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Related Reports:

• Systems to Manage the AISH program (October 2016 Report) 

Appointed under Alberta’s Auditor General Act, the 
Auditor General is the legislated auditor of every 
provincial ministry; department; public post-
secondary institution; and most provincial agencies, 
boards, commissions, and regulated funds. The 
audits conducted by the Office of the Auditor 
General report on how government is managing its 
responsibilities and the province’s resources. Through 
our audit reports, we provide independent assurance 
to the 87 Members of the Legislative Assembly of 
Alberta, and the people of Alberta, that public money 
is spent properly and provides value.

https://www.oag.ab.ca/reports/human-services-systems-manage-assured-income-severely-handicapped-aish-program-oct-2016/
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Report Highlights

With the adverse economic climate in Alberta over the 
past few years, the department's primary focus 
has been on ensuring Albertans in need receive 
prompt financial support p.2

Program Outcomes p.11

We examined two client 
categories:  

Expected to Work (ETW)

Barriers to Full 
Employment (BFE)

The Income Support program has a significant social 
and financial impact; it provided over $663 million in 
support payments to vulnerable Albertans in 2017–2018 p.3

short-term:

financial 
support

mid-term:

skills training and 
resources for 
employment

long-term:

route to 
independence

There is a need to improve processes: p.5

• to approve client eligibility, assess the client’s needs and 
employability, and monitor compliance with client service plans 

• to measure and report on the Income Support program's 
performance

• Albertans who need support 
may not be receiving it

• some Albertans may receive 
support payments they are 
not entitled to

• Albertans will not know if the 
program is working

! Risks p.10, p12 

44% Increase of average annual caseload over the 
past three years p.3

p.3
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Summary

The Department of Community and Social 
Services does not have adequate processes 
to ensure that eligible clients are receiving 
supports in accordance with its policy 
and to measure and report on the 
performance of the program. Specifically, 
the department has: 

• ineffective processes to verify program 
eligibility and substantiate support 
payments

• client files without Service Needs 
Determinations, Employability 
Assessments, and service plans

• client files without evidence to support 
monitoring of the service plan

• inadequate processes to monitor and 
report on the effectiveness of the 
program

The Department of Community and Social Services runs 
the Income Support program. It provides financial help 
to Albertans who can’t meet their basic needs for food, 
clothing, and shelter. The program also helps people 
enter, re-enter, or stay in the workforce.

The Income Support program has a significant 
social and financial impact as it provided over 
$663 million in support payments to vulnerable 
Albertans in fiscal 2017–2018. It is the third largest 
program Community and Social Services delivers.

With the adverse economic climate over the past 
few years, the department’s primary focus has 
been on ensuring Albertans in need receive prompt 
financial support. 

If the program is not managed effectively, Albertans who 
need support to help them meet their basic needs—
food, clothing, and shelter—or re-enter the workforce 
may not receive the assistance they need and may have 
challenges rejoining the workforce. Others may receive 
support payments they are not entitled to or after they 
no longer need the support.

Albertans need assurance that the amount of money 
invested in the program is appropriate and well spent 
and that it is making a difference.
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Background

The Department of Community and Social 
Services runs the Income Support program. 
It provides financial help to Albertans who 
can’t meet their basic needs for food, 
clothing, and shelter. The program also 
helps people enter, re-enter, or stay in 
the workforce.

The Income Support program has a significant social 
and financial impact; it provided over $663 million 
in support payments to vulnerable Albertans in 
fiscal 2017–2018. It is the third largest program 
Community and Social Services delivers, administered 
by approximately 580 program staff and with annual 
program planning and delivery costs of $169.8 million.1

To qualify for the program, applicants must be 18 years 
old, residents of Alberta, and have incomes and assets 
below specified amounts. Caseworkers assign applicants 
to one of two client categories:

• Expected to Work or Working (ETW)—clients 
are looking for work, working but not earning 
enough to meet their basic needs, or temporarily 
unable to work 

• Barriers to Full Employment (BFE)—clients have 
difficulty working due to chronic health problems or 
multiple barriers to employment

1 $169.8 million is planning and delivery costs for fiscal 2017–2018 for the Income Support and Career and Employment Services programs, 
which fall under the department’s Employment and Income Support Branch.

The department provides financial help to applicants 
meeting the eligibility criteria for the program.

With the adverse economic climate in Alberta over 
the past few years, the department’s caseloads have 
increased and its primary focus has been on ensuring 
Albertans in need receive prompt financial support.

We performed this audit because the program has a 
major impact on vulnerable Albertans and represents 
almost one quarter of the ministry’s expenses.  
Although the rate of caseload growth has slowed, in the 
last three years, the program’s average annual caseload 
has increased by 44 per cent.

Average Annual Caseload by 
Fiscal Year
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About this Audit

Objective and Scope
The objectives of our audit were to determine whether 
the Department of Community and Social Services has 
processes to:

• ensure eligible clients are receiving supports 
in accordance with policy

• measure and report on the performance of 
the program

We audited the department’s processes to assess 
eligibility, authorize support payments, provide supports, 
and to manage the performance of the program for fiscal 
2017–2018. Our scope was limited to income support 
for people who are Expected to Work (ETW) and for 
people with Barriers to Full Employment (BFE).

We assessed Community and Social Services' Internal 
Audit Group’s (Internal Audit) work and concluded we 
can rely on their results, in addition to our own work, 
to draw a conclusion.

Criteria
We used the following criteria for this audit. The 
department should have processes to:

• assess eligibility, authorize support payments, 
and provide supports in accordance with legislation 
and policy

• measure, monitor, and report on the performance 
of the program

We established our criteria based on a review of 
applicable legislation, policies and procedures, and prior 
internal and external audits.

Senior management of the Department of Community 
and Social Services acknowledged the suitability of the 
audit criteria on November 5, 2018.

What We Examined
We examined the department’s eligibility and 
performance management processes. To assess the 
operating effectiveness of these processes, we:

• examined the program’s policies, procedures, and 
other related documentation 

• visited a number of regional offices to interview key 
staff and review documents to understand training 
and eligibility processes 

• examined client files to review eligibility decisions 
and payments

• reviewed the work of Internal Audit and determined 
it was relevant to our audit; selected samples 
and reperformed the testing to rely on Internal 
Audit’s findings

• examined internal and external performance 
reporting processes

• analyzed Income Support data to identify trends, 
gaps, and other useful information to support 
our findings

We conducted our field work from September 2018 
to January 2019 and examined client records, activities, 
and relevant history from April 1, 2017 to March 31, 2018.

We completed our audit on May 29, 2019.
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Why this Conclusion 
Matters to Albertans 
If the program is not managed effectively, 
Albertans who need support to help them meet 
their basic needs—food, clothing, and shelter—
or re-enter the workforce may not receive the 
assistance they need and may have challenges 
rejoining the workforce. Others may receive 
support payments they are not entitled to or after 
they no longer need the support. 

Albertans need assurance that the amount of 
money invested in the program is appropriate 
and well spent and that it is making a difference.

Summary of 
Recommendations

Recommendation: 
Improve eligibility processes

We recommend the Department of Community and 
Social Services improve its processes to approve client 
eligibility, assess the client’s needs and employability, 
and monitor compliance with client service plans.

Recommendation: 
Improve performance management processes

We recommend that the Department of Community and 
Social Services improve its processes to measure and 
report on the Income Support program's performance.

Conclusion 
We conclude that the Department of Community and 
Social Services does not have adequate processes to 
ensure that eligible clients are receiving supports in 
accordance with its policy.

We also conclude the department does not have 
adequate processes to measure and report on the 
performance of the program.

Specifically, we found:

• ineffective processes to verify program eligibility 
and substantiate support payments

• client files without Service Needs Determinations, 
Employability Assessments, and service plans 

• client files without evidence to support monitoring 
of the service plan

• inadequate processes to monitor and report on the 
effectiveness of the program
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Detailed Findings and 
Recommendations

Improve Eligibility Processes

Context
Consistent, effective, and accurate eligibility decisions 
are critical because they affect the lives of individual 
Albertans in need of support.

Once an applicant is eligible for the program, a 
caseworker assesses their needs, challenges, and 
employability. From this assessment, the caseworker 
develops an individualized client service plan that 
includes:

• strategies to deal with the client’s needs, challenges, 
and employability

• goals with related outcomes

• time frames for achieving the goals and the 
required resources

To remain on the program, clients must meet the 
obligations they agreed to in their service plans. Clients 
must also report their monthly incomes unless they have 
received reporting exemptions. Reporting exemptions 
are available for people with a medical condition if 
they have a doctor’s note or in special cases such as 
maternity leave.

Criteria
The department should have processes to assess 
eligibility, authorize support payments, and provide 
supports following legislation and policy.

Our audit findings 

Key Findings

• In all reviews conducted on the program since 
2010, Community and Social Services' Internal 
Audit Group has found compliance failures in 
the eligibility process and authorization of 
support payments.

• We did not find evidence that the department had 
always:

 › completed a Service Needs Determination 
or an Employability Assessment for clients

 › developed and monitored client service plans

Assessing eligibility and authorizing 
support payments
Internal Audit conducts annual compliance audits of 
the Income Support program. We assessed its work and 
concluded we can rely on its results.

Internal Audit has consistently found compliance failures 
in the eligibility process and authorization of support 
payments. It found client files with:

• incomplete or improperly completed applications

• missing required information 

• unsubstantiated support payments

While the number fluctuates from year to year, there 
has not been a significant reduction in the number of 
compliance failures since 2010. 

Internal Audit provides summary reports to regional 
managers outlining its findings and recommendations. 
However, the department does not follow up to 
ensure regional managers have acted on Internal Audit’s 
recommendations.
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Assessing clients’ needs and employability

2 For our testing to be representative of the population, we used stratified random sampling at a confidence level of 90 per cent with a 10 per 
cent margin of error. This means if we perform the test 100 times, 90 times it would yield similar results. The audit community accepts this 
method, and it is consistent with our practice.

Once a person is approved for the program,  
a caseworker must complete a Service Needs 
Determination to assess the individual’s financial and 
non-financial needs. Caseworkers are also required to 
complete an Employability Assessment to assess the 
individual’s skill level, education, and employment 
readiness. 

In a representative sample2 of client files, we did not 
always find evidence that these assessments were 
completed. Without understanding clients’ financial 
and non-financial needs and employment readiness, it 
is difficult, or may not be possible, for caseworkers to 
create effective service plans.

Client files without a Service Needs Determination

Client files without an Employability Assessment

Expected To Work (ETW) Barriers to Full Employment (BFE)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

9%

15%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

12%

35%
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Developing service plans
A client service plan is required for all clients before they 
receive any financial benefit. When developing client 
service plans, caseworkers use the information from 
the service needs and employability assessments. The 
plan outlines clients’ required actions to achieve greater 
independence. 

It includes the following items:

• client goals

• steps to achieve the goals

• programs or services agreed on to attain these goals

• time frame to complete these goals

GOAL
Employment Services

SUB-GOAL
Training

SUB-GOAL
Employment

Plan Item
Attend Academic

Upgrading

Plan Item
Attend

Workshop

Plan Item
Acquire

Employment

Plan Item
Develop
Résumé

$

Service Plan Example

Goals include: Career Services / Employment Services / Skill Development / Financial and Non-Financial Support
Sub-Goals include: Career Planning / Employment / Training / Financial Independence
Plan Items include: Attend Workshops and Academic Upgrading / Develop Résumé / Acquire Employment

Ensuring service plans exist and are followed
Department policy requires service plans to have at 
least one goal, one sub-goal, and one plan item. Plan 
items are actions to achieve goals that the client must 
complete to remain eligible. Caseworkers are required to 

monitor client compliance with their plan items, assign 
each plan item a start and end date, track the ongoing 
status, and record the outcome. 
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We found files where: 

• Clients had no service plan or service plan items but
were receiving support payments:

› four per cent of ETW clients and 18 per cent of
BFE clients had no active service plan

› 22 per cent of ETW clients and 50 per cent of
BFE clients had no service plan items3

• There was no evidence to support clients were
complying with their service plans, making it unclear
how caseworkers are helping clients achieve the
goals of the plan.

3 Clients without service plan items for fiscal years 2016 through 2018.

Over 48 per cent of both ETW and BFE clients had one or 
more plan items with:

• no recorded followup

• same start and end date (end date defaults to start
date unless changed)

• no recorded outcome, yet the plan item end date
was long past

• status of “In Progress”, yet the plan item end date
was long past

Clients without an active service plan

Clients without plan items3

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

4%

18%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

22%

50%

Expected To Work (ETW) Barriers to Full Employment (BFE)
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4 Percentages are based on client service plans with plan items.

Where client service plans existed, there were issues with monitoring plan items.4

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

One or More Plan Item(s) with No Followup

One or More Plan Item(s) with the Same Start and End Date

One or More Plan Item(s) with No Outcome

One or More Plan Item(s) with a Status of “In Progress”

66%

72%

85%

49%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

One or More Plan Item(s) with No Followup

One or More Plan Item(s) with the Same Start and End Date

One or More Plan Item(s) with No Outcome

One or More Plan Item(s) with a Status of “In Progress”

65%

56%

74%

50%

Expected To Work (ETW) Barriers to Full Employment (BFE)

When client service plans were prepared, most service 
plan items lacked detailed notes and it was unclear what 
clients should do to attain the outcome. Plan items used 
generic, non-informative wording such as:

• obtain documentation

• make a decision

• acquire employment

• complete followup

Caseworkers record client information in at least four 
different areas within the case management system, 
making it hard and time consuming to find information. 
Several caseworkers may support one client, so it is 
important to have detailed notes on what the client 
must do to achieve their goals.

Recommendation: 
Improve eligibility processes

We recommend the Department of Community and 
Social Services improve its processes to approve client 
eligibility, assess the client’s needs and employability, 
and monitor compliance with client service plans.

Consequences of not taking action
This program has a major impact on the quality of life 
of vulnerable Albertans. Poor program management 
increases the risk that clients who need support may not 
receive it, some clients may receive support payments 
they are not entitled to, or clients may not take the 
necessary actions to become self-sufficient.
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Measure and Report on 
Program Performance
Context
Management must measure and analyze the 
results of the Income Support program to 
know if it is working and what improvements 
it needs. To do so, management should:

1. identify the program’s desired results and actions 
to achieve those results

2. develop relevant performance measures 

3. set targets for the performance measures

4. analyze the current results against the targets and 
trends in relation to prior years

5. identify, develop, and implement ways to improve

6. report results including lessons learned and plans for 
improvement

The Income Support program has one publicly reported 
performance measure—percentage of participants 
employed after leaving the program. This measure 
is a survey of former participants asking them if they 
obtained employment after leaving the program. The 
Income Support program also has internal standards 
related to timeliness of support payments.

Criteria
The department should have processes to measure, 
monitor and report on program performance.

5 Ministry of Community and Social Services Annual Report 2016–17.
6 Ministry Business Plan Standards and Reference Guide 2017–20.

Our audit findings 

Key Findings

The department:

• has clearly defined desired results for the program

• lacks a documented process to operationalize its 
strategic plan 

• has inadequate processes to identify and develop 
performance measures and to monitor and  
report on the effectiveness of the program

Identifying desired results
In the ministry’s fiscal 2016–2017 annual report, the 
objective of the Income Support program is to help 
Albertans meet their basic needs, move to employment, 
and stay in the labour force.5 Program outcomes include: 

• short-term—monthly financial and supplementary 
support payments to help eligible applicants meet 
their basic needs

• mid-term—training in skills and resources to help 
clients participate in the workforce as much as 
possible given their situations

• long-term—a route to independence through a 
system of supports that focus on employment 

Developing an action plan
A ministry business plan identifies the strategic direction 
for the ministry. The business plan is supposed to be 
supplemented or accompanied with operational plans 
identifying how a ministry will implement the business 
plan in a given year.6 

Annually, management completes a three-year business 
plan for the ministry that includes the Income Support 
program. Prior to fiscal 2019, the department did 
not have a documented process to operationalize its 
strategic plan. Without an operational plan, the risk that 
the department will not achieve the program’s desired 
results increases. The operational plan translates the 
department’s priorities and program objectives into 
tangible, effective operational program delivery. 

Make
Improvements

Continuous
Improvement

Cycle

Develop
performance
measures

Analyze
results

Set
targets

Report
results

Identify results;
create plans

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Measuring and monitoring performance
In the eligibility section, we reported inadequacies in the 
following aspects of the Income Support program:

• compliance with policy when assessing eligibility and 
substantiating support payments

• assessment of clients’ needs and employability

• monitoring of client adherence to service plans

The department does not have performance measures 
related to any of these aspects of the program. Further, 
the department does not measure performance from 
region to region.

The department does have the following Income Support 
service standards to ensure prompt support payments:

• you will be able to talk to us about your needs today

• you will be helped today if you are facing 
an emergency

• you will be offered an appointment to take 
place within five business days if your need 
is not an emergency

• you will receive your support payments within five 
business days of approval 

We observed several ways the monitoring processes are 
limited because of insufficient:

• utilization of numerical and statistical information 
to analyze the efficiency of the program

• service levels, efficiency targets, and performance 
comparisons to similar programs

• data management practices to ensure that 
information is easily accessible and reliable

Without effective processes to measure and monitor 
performance, the department does not know what 
improvements are required.

Reporting on performance
The department reports one survey-based performance 
measure in the ministry’s annual report to demonstrate 
the success of Albertans in attaining employment after 
leaving income support. This is a self-reported measure 
by previous clients of the program. The department 
could not support how it uses the survey results to 
identify:

• the quality or length of the employment of 
former clients

• whether the program assisted former clients 
to obtain employment and what aspects of the 
program were helpful

Survey measures should rarely be the only measure 
of performance; rather, departments should use them 
in conjunction with other measures focusing on 
organizational performance.

There was no other reporting focused on 
program performance. 

Performance management framework 
In August 2014, the department developed a 
performance management framework for the ministry 
that includes the Income Support program. The purpose 
of the framework is to enable the department to monitor 
and assess organizational performance and translate the 
resulting findings into plans for improvement. 

The department expanded the scope and nature of the 
framework in 2017 to include the implementation of the 
Performance Management Approach for Programs and 
Services (PMAPS). The department is currently working 
on developing the Income Support PMAPS.

Full implementation of this framework will enable 
management to:

• monitor progress toward achieving desired results

• take corrective action

• improve the foundation for internal and 
external reporting

Recommendation:  
Improve performance management processes

We recommend that the Department of Community and 
Social Services improve its processes to measure and 
report on the Income Support program's performance.

Consequences of not taking action
There will not be enough information for Albertans to 
assess if the program is working and for management to 
analyze performance and make necessary improvements 
to ensure the program is achieving the desired 
outcomes.
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Audit Responsibilities and 
Quality Assurance Statement
Management of the Department of Community and Social 
Services is responsible for the Income Support program.

Our responsibility is to express 
an independent conclusion on 
whether the department has 
processes to ensure eligible 
clients are receiving supports 
in accordance with policy and 
to measure and report on the 
performance of the program. 

We conducted our audit in accordance with Canadian 
Standard on Assurance Engagements 3001 issued by 
the Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (Canada). 

The Office of the Auditor General applies Canadian 
Standard on Quality Control 1 and, accordingly, 
maintains a comprehensive system of quality control, 
including documented policies and procedures regarding 
compliance with ethical requirements, professional 
standards and applicable legal and regulatory 
requirements.

The office complies with the independence and other 
ethical requirements of the Chartered Professional 
Accountants of Alberta Rules of Professional Conduct, 
which are founded on fundamental principles of integrity 
and due care, objectivity, professional competence, 
confidentiality and professional behaviour.
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