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Introduction

Most portrayals of worker resistance to government austerity 
involve large scale street demonstrations,1 new forms of political activism,2 
or models of social unionism organized to present a broad front of resistance 
through progressive coalitions.3 Likewise, studies of government austerity 
often tend to focus on the macroeconomic policies of fiscal restraints,4 the 
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legal erosion of worker rights,5 and attacks on public sector unions.6 While 
these studies provide critical insights into the broader social forces contest-
ing austerity, there has been less scholarly attention to the street-level effects 
of government austerity on workers, especially workers delivering the very 
public services most affected by government constraints. The current study 
builds on the small but important body of literature which examines the spe-
cific impacts of government austerity on the quality of public services7 and on 
workers and working conditions.8 

Studying the impacts of government austerity at the level of service delivery 
also builds on the scholarship which has critically examined the translation 
of government policies into public services. 9 To fully understand the impacts 
of government austerity and efforts by workers and service recipients to resist 
such cuts, it is important to go beyond the macroeconomic debates and study 
the lived experiences of front line workers. This research study sought to under-
stand the impact of government austerity from the perspective of workers 
directly involved in the provision of social services. Specifically, this project 
explored the impact of government austerity in Ontario’s developmental ser-
vices sector on work and working conditions, on the relationships between 
workers and the people they support, and on union-management relations. 

We begin by setting this study of developmental services workers in the 
context of previous research into theories of street-level bureaucracy10 and the 
dynamics of unions in non-profit, social service agencies.11 Next, we briefly 
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describe the developmental services sector in Ontario. In the main analytical 
section, we explore the key themes expressed by front line workers regarding 
how they experience the impacts of government austerity on their jobs and on 
their relationships with the citizens receiving publicly funded social services. 
We conclude with a brief discussion of the contributions this study makes to 
the study of labour in a time of government austerity.

Austerity, Managerialism, and Street-Level Bureaucracy

The study of workers at non-profit social service agencies facing the 
constraints of government austerity brings together three distinct streams of 
scholarship. First, the seminal work by Michael Lipsky on street-level bureau-
crats and the more recent critiques and expansion of this theory serve as a 
critical point of reference for the current study. At the level of service deliv-
ery, workers contend with a variety of pressures which may run counter to 
prescribed policy objectives and preclude avenues for advocacy. Second, govern-
ment austerity measures following the 2008 global financial crisis have taken 
place in the context of increasing managerialism among organizations in the 
broader public sector12 and broader debates over New Public Management.13 
For front line workers, the ascendancy of managerialism promotes a distinct 
institutional logic which reinforces the primacy of organizational priorities 
over the needs of people supported. These managerial changes may present a 
greater challenge to the discretionary authority of direct support workers than 
the typical features of street-level bureaucracy.14 Third, this research connects 
theories of street-level bureaucracy and government restructuring with the 
study of workers experiencing government austerity.15 Bringing these distinct 
streams of scholarship together can make a significant contribution to the 
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literature and our understanding of the work experiences of community and 
social service workers and the various manifestations of worker resistance in 
the age of austerity.

Lipsky argued that to truly understand public policy, and by extension the 
real impacts of government programs and services, one needs to study direct 
service workers and their interactions with citizens. The transmission of gov-
ernment policies into public services often requires face-to-face contact and 
involves some degree of co-production.16 Lipsky examined why, despite the 
development of well-intentioned public policies, institutionalized forms of 
racism and bias persisted, especially in police and welfare services. He found 
that social workers and others providing direct services experience a range of 
organizational and work-related pressures which significantly impact service 
provision.

Critically, Lipsky found that while workers may enter the field of human 
services with the best intentions to help others, the ability of front line social 
service workers to advocate on behalf of clients is undermined by work prac-
tices and organizational barriers. First, working conditions, especially in 
chronically underfunded and understaffed programs, lead to occupational 
stress and coping strategies that distance direct service providers from recipi-
ents of public aid. For example, Lipsky found that direct service workers in 
the field of social welfare had caseloads which made advocacy unmanageable, 
and fostered a work culture of an organization under siege. This led front line 
workers to develop coping strategies which buffered them from the demands 
of clients. Ultimately, prejudicial behaviours ascribing deservedness among 
client populations developed into occupational norms.17

Second, this body of research has found that organizational priorities and 
goals may directly conflict with person-centred policy goals and support 
worker advocacy, especially in the context of government austerity.18 As 
Lipsky observes, “the organization hoards resources; the advocate seeks their 
dispersal to clients.”19 While resource allocation is a central component of this 
tension, conflicting organizational goals extend to changing work processes 
which prioritize paperwork and regulatory compliance over quality out-
comes. In this way, organizational practices to constrain resources exacerbate 
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occupational stress through understaffing and service cuts, but such practices 
also change the nature and purpose of the work. Workers who may have been 
motivated by a sense of prosocial mission have been forced to adopt resource 
management objectives to ration services and control clients. This pressure 
to control clients and thereby limit resource demands on the organization is 
incompatible with advocacy on behalf of clients.

Finally, the individualized nature of most direct support work in commu-
nity and social services leaves workers without the power resources necessary 
to resist managerial pressure and advocate for themselves or their clients. 
While Lipsky found that civil service rules and similar employment policies 
gave social workers a limited degree of independent discretion, worker voice 
and the ability to advocate on behalf of clients was significantly limited by the 
individualization and isolation of front line workers.

The framework of street-level bureaucrats has made significant contribu-
tions to our understanding of the challenges faced by workers on the front lines 
of delivering public services. However, both contemporary and more recent 
studies of front line workers have challenged the structural determinism of 
this framework. The constellation of work-induced stress and organizational 
priorities in Lipsky’s framework would seem to create an insurmountable 
barrier to workers seeking to make a prosocial impact on the recipients of 
social services. Much like Robert Michels’ theory of the “iron law of oligarchy” 
which predicted the inevitable drift of leaders in progressive organizations 
towards self-interest and away from original ideals,20 Lipsky’s framework 
would seem to create the “iron law of street-level bureaucrats.” Workers who 
enter the human services field based on prosocial motivations, will find those 
motivations to help displaced by defensive reactions from work-related stress 
and broader organizational constraints. Just as scholars have shown the mal-
leability of Michels’ iron law of oligarchy in labour unions,21 the deterministic 
nature of street-level bureaucracy has also been challenged. Critically, Lipsky 
did not consider collective action by street-level bureaucrats to address orga-
nizational constraints and work-related stress.22

Scholars have also challenged the degree to which bureaucratic organiza-
tions constrain individual worker discretion.23 Bureaucratic rules may be less 
of a factor than changes in government funding and managerial practices 
which assert greater control and scrutiny over the work process. In Margaret 
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Levi’s studies of insurgent bureaucrats, she found that the degradation of work, 
including the loss of status and discretion on the job, led workers who had pre-
viously been considered unlikely to unionize to become militant activists.24

More recent studies of the trends towards the adoption of managerialism in 
social services under the framework of New Public Management have further 
enhanced the power of organizational priorities over individual worker moti-
vations.25 The ascension of the New Public Management ideology among 
advocates for government reform has led to widespread practices of outsourc-
ing public services, competitive bidding, and the adoption of private sector 
business models among public managers.26 These managerial practices have 
been transferred from government funders to third party providers of public 
services.27 These changes have had significant impacts on the organizational 
environment, managerial strategies, and working conditions.

In a comparative study of the impact of New Public Management practices 
and funding models on non-profit organizations in the UK and Australia, 
Ian Cunningham and colleagues found significant convergence towards low 
pay and decreased job security. The emphasis on competition under the New 
Public Management framework, the constraints on funding, and the adoption 
of private sector business practices among non-profit managers combined to 
drive the casualization of work and the degradation of working conditions. The 
authors also found that the effects of the recession following the global finan-
cial crisis and the related government austerity measures served to increase 
these effects which were already taking place. For front line workers in non-
profit social service organizations, managerialism had already been driving 
the intensification and bureaucratization of work.28

For developmental services workers drawn to the field of community ser-
vices with the best intentions for making a prosocial impact, the ascendancy 
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of managerialism and the barriers to advocacy would seemingly contribute to 
the “iron law of street level bureaucracy.”29 The barriers identified by Lipsky 
expanded and grew under the regime of New Public Management. For individ-
ual social service workers, there would seemingly be little capacity or power 
for advocacy. However, research by Donna Baines and others30 has identified 
social unionism as a possible mechanism for overcoming bureaucratic barriers 
to advocacy. Her research found that human service workers made a direct link 
between the quality of care and workplace concerns. For these workers, the 
union was more than just a collective agreement. Value-based union activism 
led to coalitions with other progressive organizations which enabled workers 
to successfully advocate on behalf of the citizens they served.31

While much of the literature on union resistance to government aus-
terity have focused on macro-economic policies and large scale union 
mobilizations,32 the current study seeks to build on the literature in the field of 
care worker resistance.33 Central to the resistance to austerity in this perspec-
tive is the personal attachment between the care provider and recipient. Care 
workers mobilize resistance when government austerity results in damages 
to the bond in caregiving work.34 In this form of social unionism, protecting 
clients against the negative effects of government austerity and improving the 
provision of care are central to worker activism.35 This experience of solidar-
ity and resistance presents seeming contradictions which this study seeks to 
examine. For example, in the care-work literature, self-sacrificing behaviour 
is seemingly consistent with workers’ efforts to resist government austerity. 
Likewise, studies of union activism by care workers have found examples of 
union-management coalitions to resist government austerity and the perni-
cious impacts of New Public Management on vulnerable people.36 
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Methods

The objective of this research project was to explore the ways in which 
government austerity has impacted developmental services workers and their 
ability to provide quality services to supported individuals. The researchers 
framed austerity as an explicit and sustained policy of government finan-
cial constraint following the global financial crisis. Developmental services 
workers were familiar with government austerity, noting that the sector had 
experienced chronic and long-term underfunding. Research participants were 
also familiar with government austerity practices through their union involve-
ment and activism, from union literature on the issues (e.g. research papers, 
fact sheets, and bulletins), through public campaigns, lobbying of employers 
and provincial politicians, and collective bargaining. 

The researchers provided a letter of information to individual participants 
that provided details of the study and the research objective. Participation in 
the research project was voluntary; participants had the right to withdraw 
from the study at any time and have any information removed from the study. 
Participants were asked to sign a consent form acknowledging that they had 
read the letter of information and understood the research objective. Signed 
consent forms also granted the researchers the permission to audio record all 
six focus group interviews. 

Previous quantitative studies conducted by the Canadian Union of Public 
Employees (cupe) and Ontario Agencies Supporting Individuals with Special 
Needs (oasis), an umbrella organization of developmental services employers, 
has revealed the human costs of austerity for workers and supported individu-
als alike.37 These previous studies had revealed that government underfunding 
had resulted in cuts in services such as reduced hours of care, eliminated staff-
ing positions, less individualized care, elimination of recreational activities 
and other community outings and longer wait lists for services and supports. 
However, largely missing from these data sets are workers’ daily, personal 
experiences with the people whom they support. Through the focus group 
method the researchers sought to better understand the challenges experi-
enced by developmental services workers in their daily interactions with 
supported individuals in a climate of government austerity.

Researchers conducted six focus group interviews of developmental services 
workers in Ontario. Focus groups provided an ideal format for data collec-
tion in the study of street-level bureaucracy given the pressures to conform 
through social interactions. Experiences of government austerity, decisions to 
resist and advocate are a product of the environment and the interactions of 
workers on the front line of service provision. The study sites were selected 

37. Ontario Agencies Supporting Individuals with Special Needs (hereafter oasis), “Oasis 
Operating Pressures Survey Results,” (Ottawa: oasis, 2013). Canadian Union of Public 
Employees (hereafter cupe), “Submission to the Select Committee on Developmental Services 
in Ontario,” (Ontario: cupe, 2014).
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to ensure regional representation across Ontario and include urban, rural 
and Northern communities. The participants recruited by the researchers for 
the focus groups were local union activists employed at developmental ser-
vices agencies. The researchers’ objective was to select participants who were 
knowledgeable of the impacts of austerity on the provision of developmental 
services. Therefore, focus group participants were selected with the assistance 
of elected union executive members and union staff. The focus group meetings 
were conducted using a consistent interview guide and the discussions lasted 
between two and three hours.

A total of 32 developmental services workers participated in the focus group 
interviews. Each focus group was comprised of not more than eight individual 
participants. The level of participation ranged between five and eight individu-
als for the majority of the focus groups; however, for one focus group only 
two individuals participated. All of the focus groups were held at local union 
offices during participants’ non-work hours.

cupe National reimbursed participants for expenses for family and/or child 
care, and transportation costs to attend focus group meetings. The union also 
gave each participant an honorarium as an expression of thanks for participat-
ing in the focus group research.

Focus group participants were neither randomly selected, nor were they rep-
resentative of the workforce as a whole. However, the participants did reflect 
the demographic profile of the workforce. As local union activists, the partici-
pants included elected officers of local union executive boards and bargaining 
committee members. All participants worked in direct support positions 
along with other rank-and-file union members. From these multiple perspec-
tives, participants contributed extensive expertise and a broad understanding 
of the impacts of government austerity on workers and working conditions in 
the sector. 

Consistent with previous research of this sector, a majority of the par-
ticipants (N=23 or 72 per cent) were women.38 However, in contrast to that 
previous research which found that some 50 per cent of the workforce was 
part-time, a majority of the focus group participants were full-time workers 
(N=24 or 75 per cent). The interview guide questions focused on the impacts 
of the lack of government funding on working conditions, work experiences, 
and the relationships with people supported. Researchers recorded and tran-
scribed the interviews. Queen’s University’s General Research Ethics board 
reviewed and approved the research protocols and the focus group interview 
guide. 

38. Robert Hickey, “Prosocial Motivation, Stress and Burnout among Direct Support Workers,” 
Journal of Applied Research in Intellectual Disabilities 27, 2 (2013): 134–144, doi: 10.1111/
jar.12058. 
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The analytical strategies for the study involved two researchers conduct-
ing independent, data-driven, thematic analyses of the transcribed data.39 
The researchers discussed the identified themes, examining commonalities 
and working out differences in thematic interpretations. A comparison of 
the independent analyses led to the core themes examined in this paper. The 
researchers presented the initial findings of the study to a union conference of 
some 100 local leaders and activists in the developmental services sector. The 
key themes were presented and comments and feedback were solicited to both 
validate and expand the researchers’ understanding of the lived experiences of 
workers in the sector. Informal, yet more specific conversations were held with 
six of the key participants to further enrich our understanding from the focus 
group meetings and validate the thematic analyses.40

The professional and personal backgrounds of the researchers were also 
important considerations in our analytical strategies and overall method-
ological considerations. Both researchers have a history of union activism and 
research in the developmental services sector. One member of the team works 
for cupe, conducting research, coordinating bargaining strategy, and develop-
ing union policy positions in the community and social services sector. The 
other member of the team has been engaged in participatory research in the 
sector for nearly a decade. In addition, this researcher has also been heavily 
involved in the disability rights movement and has served as board president 
for a local community living association. While the previous experiences and 
current occupations of the researchers influenced the program of research and 
analysis of the data, we worked to ensure that the voices of the direct support 
workers clearly supported the research findings. By presenting and discussing 
our results with the participants and presenting the original qualitative data 
from the focus groups, we feel that we have mitigated potential sources of bias 
while leveraging the researchers’ knowledge of the sector.

Chronic Austerity in Developmental Services

In Ontario, the Ministry of Community and Social Services (mcss) 
funds and regulates the provision of developmental services in Ontario. In 
2013, the government budget for developmental services was $1.7 billion.41 
These services include residential and community participation supports for 

39. Richard E. Boyatzis, Transforming Qualitative Information: Thematic Analysis and Code 
Development (Thousand Oaks: sage Publications, 1998).

40. Carol Grbich, Qualitative Data Analysis: An Introduction (London: sage Publications, 
2007).

41. Ministry of Community and Social Services (hereafter mcss), “Enhancing Support for 
Adults with a Developmental Disability: Ontario Government Reducing Waitlist Pressures, 
Improving Services for Those at High Risk,” news release, 30 July 2013, http://news.ontario.ca/
mcss/en/2013/07/enhancing-support-for-adults-with-a-developmental-disability.html. 
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adults with developmental and intellectual disabilities. The Ontario govern-
ment no longer provides direct services, having closed the last provincially 
run institution in 2009. During the 2013–2014 fiscal year, mcss contracted 
service delivery through a network of more than 370 not-for-profit community 
agencies in the sector. The government funded agencies provide residential 
supports to some 18,000 people with developmental disabilities, yet there were 
still an estimated 12,000 people on the waitlist for residential supports.42

Developmental service workers provide a variety of social services for people 
with intellectual and developmental disabilities, ranging from direct care, to 
facilitating social inclusion, to supporting employment and other activities 
of daily living. Most developmental service workers work for community-
based, non-profit, charitable agencies. While private, for-profit entities exist 
in the sector, their footprint remains limited. For-profit operators, commonly 
referred to as Outside Paid Resources, have tended to be limited to sub-con-
tracted arrangements in which the funds flow through community non-profit 
agencies. In this way, the for-profit entities typically do not contract directly 
with government for the provision of services.

Austerity has been a chronic condition in the developmental services sector 
in Ontario.43 While the closure of provincially-run institutions resulted in sig-
nificant cost savings on a per capita basis, the transformation has occurred in 
the context of strict fiscal constraints across successive governments.44 The 
long term effects of the lack of government funding have resulted in low wages 
for workers and significant recruitment and retention problems for employ-
ers in the sector.45 For workers, the lack of government funding has driven 
the growth of part-time, casual work, and other contingent employment 
arrangements.46

Government austerity measures have pressured Ontario’s non-profit orga-
nizations towards managerialism and to adopt budgeting priorities over other 
service objectives such as greater social inclusion for people supported. For 
example, community organizations have insisted that an available bedroom 
in a group living situation be treated as a personal home environment for 
the people living there, requiring careful selection and matching of com-
patible roommates. In contrast, government auditors viewed the process 
more bureaucratically, arguing for a resource-centred vacancy management 

42. Select Committee on Developmental Services, “Interim Report,” (Government of Ontario, 
2014).

43. cupe, “Submission to the Select Committee on Developmental Services in Ontario.”

44. cupe, “Submission to the Select Committee on Developmental Services in Ontario.”

45. kpmg, “Compensation Survey of Selected Positions on Behalf of oarty, occodha, cmho, 
oacor, OntChild, oacl,” (Toronto 2000).

46. cupe, “Submission to the Select Committee on Developmental Services in Ontario.”
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procedure rather than person-centred choices in living arrangements.47 
Agencies, attempting to respond to community need in the context of chronic 
underfunding have been forced to restructure services in ways that result in 
more congregate settings.48 As individuals, developmental service workers 
have had little opportunity and insufficient power to advocate on behalf of the 
people they support. However, compared to other jurisdictions in the US, UK, 
and Australia, there is a relatively high unionization rate among developmen-
tal services workers in Ontario.

In the past ten years, there have been two important disruptions to this 
chronic regime of institutionalized austerity in Ontario’s developmental ser-
vices sector. In 2007, a concerted political action campaign, combined with a 
series of high profile strikes in the sector, compelled the government to bargain 
directly with unions and to agree to substantial funding increases directed 
at improving the wages of direct support workers. For two years, agencies 
received base budget increases and workers received more than just nominal 
wage increases. However, the global financial crisis and related fiscal pressures 
led government to return to a state of austerity. While the settlement to the 
2007 labour unrest promised three years of government funding increases, the 
Ontario government refused to fund the final year of promised wage increases 
stemming from that settlement.

While the increased funding in 2007 provided much needed wage increases, 
the history of chronic underfunding had led to growing wait lists for ser-
vices which resulted in increasing numbers of families reaching crisis points. 
Families with aging parents, who were unable to support their sons or daugh-
ters due to their own health concerns, could not find appropriate supports. 
Other families were experiencing the sudden termination of services as their 
sons or daughters transitioned from school-based services to adult services 
funded by mcss.49 Desperate for services but facing the prospect of being per-
manently stuck on government waitlists, there were an increasing number of 
high-profile cases of parents leaving their adult son or daughter at government 
offices.50 These events triggered the Ontario Ombudsman to launch an inves-
tigation into the developmental services sector in 2012. Those same political 
pressures led to the formation of the Select Committee on Developmental 
Services, an all-party investigative commission which conducted hearings 
in 2013 and issued a final report in 2014. The political pressures from the 
stories of families in crisis resulted in a 2014 budget announcement that the 

47. Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, “2014 Annual Report of the Office of the Auditor 
General of Ontario,” (Toronto: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2014).

48. oasis, “Oasis Operating Pressures Survey Results.”

49. Select Committee on Developmental Services, “Interim Report,” 2014.

50. Lisa Preist, “For Those with Intellectual Disabilities, a Decades-Long Wait for a Home and 
Care,” The Globe and Mail, 10 April 2012.
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government would dedicate $810 million in new funding for developmental 
services, including $200 million for wage increases.51

Worker Experiences of Government Austerity

Front line workers in the developmental services sector have experienced 
the direct effects of government austerity. The lack of government funding has 
had extremely personal effects on the experience of work and relationships 
with people supported. At the same time, from the perspective of the direct 
support workforce, the larger scale effects have resulted in the degradation 
of services more generally in the sector. Through a series of focus group dis-
cussions, the current project explored the lived experiences of direct support 
workers. While the conversations touched on many issues, four consistent 
themes emerged across all six focus groups: workload intensification, re-insti-
tutionalization, austerity and labour relations, and solidarity and commitment. 

Workload intensification
The experience of workload intensification was a theme common to all six focus 
group discussions. Several factors contributed to workload intensification 
including understaffing, increased regulatory compliance, and self-sacrificing 
behaviours to buffer clients from the negative impacts of service reduction. 
Chronic understaffing and new cuts in front line staffing from current auster-
ity measures were broadly prevalent among focus group participants. As one 
focus group participant explained, “Bare bone staffing is the way I look at it. 
You’re not providing quality of care. You’re providing the basic necessities at 
some point.” Importantly, as reflected in this brief quote, most focus group 
participants framed workload intensification as the degradation of the quality 
of services for the people they support rather than emphasizing increased 
work demands on staff.

In order to avoid program cuts or cuts in direct service hours, austerity 
pressures have forced many organizations to reduce supervisors and mid-level 
managers.52 These staffing cuts at the managerial level also resulted in work-
load intensification as supervisory duties were downloaded onto front line 
staff.
I enter payroll. I have two hours to enter two houses of payroll … So it takes me now six 
hours of my eight hour shift to enter payroll where I think managers have an assistant for 
their five house and that’s what they do, scheduling and payroll. 
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Focus group participants reported that the increased reporting requirements 
under new government regulations and the associated growth in paperwork 
developmental service workers are required to complete was another factor 
contributing to workload intensification. 
The amount of paperwork they’re throwing on you now. To me, they’re concentrating more 
on the documentation and paperwork than they are on the care of individuals.

Yeah, I mean it happens in education, it happens in health, it happens in social services. You 
have to justify your existence by spending all of your time doing paperwork. And then you 
gotta deal with the stupid ministry regulations.… 

Respondents’ comments suggested that in some cases paperwork was given 
precedence over direct client care.
They want the consistency in their paperwork but our services are inconsistent. Where 
before, for example, if a report wasn’t done on time because you were providing service to 
a client, that was completely understood. That is not understood anymore. That paperwork 
is to be done. 

Similarly, workers experienced the ascendancy of managerial accountability as 
directly impacting the quality of services.
The clients are sitting there left to their own devices basically. It’s red tape that’s getting 
done to demonstrate to the government that things are being done, but it’s being done at the 
expense of programming. So it’s taking away from programming for the clients. 

Following legislative changes to the sector in 2008, the Ontario govern-
ment introduced a broad set of regulations referred to as Quality Assurance 
Measures. These new regulations, which took effect in 2011, were designed to 
ensure that agencies provide high quality services through compliance with 
set standards. In the context of government austerity, policies and procedures 
designed to ensure high quality standards were experienced by direct support 
workers as another pressure reducing the amount of quality time they were 
able to spend with the people they support.

Re-institutionalization
Disability rights advocates have been successful in efforts to change public 
policies which have historically segregated and isolated people with dis-
abilities into large scale institutions. The “deinstitutionalization” movement 
by Community Living associations and other advocacy groups succeeded in 
closing the last large scale institution in Ontario on March 31, 2009.53 Such 
changes to close institutions and to support people with disabilities to live in 
and be an active part of their communities were reported by focus group par-
ticipants as a major source of motivation and pride in their work. 

53. Andre Picard, “Disabilities Not a Reason to Send a Person to ‘Jail’” The Globe and Mail,  
2 April 2009.
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I’m talking back 30 years ago when we were not accepted and we had to make the path. And 
we had to smooth the edges to bring folks out into the community and have that embracing 
so that they could then … do the things they wanted to do. It was tough. It was a tough go. 
It’s better now. It’s progressed in a lot of ways. And I truly believe that’s why I’ve stayed. The 
advocacy piece is huge.

However, another dominant theme among focus groups participants was the 
experience of re-institutionalization resulting from the pressures from gov-
ernment austerity. Participants noted that chronic government underfunding 
resulting in staffing shortages, increased documentation and paperwork 
expectations, and increased workloads has compromised their ability to 
provide individualized levels of care to the people they support. Changes in 
the ways in which services could be delivered were once again isolating and 
segregating people with disabilities. As one respondent put it, supported indi-
viduals are “house-bound” due to a lack of resources: “There’s a lot of locations 
where people just sit at home. You’d be surprised how many people sit at home 
because they don’t have the staffing.” Another participant observed that it has 
become increasingly difficult for supported individuals to participate in com-
munity life due to a lack of staff: 
I have individuals that complain to me … or complain to my supervisor that they can’t get 
out and they can’t do things. I had an individual that was like, begging me to take him for 
a walk the other day. Like, how sad is that? One of us just can’t leave unless we take four 
people with us, or we just take that one individual, or we all go out at once, which, you 
know, that takes some planning. You just don’t have the time to spend with them and even 
sometimes have a conversation about how their day was.

Yet another respondent stated that the role of developmental service workers 
has shifted from providing individualized supports to one of “caretaker.” 

While the transformation of developmental services from large institutions 
to community-based agencies has been the explicit goal of government policy 
for over a decade,54 front line workers experience the impacts of austerity as 
pressures driving the re-institutionalization of people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities. The impact of austerity highlights the internal 
conflicts in the logic of government reform and specifically the transforma-
tion of developmental services.

The shift from government-run institutions to community-based services 
reflects at least two distinct forces driving transformation of the developmen-
tal services sector. On the one hand, disability rights advocates, including 
persons with disabilities, parents, and support workers, have advocated for 
the closure of large institutions and an end to public policies which segregate 
and isolate people with disabilities. At the same time, government reform-
ers following the logic of New Public Management found common cause with 
the de-institutionalization movement as an opportunity to shift the provision 
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of publicly funded services to non-profit agencies.55 This shift from state-run 
institutions to community-based agencies resulted in significant cuts to the 
wages of workers in the sector.56 Nevertheless, developmental service workers 
recruited by the community-based service providers were attracted by the 
mission and values of the non-profit agencies which emphasize community 
living and social inclusion for people with developmental disabilities.

The continued focus of government reformers on cost containment and 
related austerity measures as the priority in the continued transformation 
of the sector has resulted in increasing conflicts with the community living 
values of the disability rights movement. Developmental service workers, 
collectively empowered by value-based unionism,57 voiced concerns that gov-
ernment austerity was leading to the re-institutionalization of people with 
intellectual and development disabilities. Such experiences were reflected in 
the following exchange among focus group participants:
Q: What kind of impact has the lack of government funding increases had on your workload?

“Well, we don’t support people anymore.”

“Or not as much as we should be.”

“Yeah.”

“Basically we’ve built mini-institutions.”

“Which goes against what the original founding principles were.”

“I always say, but I wish I could do more. I wish I could do more for her.”

“And we could do more.” 

A similar conversation occurred at another focus group location.
“Basically, they’re cutting away all the extras. They’re leaving us enough time to feed, 
shower, clean, you know the basic necessities, but all the extra stuff like going to hockey 
games, all the stuff that makes our guys part of a community is being taken away slowly 
until they’re gonna be housebound.”

“It’s mini-warehousing.”

“Yeah!”

“It’s no different than the institutions, but on a smaller scale.” 

Central to the experience of government austerity for developmental service 
workers was concern over the impact it was having on the people they support. 
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Specifically, government austerity was driving the re-institutionalization of 
people with disabilities and turning community-based supports into assem-
bly-line style custodial care.

Austerity and labour relations
For human service workers providing direct supports at non-profit organi-
zations, the impact of austerity has resulted in complex and strained labour 
relations practices. Union activists described difficult local negotiations with 
employers financially constrained by government austerity. Most local agencies 
receive the overwhelming majority of operating funds as part of government 
service contracts. Between 2009 and 2014, not only did the government refuse 
to allocate increases to base budgets, but the Ontario government also estab-
lished policy directives for broader public sector employers to negotiate wage 
freezes or “net zero” changes in compensation. Union leaders recognized that 
managers at the non-profit agencies were not to blame and responsibility lay 
squarely with the government funder. 
I’m going to say we have a pretty decent relationship with upper management. I feel we have 
a great relationship with the (executive director) but it’s been tough because the employer 
is cutting and demanding more because they don’t have the funding, then we have to step 
in and say wait a minute.…

Unlike typical labour relations in the for-profit sector, the ghost employer role 
of government as the funder ultimately responsible for working conditions has 
created a coalition between union workers and local managers. “We’re kind of 
in it together. And it was indicative to me at our last round of negotiations. The 
executive director is the first to say he understands that we are underpaid.” 
This dynamic of labour and management uniting against government auster-
ity mitigates the organizational barriers to street-level advocacy. The mission, 
vision and values of the local non-profit agencies are not eclipsed by the finan-
cial constraints imposed by government. Such experiences and the awareness 
of the distinction between government imposed austerity and non-profit man-
agerial practice creates opportunities for union-management collaboration in 
lobbying even while the parties may experience collective bargaining conflicts. 
For front line workers, union activism seeks to re-affirm the prosocial mission 
of the organization and thus mitigate the “iron law of street-level bureaucracy.”

Without increased government transfers, the only way to achieve even 
modest wage increases involved reduction in staff, thereby exacerbating 
the problems with workload and further contributing to the degradation of 
service quality. “The last seven layoffs were due strictly to (wage increases), 
because there was no increase in the base budgets. They (management) did not 
have the money to give us the raises.” In this way, direct support workers expe-
rienced government austerity as the impossible choice between living wages 
on the one hand, and increasing workloads and deteriorating service quality 
on the other.
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Commitment and solidarity
In addition to finding that resistance to government austerity created complex 
dynamics in union-management conflict and cooperation, direct support 
workers also expressed distinct notions of solidarity and commitment. 
Solidarity in the workplace was not limited to collective action focused on eco-
nomic issues, but for direct support workers, the quality of life for the people 
they support was directly linked to their own interests as workers. In contrast 
to historical characterizations of conflict with management and employee 
voice on the job58 as limited to worker self-interest in working conditions and 
control of the work process, direct support workers describe voice as advocat-
ing for people with disabilities. In this way, the study has affirmed the central 
importance described in the care worker literature of the social bond between 
a worker and client.59

The biggest challenge I have right now is that when people at head office … decide where 
people are going to live or where they’re going to be supported and they say okay you’re 
moving in 10 days, here’s your new staff info. So for me, because we don’t have a voice to 
help them because we’re employees and they don’t have a voice, you just feel helpless. I feel 
very helpless all the time when it comes to supporting somebody and granting their wishes. 

From the perspective of developmental services workers, economic concerns 
on the job are inseparable from concerns over the quality of supports and 
services. Concern over the quality of life for people supported is a primary 
motivation, not a secondary outcome of union activism.60

For me the most challenging is the fact that we can’t sustain our lives with (the) money (we 
earn). And the second part to that, the most challenging is the game and battle you have to 
play with the management all the time in order to – and I don’t mean specific people, I just 
mean the management in general – about supporting your people. 

For social service workers in the current study, notions of solidarity on the job 
were very distinct from traditional models of occupational or industrial soli-
darity. As jokingly expressed by one focus group participant, “I enjoy the people 
I work with. I’m not referring to the staff, [laughter].” While notions of union 
solidarity certainly included organized collective action with co-workers, a 
central feature in the identities of direct support workers was the daily experi-
ences of solidarity with the people they support. This relationship of solidarity 
with the people supported was another key factor in overcoming the barriers 
to advocacy stemming from the work-related stress of client interactions iden-
tified by Lipsky.61 For the police officers, school teachers and social workers 
described in those studies, occupational stress and the individualization of 

58. Richard B. Freeman and James L. Medoff, What Do Unions Do? (New York: Basic Books, 
1984).

59. Baines, “Neoliberal Restructuring”; White, Hospital Strike.

60. Baines, “Neoliberal Restructuring.”

61. Lipsky, Street-Level Bureaucracy.



street-level advocates / 91

the workforce lead to depersonalization of the clients and an organizational 
culture focused on defending staff from client demands. In contrast, all of the 
focus groups in the current study expressed this multi-faceted view of solidar-
ity as an essential component of their union activism.

Discussion and Conclusion

For most of these focus group participants working at the front lines of 
the delivery of public services, concerns over government austerity were not 
framed as contested macroeconomic models62 rather, austerity was framed 
by its impacts on service recipients. A consistent theme in the experience of 
austerity by developmental services workers was that austerity was typically 
framed and understood by its impacts on people supported. These workers 
were keenly sensitive to how the lack of government funding has led to the 
degradation in the quality of services and the lives of the people they sup-
ported. Even the direct impacts of austerity on wages and working conditions 
were inextricably linked to the quality of services in the minds of front line 
staff. Workers readily identified the contradictions between public policy 
goals and the financial impacts of government austerity measures. 

Union activism among developmental services workers blended traditional 
forms of workplace solidarity with value-based unionism and solidarity with 
people supported.63 Workers described their resistance to government auster-
ity through lobbying, protests, and other forms of union activism as a form 
of advocacy for the people they support. From this perspective, unionization 
in the sector not only generates bargaining power but also the ability to more 
effectively advocate on behalf of the people supported.

There was also significant evidence of the power of austerity to pressure 
individual workers to engage in self-sacrificing behaviour in order to buffer the 
people they support from the negative effects of government austerity.64 While 
union activists publicly criticized self-sacrificing behaviour such as complet-
ing paperwork at home, they acknowledged that some members felt obliged 
to work off-the-clock to protect the people they support. Indeed, some of the 
union activists participating in the study admitted to taking paperwork home 
with them or engaging in other off-the-clock work. On the one hand, workers 
saw these practices as explicitly exploitative, forced on them by the lack of 
sufficient funding by government and by the workload intensification by local 
management. At the same time, workers described these practices as a form of 
resistance to austerity and an effort to buffer the people they support from the 
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increasingly negative impacts of government practices.65 In addition, for devel-
opmental services workers, such sacrifices protect the personal bond they have 
with people that goes beyond their role as paid employees. “We’re paid to do 
the work. We’re not paid to care about them. That just happens over time in 
getting to know the person. We’re not paid to care.”

The continued existence of long wait lists for developmental services in 
Ontario ensures that the supply of services will never adequately meet demand, 
at least in the short term. Progressive ideals and a desire to have a prosocial 
impact on others can wither in the face of high levels of occupational stress 
and intense workloads. Previous research of developmental services workers 
in Ontario found nearly eighteen per cent of the workforce reported experi-
encing high levels of emotional exhaustion.66

The case of Ontario’s developmental services sector demonstrates how union 
activism serves as a critical mechanism to overcome the barriers to advocacy. 
Instead of turning into street-level bureaucrats, these developmental services 
workers in Ontario were able to overcome the organizational barriers and 
individual pressures towards bureaucracy and ensure their role as street-level 
advocates in the community. An important contribution of this study builds 
on the vital role of social bonds in the care-worker literature. Specifically, the 
case demonstrates a critical distinction between forms of union solidarity 
which are limited to co-workers and the type of solidarity experienced by the 
workers in this study. Client-centred solidarity, in which the social bonds of 
care work form part of the very fabric of the union, reflects a distinct form 
of social unionism. In contrast, unions based on bureaucratic forms of soli-
darity limited to co-workers and working conditions, could insulate workers 
from the demands of both management and clients. Instead, expressions of 
solidarity reflected an inseparable link between the working conditions and 
treatment of developmental services workers on the one hand, and respect and 
social inclusion of people supported on the other. This additional element of 
solidarity, connecting the working conditions of the service providers with the 
quality of services for people supported, was necessary to overcome bureau-
cracy and engage in street-level advocacy
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