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Background 
Personal homecare is non-medical paid care work for adults with physical limitations who receive assistance in their homes. 
This important work is organized in different ways, with different implications for workers, recipients and society, so my 
study compares different models of personal home care in California and Ontario. This comparative study is based on 
interviews with key informants, with personal care workers and recipients or service users, and the analysis of relevant labour 
legislation and policy. This summary report centers on the Direct Funding: Self-Managed Attendant Services Program within 
the Independent Living Model in Toronto, Ontario. 
 

Why a study of flexibility and security in personal homecare 
Most workers in flexible employment, such as temporary and self-employment, are not well protected because labour 
legislation and policy are based on the factory model: a direct and continuous relationship between a worker and a single 
employer at a single, large and formal workplace. This mismatch between flexible employment and labour legislation results 
in low wages, few benefits and poor working conditions for those in flexible employment. These insecurities are even more 
profound for immigrant workers, who are a majority in personal homecare. Yet flexibility for personal homecare recipients is 
necessary, given the intimate nature of personal care services –assistance with eating, toileting and bathing –and varying 
needs. Our comparative study shows how the relationship between flexibility and security varies with the organization of 
personal home care. This analysis allows us to imagine new regulations and new forms of labour organizing that can bring 
flexibility for care users and security for care workers.  

 

Who was interviewed  
In 2006-2007, I interviewed 15 key informants receiving Direct Funding, called “Self-Managers.” Several of these Self-
Managers were also involved in shaping the program, either initially or during the time of the interview. I also draw on 
interviews with 8 representatives from the unions in the broader personal care sector. 
 

Key Findings 
Demographics1 

Direct Funding Workers 

 Most workers are women: a 1997 study reported that 86% of workers were women  

 Workers include both immigrants and Canadian-born  

 Workers include multiple racial and ethnic groups: a 1997 study reported that 10% of workers had parents who spoke 
neither English nor French, 16% identified as a “visible minority” and 4% identified as aboriginal 

Direct Funding Recipients  

 Non-elderly people with long-term physical disabilities who can manage their own services 

 Both women and men: a 1997 study reported that 55% were men 

 Mostly white: a 1997 study reported that 5% identified as a ‘visible minority’  

 Services are based on physical need rather than ability to pay. People with disabilities are disproportionately poor but 
a 1997 study reported that Direct Funding recipients had higher incomes, more extensive employment backgrounds 
and higher levels of education than people with disabilities on average. 

 
Flexibility for Recipients in Toronto Direct Funding 
Flexibility in the labour market  

 The Centre for Independent Living, Toronto (CILT) determines eligibility,  distributes the funding to the individual 
Self-Managers and provides an online roster where they can post job requirements and workers can post skills and 
availability  

                                                                 
1 Available figures for the sector are l imited. Statistics in this section are from: Roeher Institute. 1997. Self -Managed Attendant Services 
in Ontario: Direct Funding Pilot Project, Final Evaluation Report. North York: Roeher Institute. 



 Self-managers choose who to hire (but cannot choose family) and are not required to use the CILT registry; they pay 
the worker and may fire the worker 

 Self-managers emphasize the importance of highly personal criteria to achieve compatibility, and emphasize 
reliability as shaping their hiring and retention decisions.  

 

Flexibility in the labour process  

 Self-managers emphasize that flexibility in hiring and firing allows them to gain more flexibility over what is done, 
when, where and how, compared to other models where support is mediated by an agency  

 Self-managers give examples of negotiating with workers over schedules and how the work is performed 

 Self-managers felt that funding was insufficient putting some limitations on their flexibility  
 

Limited Security for Workers in Direct Funding 
 Employment Insecurity: hours are insufficient for workers leading them to take multiple, casual jobs  

 Pay Insecurity: funding is based on a maximum wage set at the provincial average, which has increased from $13.33 
to $14.00; a minimum wage is also set, which was $11.39 as of 2005. The Self-Manager determines the actual wage. 

 Social Security: Self-managers are allocated 15% of the workers’ wages to cover statutory benefits such as 
Employment Insurance, Canada Pension Plan and Workplace Safety and Insurance Board contributions providing 
some social security but funding is insufficient for extended benefits.  

 Representational Insecurity: workers have no ability to unionize making it difficult for individual workers to achieve 
other forms of security: Workers are legally considered domestic employees of the single self-manager, resulting in 
no ability to bargain collectively.  

 

Racialization 

 CILT registry staff have no ability or interest in condoning, or challenging, racialized preferences of Self-Managers 

 Self-Managers interviewed did not express preferences for white or Canadian-born workers, but did feel English 
fluency was important  

 Implicit or unintended racialization could occur through personal, direct hiring criteria but this could operate as either 
exclusion of workers of colour or preference for marginalized workers of colour with less choice in the labour market 
 

The Need for Flexibility with Security: New Models of Regulation and New Types of Unions  
Flexibility with security is possible although it requires rethinking of what a union is and does. There is a need for multiple 
forms of unionism, at multiple levels  

 Labour Market Unionism to organize for employment security for workers with multiple jobs and clients in the 
personal homecare labour market  

 There is little strategic thinking among unions  about how to organize these workers 

 Social Movement Unionism to mobilize public opinion, based on alliances between recipient and worker 
organizations to pressure government for more funding and other policy changes  

 Many self-managers are against unions, as they are currently encouraged to operate under the factory-based 
legislation 

 Community Unionism to support and sustain the daily relationship between workers and recipients at the work-home 
place and to fit new regulations and organizations to their realities 

 Potentials for community unionism may be found in CILT’s information and support for recipients regarding 
employment standards yet how to develop alliances with workers also need to be considered 

 Research with workers and recipients is essential to further understand and bring about flexibility with security 
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