is 
increasingly called upon to make up for cuts in government social spending, particularly for 
those with low income (Aronson and Neysmith 2000). Additionally, the third sector is charged 
with the delivery of many government-funded or assisted labour market training and placement 
programs, of which a component often is the regulation of those receiving some form of public 
assistance (Bashevkin 2002b; Little 1998). Many third sector organizations are said to be 
becoming “agents of the state” (Shields and Evans  1998) and hence, play a critical role in 
shaping a new economy in Canada in which labour markets are more precarious and social 
provisioning more restrictive. Further, some third sector organizations compete with for-profit 
organizations for government contracts and funding. 

 
Three striking findings emerge from the debate about the third or voluntary sector in English 
Canada. First, the dramatic cut in social programs and spending that characterized much of the 
1990s and early 2000s also significantly reduced the capacities of volunteer and non-profit 
organizations to function. Contra conservative claims, the growth of the third sector coincided 
with the expansion of the welfare state. Second, the neo-liberal imperatives of efficiency result in 
services being shifted from public provision, to non-profit provision, with dramatic implications 
for wages, accessibility and accountability. Third, the emergence of workfare-driven social 
policy, federally and in some provinces/territories, results in the third sector being employed as a 
vehicle for surveillance for the poor and job training that is of questionable quality. The apparent 
“rediscovery” of the community and local sector in the early part of the 2000s raises important 
questions about the mix of state–market–third sector-household delivery of goods and 
services.3436  
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Despite academic theorizing about and public policy attention to the state–third sector 
relationship (Day and Devlin 1997; Banting 2000), more empirical work is needed to assess  
if and how third sector organizations are able to respond to the effects of cuts in social  
spending or their changed role in the delivery of labour market training for those with low 
incomes. Dreessen (2001) suggested that urgent research is needed in Canada about the 
capacities of the third sector to shed light on the effects of income polarization, sustainable 
development and a decreasing social safety net. While efforts have been made to redress  
some significant data, conceptual and policy gaps (e.g., Statistics Canada=s Nonprofit Sector 
Knowledge Base Project, the Federal Voluntary Sector Roundtable and the Voluntary Sector 
Initiative), Canada remains behind its counterparts in the United States and the United Kingdom 
in terms of a clear understanding of the desirability, roles, responsibilities, accountability 
mechanisms and consequences for civil society of a reframed state–third sector compact (UK 
2002; Hoodless 2002; Salamon 2002). Nation states, including Canada, are increasingly turning 
their attention to “building social capital,” especially recently through the social economy, as a 
way to buttress communities from the effects of social isolation and a lack of social integration. 
The third sector, a fulcrum for volunteers, paid workers and participants in training and other 
activities, is said to be a critical agent in developing a stock of social capital. It becomes ever 
more critical to understand the role of the third sector in Canada as income inequalities increase 
(Yalnizan 1998), public social spending remains stagnant, decreases or is reconfigured, and 
public services are shifted to sectors outside the state.  

 
Unpaid labour and social capital are hard to capture in a quantitative fashion. Like including 
unpaid work in systems of national accounting (Waring 1999; Luxton and Vosko 1998), it is 
challenging to incorporate intangible assets like norms and networks of reciprocity. Unpaid 
labour in general and the non-market work of social capital formation are both highly gendered. 
Current policy interest in social capital provides a window into exposing the important links 
between social capital and the gendered work of social reproduction. Research is thus needed to 
provide a clearer picture of the capacity of the third sector/social economy to both absorb the 
effects of a restructured welfare state and to become an agent for building social capital more 
generally. Simultaneously, it is imperative that investigations of social capital and the third 
sector/social economy place gender at the centre of their analyses. Current research is weak  
in this area and, hence, runs several risks.  
 
• It risks exaggerating volunteer and not-for-profit organizations’ capacities and assuming that 

building and sustaining networks is a genderless operation.  
 
• It risks focussing on community engagement without considering structural barriers to 

participation such as child care, systemic racism and the prevalence of a precarious labour 
market.  

 
• It tends toward depoliticizing poverty and social class by asserting that group membership 

will facilitate economic development.  
 
• It risks intensifying the unpaid work already done by women in communities. 
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• Perhaps most crucially, it may assume that by building social capital and encouraging 
reliance on the third sector/social economy, the need for a redistributive welfare state has 
been addressed.  

While there is enormous interest in the social economy at the federal level,3537the Quebec 
experience is unique in Canada. This stems both from a distinct political culture, which has 
tended to be more consistently progressive and left-leaning than other provinces, from a tradition 
of co-operatives distinct in North America, and from a commitment to including a range of 
economic and social actors in policy discussions. At the federal level in Canada and in many 
provinces, interest groups and activists have been deliberately marginalized since the early  
1990s from policy processes through de-funding and restructuring decision making (McKeen 
and Porter 2003; McKeen 2004). The emergence of the social economy as a central community 
development tool in Quebec in the 1990s must be understood within a context that deviates from 
the hyper neo-liberalism and liberal individualism of most of its neighbours and the Canadian 
federal government.  
The women’s march against poverty, in Quebec in 1995, assisted in forcing the social economy 
onto the agenda of public discourse in that province. Following the march, a steering committee 
on the social economy was created composed of representatives from women’s organizations and 
from three Quebec government departments. A 1996 government summit on the economy took 
place to establish a plan of action for countering the economic and social crises Quebec faced in 
light of high fiscal deficits and reductions in federal transfers (Ninacs 2002). Women’s groups, 
along with other community groups, were invited to participate on equal footing with the private 
sector, labour and the state. The Chantier de l’economie sociale was formed out of these 
meetings.  

 
The Chantier de l’economie sociale adopted a definition of the social economy, which situates it 
both inside and beyond the “old” social economy. The definition has five elements founded on 
the values of solidarity, autonomy and citizenship (Chantier de l'economie Sociale 2001).  
 
• A primary goal of service must be to members or the community rather than accumulating 

profit.  
 
• Management must be autonomous. 
 
• Decision-making processes must be democratic. 
 
• People and work have primacy over capital and profits. 
 
• Operations must be based on the principles of participation, empowerment along with 

individual/collective accountability.36 38  
 
The social economy in Quebec has played an important role in job creation, and it has been 
supported by significant state, some private sector and some trade union investment.3739Social 
entrepreneurialism is fostered, funded and mentored. Since 1997, 120 local development centres 
have been established as multi-service outlets for job creation projects (Ninacs 2002). They offer 
referral and technical services to businesses, including social economy businesses. Indeed, a 
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large and diverse group of investors has become involved in social economy initiatives, 
including banks, co-operatives and manufacturing organizations. Social economy initiatives span 
a range of sectors, including such areas as agriculture, home care, child care, housing, recycling 
and funeral co-operatives (Toupin 2001).  
 
Snapshot of Quebec’s Social Economy (excluding community-based service 
organizations and advocacy groups) 
• 972 caisses populaires and caisses d’epargnes (financial co-operatives and 

credit unions) 
• 200 consumer co-operatives 
• 141 production co-operatives 
• 196 worker co-operatives 
• Over 100 non-profit and co-operative home case service enterprises 
• Over 40 worker-shareholder co-operatives 
• 119 job co-operatives that seek to promote the social and economic integration 

of a dozen youth in co-operative businesses 
• 124 multi-stakeholder or solidarity co-operatives 
• 1,200 housing co-operatives and non-profits 
• 36 training businesses 
• An unknown number of non-profit businesses in fields, such as arts, leisure, 

and child-care centres and agencies 
Source: Adapted from Ninacs and Toye (2002: 18). 
 
The Quebec government prioritizes social enterprises that it views as financially viable and low 
cost, and where job creation is highest. It appears that the Martin government was particularly 
interested in the social economy of this variety (Speech from the Throne 2004; Bakapanos 2004). 
As discussed below, the emphasis on social enterprises is at odds with the demands of feminists 
and community development activists for socially responsive and well-paid positions in service 
delivery, such as child care, housing and home care. The retreat of the state from social provision 
has left enormous gaps and has intensified women’s paid and unpaid labour, which the social 
economy is now left to address. 
 
Promise/Problems 
The social economy poses enormous potential and serious pitfalls. Indeed, it is telling that women’s 
organizations that spearheaded the call for renewed investment in social infrastructure and systemic 
practices to alleviate women’s poverty and unrecognized unpaid labour are dissatisfied with the 
direction in social economy funding and emphasis (see Toupin 2001; Ninacs 2000). The potential  
of people before profit, a democratic decision-making structure and a model that prioritizes meeting 
immediate community needs is critical for redressing public policy shortfalls. From the vantage 
point of social integration and community solidarity building, the social economy has strong merits 
and can draw in otherwise marginalized groups. This is indeed the stuff of social capital. Yet its 
dangers must also be assessed from a practical and policy perspective, particularly if the Quebec 
model is exported to English Canada.  
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The most pressing question to be addressed is one of context: Is social economy (and indeed 
social capital) emerging as a substitute for state-based redistribution? If so, it will fail to meet  
the needs of the most disenfranchised, and will at best provide a small local patchwork of 
organizations competing for funding and investment. If not, it will require a strong and involved 
state which prioritizes universal service delivery and long-term employment strategies, and 
includes interest and community groups as equal partners in the community development puzzle. 
The central policy questions must revolve around the redistribution of wealth. The social 
economy emerges as a critique both of the state and of the market, yet to be effective, it must 
also take account of the role of the welfare state, the changes in the labour market and the 
decreases in regulation on capital. 
  
For a social economy to develop that effectively harnesses and deepens social capital formation 
and maintenance, the following concerns require reflection, debate and policy consideration. 
 
• The social economy must not be considered as a development strategy on its own. It is part of a 

community and regional development strategy that, to achieve socially democratic and 
redistributive ends, must have a supportive and progressive state and the involvement of 
community organizations as equal partners.  

• The social economy and social care must be considered within the socio-political context of the 
early 21st century. Canada has witnessed the decline of the male breadwinner model, and is now 
characterized by a dual earner/female carer model. At the same time as the dual earner/female 
carer model has emerged in earnest, there has been a marked and systematic decline in state 
support for social reproduction. Attention must be paid to the burden the social economy places 
on women’s unpaid labour and the kinds of employment created in paid labour to avoid 
feminized job ghettos in the third sector. 

• The third sector/social economy is easily harnessed by neo-conservatives who seek a renewed 
role for the third sector and family in delivering services. In a context of cost cutting and neo-
liberalism, there is an atavistic nostalgia for a lost sense of community and family. This 
nostalgia, combined with a social economy emphasis in social businesses (where women are  
not thriving), does not forward a balance between work and family, but rather burdens women’s 
unpaid work in communities and families. 

• If the social economy is the primary response to a crisis in the labour market (precarious jobs) 
and a crisis in welfare state financing, it may give rise to workfare-style policies, characterized 
by low wages and low rates of unionization. Further, public sector jobs may be lost. This sector 
has historically been one of job advancement and good wages for women. In Quebec, while there 
is a commitment to good wages and not replacing public sector jobs, initial data suggest that this 
is not a reality. Rochette (1996) found that in Quebec in the mid-1990s, the average hourly wage 
of daycare workers in a not-for-profit daycare was $10.78 while a for-profit wage was $8.08. By 
contrast, public sector daycare workers earned between $14.61 and $20.46 per hour.  

• Critics of the social economy, such as Lamoureux (1998), refer to it as the distribution of poverty 
rather than the distribution of wealth. This implies that the poor manage the poor in the sector, 
and that social risks associated with income, health and so on are not shared across the 
population. 
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• The liberal individual tradition in much of English Canada does not give rise to collective or 
unified responses to social problems. It is difficult to export solidarity as an operational model, 
particularly when interest groups, unions and other activists have been systematically 
marginalized from the policy process through the 1990s.  

• Social rights must be prioritized. The social economy, as with the third sector, means that 
services or supports are not delivered as a right of citizenship, but run the risk of targeting 
specific groups. This is antithetical to building civic engagement and social solidarity. As 
Boivin and Fortier (1998: 13-14) noted, “the main problem with the social economy is that to 
require civil society to create reasons to live while satisfying the social needs that the State 
can no longer address. Thus, what the prosperous social democracy once transformed into 
social rights, the social economy downplays to the rank of needs” [translation]. 

 



5. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
The concept “social capital” is useful for women in Canada to explore and understand, and  
it can be effective if it recognizes systemic inequalities. A gendered social capital approach 
frames policies around a social individual, who lives in relations of reciprocity and obligation in 
her family, work life and community. Such an approach sees that familial, civic and economic 
outcomes are, in part, determined by the resources available to particular networks, and to 
particular people. Social networks play an important role in the good functioning of economies, 
communities and families. Social capital thus offers a point of entry for highlighting the crucial 
and undervalued work women do in all these sites. Structural inequalities based on gender, 
sexuality, race/ethnicity, age, ability and class frame individual and group access to social 
capital. From a policy perspective, a gendered approach to social capital can identify problems, 
such as increasing women’s burden of unpaid caregiving, in advance of policy implementation.  
 
Statistics Canada’s GSS on Social Engagement (2004) shows that men and women’s formal  
and informal networks differ. It is not that men network more than women and, as a result, have 
more social capital than women. Rather, men and women network in different circles (locations) 
resulting in different kinds of social capital. Men are well positioned socio-economically relative 
to women, especially during the intensive child-rearing years. As a result, men are better 
positioned to network formally (e.g., can afford membership fees) and are also more attractive  
as potential members of networks (i.e., will be sought out by others). The formal networks to 
which men belong provide access to information that facilitates getting ahead in life (social 
leverage). The formal networks in which women are embedded are more likely to provide 
supportive information, facilitating getting by in life (social support). Informal networks must be 
considered as much as formal ones when assessing social policy from a social capital perspective 
so pressures on informal networks can be addressed. This facilitates involvement in a range of 
networks and redistributes the work of maintaining social networks between men and women, 
and between families and other institutions.  
 
Existing social capital approaches tend to naturalize social support functions, seeing them as 
being located within families, and thus outside of the purview of public policy. This replicates 
public policy patterns that perpetuate male breadwinner norms in a context in which vast 
numbers of Canadian women with very young children are engaged in paid employment  
and have inadequate child care. As the GSS data make plain, if social capital is to serve as an 
effective tool for public policy, it must move beyond assumptions that households do not require 
investment and support, to a position that sees states take on an important role in supporting 
social networks through sufficient funding to social reproduction. 
 
Applying a social capital lens to select public policies reveals that the presence of universal 
quality child care along with adequately remunerated leave allows women in particular to move 
beyond a getting by approach with time and energy for additional pursuits. Having inadequate  
or unreliable child care limits parents’ time and flexibility, while having little money increases 
isolation and disengagement. The social economy as a public policy approach to operationalizing 
social capital also holds public policy potential that is attentive to gendered networks. However, 
while the social economy holds promise, it is marred by many of the same contextual and 
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gender-blind problems inherent in the concept of social capital. The need for dual-earner 
households, with decreased state services and supports, results in escalating tensions for the  
work of social reproduction and thus fewer opportunities for social capital development beyond 
day to day managing. Moreover, for the social economy in particular, the withdrawal of support 
for equality-seeking groups by federal and provincial governments has dramatically undermined 
the basis for citizen engagement in building social capital through the social economy. 
 
Social capital, if adopted as a tool for policy formation, must be driven by context and used to 
understand the dynamics of the relationships between individual and communities. It offers a 
lens for recognizing the centrality and fragility of informal networks, but must be applied so it 
does not damage these networks. To be effective, a gendered social capital will begin by calling 
for greater state investment in social reproduction as a means of bolstering social support and 
social leverage. 
 
The following recommendations flow from the findings of this report. 
 
1. The lens of social capital should be adopted for social policy analysis in general, provided  

it recognizes systemic inequalities. Attention must be given to the potential effects of 
various policy initiatives on people’s close and secondary social networks. Social capital,  
if understood as existing within structures of social inequality, can serve as a tool or a lens 
for policy development at municipal, provincial and federal levels. However, if social 
capital is understood narrowly and economistically, it runs the serious risk of exacerbating 
rather than mitigating inequalities. For women, who bear primary responsibility for social 
reproduction, a social capital approach can recognize the work involved in creating and 
maintaining strong ties.  
 

2. All networks require support and investment, not merely the getting ahead variety. If a 
critical social capital lens is brought to bear on social policy formation, it will recognize  
that dense, bonding networks are critical to people’s capacities to get by and to thrive. At the 
same time, it will recognize that burdening these dense networks via policies that download 
more caring work to them stresses these networks and their support capacities. Much of the 
social capital research has been interested in getting ahead and investing in networks for job 
finding and mobility. Such investments must be matched by strong, stable, consistent and 
adequate investments in the household sector, in the form of high quality, accessible child 
care and well remunerated parental leaves, among other policy initiatives.  
 

3. More qualitative data on bonding networks is needed. The GSS provides an important 
overview of the varieties of social capital in Canada, but for policy development to be 
attentive to the fragility and complexity of dense social networks, explicit qualitative 
research, including time use surveys but also in- depth interviews, should be developed to 
build upon existing research on inter and intra household support arrangements.  

 
4. A social capital perspective underlines the need for a universal model of child-care delivery. 

The findings of this report echo most critical studies on child care, which consistently find 
that universal, accessible, high-quality early learning and care have positive outcomes for 
children, for their families and for society in general. A critical social capital approach finds 
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that universal child care allows families to move beyond immediate concerns about 
managing access to and maintenance of child care to building other forms of networks and 
supports, some of which may be of the bridging variety. For women’s informal networks, 
assurances of high-quality, reliable care can result in a strengthening of close relationships, 
because caring resources are drawn on less regularly and can be more easily reciprocated. 
For formal networks, good child care affords greater time and flexibility for bridging network 
formation outside the home and affords opportunities to form relationships with others with 
children at similar ages, often from varying socio-economic backgrounds.  

 
5. A social capital perspective underlines the need for adequately remunerated parental leaves. 

The issues of child care and maternity/parental leaves are intertwined. The absence of the 
former affects the kind of choices available to parents in the latter. Incomes from EI for 
parental leaves are low. Since women are overrepresented among those in non-standard  
work and among those with low incomes, for those receiving benefits, the maximum is not 
the norm. Economic insecurity limits options and mobility; the birth of a child can bring 
isolation and as the GSS reveals, alters the size of social networks. From the perspective of 
social capital, maternity and parental leaves delivered through EI are a support for getting by. 
Access and funding are central. Women’s economic vulnerability is heightened if choices 
about labour market participation are circumscribed by high costs associated with child care 
or social costs associated with kin care. Child care and maternity/parental leaves do bolster 
social supports and social leverage, but do so best when they are universally available,  
well funded and accessible. Universality is key to good policy development in these areas. 
Spending time and resources on surveillance for income or means-tested subsidies wastes 
resources that are better used in quality early learning, care and funding for leaves.  
 

6. The social economy should be explored as an important example of social capital in action, 
but its limitations must be foregrounded. The social economy must not be considered as a 
development strategy on its own. It is part of a community and regional development strategy 
that, to achieve socially democratic and redistributive ends, must have a supportive and 
progressive state and the involvement of community organizations as equal partners. As an 
applied example of a social capital perspective, social economy must be considered within 
the socio-political context of the early 21st century. Canada has witnessed the decline of the 
male breadwinner model, and is now characterized by a dual-earner/female carer model. At 
the same time as the dual-earner/female carer model has emerged in earnest, there has been a 
marked and systematic decline in state support for social reproduction. Attention must be 
paid to the burden the social economy places on women’s unpaid labour and the kinds of 
employment created in paid labour to avoid feminized job ghettos in the third sector. If the 
social economy is the primary response to a crisis in the labour market (precarious jobs) and 
a crisis in welfare state financing, it may give rise to workfare-style policies, characterized by 
low wages and low rates of unionization. Further, public sector jobs may be lost; this sector 
has historically been one of job advancement and good wages for women.  
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Figure 12: In the Past Month, How Frequently Did You Communicate with Non-
Household Relatives by Telephone? 
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Figure 13: In the Past Month, How Frequently Did You Communicate with Non-
Household Relatives by Internet? 
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Figure 14: How Many Relatives Do You Feel Close to? 
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Figure 15. In the Past Month, How Often Did You Communicate with Your Friends by 
Telephone? 
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Figure 16: In the Past Month, How Often Did You Communicate with Your Friends 
Through the Internet? 
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Table 11: Comparison of Reported Marital Status, Partner in the Household and Family 
Structure (by gender) between Total Sample and Households with Child Under 6 Years  
Marital Status % of Women 

from Total 
Sample 

% of Women 
with Child 0-

6 yrs 

% of Men 
from Total 

Sample 

% of Men 
with Child 0-

6 yrs 
Married 43.2 51.8 49.1 78.5 
Living common-law 8.1 14.4 9.1 18.2 
Widowed 12.8 0.6 3.6 0.1 
Divorced 4.3 6.4 3.3 1.7 
Separated 8.2 3.3 5.8 0.4 
Never married 23.4 12.8 29.1 1.7 
Type of Partner in the 
Household 

    

No partner in the household 50.2 24.1 43.3 3.6 
Married partner 41.9 61.6 47.8 78.2 
Common-law partner 7.9 14.3 8.9 18.2 
Type of Family Structure     
Two adult family 

 
39.0 69.1 39.8 87.8 

Step-family with common 
child 

1.9 5.1 2.1 6.5 

Step-family without a 
common child 

3.2 1.7 4.1 2.1 

Lone-parent family 18.6 24.1 9.1 3.6 
 
 

Table 12: Total Household Income 
Reported Total 
Household Income 

% of Women 
from Total 

Sample 

% of Women 
with Child 0-6 

yrs 

% of Men 
from Total 

Sample 

% of Men 
with Child 0-

6 yrs 
No income 0.3 0.1 0.4 0.1 
Less than $20,000 17.8 13.2 10.5 4.6 
$20,000 to $39,999 26.2 22.3 21.6 17.2 
$40,000 to $59,999 22.0 22.5 22.9 22.5 
$60,000 to $79,999 12.9 15.2 16.4 19.9 
$80,000 to $99,999 8.4 10.8 10.8 15.0 
$100,000 or more 12.3 15.9 17.4 20.7 
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Table 13: Main Source of Income 
Source of Income % of Women 

from Total 
Sample 

% of Women 
with Child 0-

6 yrs 

% Men from 
Total Sample 

% of Men 
with Child 0-

6 yrs 
Employment or self-
employment 

58.7 62.4 72.5 94.0 

State or former spouse* 22.9 23.4 11.1 3.5 
Retirement pensions, 
superannuation, annuities 

5.8 0.0 8.7 0.1 

Other income** 6.8 5.8 5.2 1.4 

Notes:  
*Employment Insurance; Worker’s Compensation; benefits from Canada or Quebec Pension; Basic Old Age 
Security; Guaranteed Income Supplement or Spouse Allowance; Child Tax Benefit; provincial or municipal social 
assistance or welfare; child support/alimony. 
**Rent, investment, other government, scholarship. 
 
Table 14: Representation of Men and Women within Volunteer Group and Elite Volunteer 
Group  

Age of 
Youngest 
Child in 

Household 

% of 
Respondents 
Volunteers* 

% of 
Volunteers 

Male 

% of 
Volunteers 

Female 

% of 
Respondents 

Elite 
Volunteers** 

% of Elite 
Volunteers 

Male 

% of Elite 
Volunteers 

Female 

Under 6 
years of age 

33.8 39.1 60.9 5.1 49.4 50.6 

7 to 16 years 43.5 37.7 62.3 9.1 41.3 58.7 
17 to 24 year 37.9 43.4 56.6 8.7 42.4 57.6 
25 years and 
older 

26.9 33.3 66.7 6.2 33.3 66.7 

Notes:  
* Any number of hours. 
** Over 15 hours per month.  
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Table 15: Organizational Memberships by Age of Youngest Child in the Home  
(Percent of male respondents and female respondents reporting membership in each type 
of organization) 

Type of  
Organization 

Under 
6 

Males 
% 

Under  
6 

Females 
% 

7-16 
Males 

% 

7-16 
Females 

% 

17-24 
Males 

% 

17-24 
Females 

% 

25 plus 
Males 

% 

25 plus 
Females 

% 

Sports and 
recreation 

 
34.5 

 
25.2 

 
39.6 

 
32.2 

 
33.3 

 
23.1 

 
20.0 

 
16.9 

Union or 
professional 
Organization  

 
35.2 

 
25.2 

 
37.8 

 
30.9 

 
39.8 

 
30.5 

 
20.6 

 
14.8 

Cultural, 
educational, hobby 

 
14.7 

 
17.4 

 
15.3 

 
18.4 

 
16.1 

 
21.6 

 
11.7 

 
18.3 

Religious affiliated 
group 

 
17.8 

 
18.3 

 
16.6 

 
19.9 

 
16.1 

 
21.0 

 
17.1 

 
22.7 

School or 
neighbourhood 
group 

 
17.2 

 
25.8 

 
20.0 

 
29.2 

 
14.5 

 
16.5 

 
10.7 

 
11.8 

Service club or 
fraternal 
organization 

 
7.0 

 
2.7 

 
8.4 

 
5.5 

 
12.0 

 
7.8 

 
15.6 

 
6.6 

Political party or 
group 

 
4.8 

 
2.9 

 
5.8 

 
3.9 

 
8.4 

 
5.1 

 
7.8 

 
3.8 

 
Table 16: How Many Relatives Do You Have Who You Feel Close to? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Age of Youngest Child 

 
None 

(males) 
% 

 
None 

(females) 
% 

Less than 1 year 3.9  1.3  
1 4.7  3.8 
2 5.4  3.4 
3 5.4 2.5  
4 6.7  4.9  
5 7.0  5.7  
6 7.0  4.9 
7 7.7  3.6  
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ENDNOTES  
 

 
1 The term “work-life balance,” which is widely used to refer to workplace and government 
policies that can support familial and social responsibilities, is deeply problematic as it suggests 
that work and life are somehow separate and unrelated.  
 
2 Stemming from a conference paper in 2003 and subsequently forming the basis of our 
application for research funding to Status of Women Canada, a version of this section of the 
report and the next on social reproduction were submitted as a journal article to the Canadian 
Review of Sociology and Anthropology in 2004. Having consulted with Status of Women in 
advance and received their consent, at the time of submission of this report to Status of Women 
(September 2005), the above article is being revised and resubmitted.  
  
3 See for example Horizons, a publication of the federal government’s Policy Research Initiative, 
dedicated to integrating social capital as a tool for public policy formation in Canadian federal 
departments. Agencies ranging from Agriculture and Agrifood Canada to the Canadian Customs 
Revenue Agency to Health Canada use social capital as part of their research tools for public 
policy. Further, Statistics Canada’s General Social Survey Cycle 17 on Social Engagement 
(released in November 2004), deals specifically with social capital.  
 
4 For a good discussion of the implications of a social capital approach for new immigrants in 
Canada, see Li (2004).  
 
5 Social capital emerged first in sociology and cultural anthropology, and has been taken up in 
political science and economics (Flap and Volker 2004). In sociology, a significant amount of 
attention has been paid to social network analysis and social capital (see Granovetter 1995; Flap 
and Volker 2004). Despite its roots in more critical social science, the embracing of social capital 
by mainstream political and economic institutions premised on rational choice theory occludes 
social stratification.  
 
6 There are a number of large scale data sets on social capital, including a Social Sciences  
and Humanities Research Council–Community University Research Alliance project at the 
University of British Columbia (Equality, Security and Community Survey), the Canadian  
data on the General Social Survey on Social Engagement, a U.S. survey called Social Capital 
Community Benchmark Survey, along with European surveys, such as the International Social 
Survey (on social networks and citizenship) and the European Community Household Survey 
(social networks).  
 
7 Social capital appears to be inserted into economics in an attempt to predict economic 
outcomes. The model used is a rational choice model focusses on utility maximization (Van 
Staveren 2002). In the case of Becker (noted in particular for his work on new household 
economics), the stock of social capital consists of an individual’s social network where utility is 
maximized via the “right” social network (Becker 1985). For a good review of approaches to 
social capital from economics, see Dasgupta and Seregeldin (2000).  
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8 The term “Washington Consensus,” as it was originally used, referred to the “lowest common 
denominator of policy advice being addressed by the Washington-based institutions to Latin 
American countries as of 1989” (Williamson 2000). However, the term is now used to refer to 
neo-liberalism and globalization. One commentator suggests that is means “liberalize as much as 
you can, privatize as fast as you can, and be tough in monetary and fiscal matters” (Kodolko 
1998). There is some debate about whether it is indeed now more appropriate to refer to a post-
Washington consensus era. Nonetheless, the phrase “Washington Consensus” identifies the set of 
policies associated with neo-liberalism, rapid privatization and deregulation, including moving 
taxation policy away from statist redistribution (Bezanson 2006a). The World Bank has, over the 
course of the 1990s, shifted its focus away from neo-liberal structural adjustment policies and 
has replaced them with its Comprehensive Development Framework (CDF). However, Pender 
(2001: 397) concluded that despite a new focus on poverty reduction, the CDF imposes 
significant conditionality on loans and thus “severely constrains the potential for genuine 
ownership of development policy.”  
 
9 Economist Van Staveren (2002: 13) provided one example of the problem with the idea of 
networks and norms of association as capital. She used the example of friendship (an important 
part of bonding capital in social capital theory). Friendship is strengthened and deepened  
when friends meet, talk, share and so on. When a friendship is not “used,” the value of the 
relationships deteriorates. Physical capital, such as machinery, becomes less valuable the more  
it is used. Other studies of friendship supports (Side 1996; Luxton 2006) and my own research 
(Bezanson 2006a), however, suggest that overuse and over-reliance on friendship networks can 
lead them to fray. Over-reliance often occurs in contexts of economic hardship, where 
reciprocity is difficult. Thus, networks and norms of association can fray because of under  
and over-use, suggesting that the capital metaphor is not a good fit. 
 
10 Pierson (1996) argued that little welfare state dismantling occurred in Great Britain, the United 
States, Germany and Sweden, due in part to institutional interests which prevented dramatic 
restructuring. Myles and Pierson (1997) suggested that Canada and the United States 
experienced significant restructuring to produce an increasingly residualist and individualist 
welfare state rather than a universalist one. 
 
11 In her study of people experiencing a serious health crisis, Luxton found that members of a 
sick person’s social network were willing to help a great deal if they knew the help was time 
limited and if there were other supports available. People were more reticent to assist if the 
illness was longer term or if the commitment was onerous. Small demands on social networks 
were, therefore, possible. From the perspective of the care recipient, the balance between 
receiving help and being in a position to reciprocate was also important. In terms of social 
capital, those who are able to purchase assistance or who have the educational and other personal 
resources to navigate public institutions fare better; social stratification is thus a central 
determinant of social capital outcomes. 
 
12 Chapter 5 of this report considers the potential of social economy initiatives in Quebec as one 
avenue for operationalizing social capital at the community level. 
 
14 
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13 For background information on the position generator, see <http://www.xs4all.nl/ 
~gaag/work/PG.html>. 
15  
14 This suggests that men have access to greater leisure time in which they are not caring for 
children or household tasks.  
17  
15 A methodological problem in the survey is the absence of an explicit question about race and 
social networks. Li (2003) found that in Canada, enclaving does occur for members of particular 
immigrant populations. Indeed, the GSS data more generally suggest that enclaving happens 
along the lines of social stratification.  
18  
16 For the purpose of this discussion, we focus on households with children under the age of 6 
years (early child rearing stage of family life). Because this report is concerned with work–life 
balance issues and explores child care and maternity/parental leave policies as case studies, we 
opted to narrow the data set.  
19  
17 Despite nostalgia for a male breadwinner–female caregiver model, this division of labour is 
neither reflective of current patterns nor is its decline to blame for decreased civic engagement. 
A vast literature considers the rise in the dual earner household along with changes in the labour 
market, which require multiple earners to meet basic standards of living (see for example, Vosko 
2000, 2002). Social capital theorists (especially Putnam 2000) have skirted the issue of female 
labour force participation, family forms and declines in civic engagement; however, changes in 
labour force norms, family structures and decreases in state investment in social infrastructure 
have combined to produce strains on social reproduction. These strains result in less time and 
capacity to engage in formal networks and civic participation. 
20  
18 Statistics Canada refers to this as an “intact” family. We have chosen to refer to this household 
type as “two-adult.”  
21  
19 Because child care is such an important issue in public policy, it has been extensively studied. 
There is a wealth of material related to the topic. For an excellent overview of Canadian and 
international studies and developments in early childhood education and care, see 
<www.childcarecanada.org>. For the purposes of this study, we have provided a sketch of the 
broad parameters of child care as they relate to social capital.  
22  
20 See <www.socialunion.ca> for details of these agreements. 
23  
21 To say that Quebec is a notable exception is an understatement. Quebec has overhauled its 
system of early childhood education and has implemented a model which by-passes the labour 
market and subsidy focus of other provinces by providing services at a flat fee ($7 per day) rate, 
regardless of income.  
24  
22 The elimination of the Canada Assistance Plan in the mid 1990s and its replacement with the 
Canada Health and Social Transfer resulted in significantly decreased funding to provinces and 
territories for social spending and health care. Many provinces undertook massive overhauls of 
their social assistance programs, and focussed on cost cutting measures (see Peck 2001). Among 
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the outcomes of this downloading has been an increased emphasis on getting women, 
particularly those who are single parents of young children, into the labour market. In social 
policy, emphasis has been placed on training, labour market participation and increased reliance 
on child support, rather than the state, as means of supporting poor women and their children 
(Cameron 2006) . From the perspective of child care, some small provisions have been made for 
subsidies for low-income parents, usually delivered municipally. The focus in this climate, 
however, has had little to nothing to do with early childhood education or care, but rather on 
forcing poor mothers out of receipt of assistance and into an increasingly precarious labour 
market (Cumming 2005).  
25  
23 In an employability framework, “the role of the state is…to lower the costs of labour and the 
expectations of the population with respect to living standards” (Cameron 2006: 35). Helping 
parents participate in employment and training is one of the stated objectives of the Multilateral 
Framework on Early Learning and Child Care (Canada 2005c).  
26  
24 For an excellent discussion, see Cameron (2006). 
27  
25 See <www.socialunion.ca> for federal/provincial/territorial agreements. 
28  
26 For a detailed overview, see <www.campaign2000.ca>. 
29  
27 This agreement sees the Government of Canada providing $2.2 billion in funding to provinces 
and territories between 2001-2002 to 2005-2006 and ongoing funding of $500 million per year 
after 2005-2006 (Canada 2005c: 2). The funds are targeted for children under 6 and their families 
in any or all of four key areas, including “promoting healthy pregnancy, birth and infancy; 
improving parenting and family supports; strengthening early childhood development, learning 
and care; and strengthening community supports” (Canada 2005c: 2). This agreement also 
provides $320 million over five years for programs and services directed to the early childhood 
development needs of Aboriginal children (Canada 2005c). Quebec introduced its own daycare 
system in 1997, offering spaces at $5 per day per child.  
30  
28 This framework committed $35 million over five years for early learning and child care 
services for Aboriginal children on reserves and the 2004 federal budget added an additional $10 
million over four years to this amount (Canada 2005a). 
31  
29 See <www.hrsdc.gc.ca>. 
32  
30 Self-employment has been an important area of training investment for the federal 
government, especially through its EI system. It is ironic that the very initiatives it seeks to 
promote to enhance labour market participation are the same ones that exclude workers from 
rights-based supports.  
33  
31 This has significant implications for maternal and infant health as most women cease 
breastfeeding when they return to work (see Lero 2003). For infants, the literature on the 
importance of breastfeeding for the first year and beyond is extensive (see <www.who.org>).  
For mothers, nursing provides physical healing, emotional bonding along with protection from 
physical and psychological problems (see Lero 2003). 
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34  

32 Cox provided some important cautions about the Quebec model regarding how pregnancy and 
childbirth are viewed in relation to paid employment.  
35  
33 There are important examples of social economy, principally of the “old” social economy 
variety, in English Canada. Several co-ops emerged in Atlantic Canada out of the adult education 
Antigonish Movement. Wheat pools in the Prairies are another example. For a good review, see 
Ninacs and Toye (2002). 
36  
34 It is notable that much of the literature on the social economy couches its emergence in terms  
of the decline of the welfare state in Canada and the relative absence of meaningful responses to 
poverty and social exclusion by the “traditional” sectors of the state and the market. Despite at least 
a decade of feminist interventions concerning the critical public policy implications of the omission 
of the family/household from the state–market dyad, and in particular, the residual male-breadwinner 
norm that infuses post-war welfare state policies, the terms of debate about the social economy in 
English Canada continue to focus on the state–market–third sector. 
37  
35 In the 2004 Speech from the Throne, social economy was mentioned four times. Social 
Development Canada works extensively on social economy initiatives. The Martin Government 
appointed a parliamentary secretary to the Minister of Social Development with a special 
emphasis on social economy.  
38  
36 Ninacs and Toye (2002: 7) suggested that credit unions, mutuals, co-operatives, “new” social 
enterprises, foundations and charities, and non-profit organizations are unequivocal components 
of the social economy. Benevolent associations and economic self-help groups are uncertain 
components, whose membership is assessed on a case-by-case basis. 
39  
37 Despite this support, there remain serious issues of under-capitalization. See Ninacs and Toye 
(2002) for a good review. 
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