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1 Introduction 

About this report 
In 2018, Ontario Network of Employment Skills Training Projects (ONESTEP) received a three-year 
Ontario Trillium Foundation (OTF) Grow Grant for its Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) Coaching Project 
(formerly called Sustainable Livelihoods Participant Engagement). The initiative was grounded in a new 
poverty-reduction approach – Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) – which has been shown to be effective in 
moving marginalized people towards social inclusion and economic stability. Appendix A provides a 
description of the Sustainable Livelihoods framework and SL coaching. 

The SL coaching pilot project offered ONESTEP and its partners the intensive capacity building 
resources to pilot test the implementation of this new frontline participant engagement practice in 
community agencies in three regions of Ontario: York Region, Huron County, and Thunder Bay. The 
project provided training to frontline staff of a range of social service agencies to engage economically 
vulnerable women in the Sustainable Livelihoods process and support them in achieving economic 
stability. 

To support the roll-out of this project, the partners commissioned a learning-focused external 
evaluation at Job Skills (York Region), the first of the three sites where the project was piloted. The 
evaluation informed continuous learning and development as the project moved forward at two 
additional sites. Cathexis gathered information about the impact of the project on Job Skills staff, 
coaches, and clients, from November 2018 to December 2019. Specific evaluation questions were 
developed to guide the evaluation (listed to the right).  

The evaluation has produced two reports that synthesize the findings and recommendations of the 
external evaluation team:  

Report 1 (this report): Focuses on participant outcomes (evaluation question 5), facilitating an 
assessment of the effectiveness and utility of the new frontline practice. 

Report 2: Explores the implementation of the SL coaching practice pilot at the first site (Job Skills) and 
captures learning about the roll out of capacity building and embedding the practice in organizations. 
It also captures staff and organizational outcomes. 

  

Evaluation questions 

Staff adoption of SL coaching practice 

1. How did organizations support use of SL 
coaching by trainees? 

2. How many clients have staff used a full SL 
coaching practice with? 

3. What aspects of SL coaching practice are 
they using most? 

4. What are the barriers and enablers to using 
SL coaching practice? 

Impacts on clients and staff 

5. Have clients strengthened their conditions 
for participation and capability to 
participate? 

6. What impact has the project had on staff? 



Sustainable Livelihoods Client Engagement Pilot Project: Participant outcomes evaluation report 4 
Cathexis Consulting Inc.   November 26, 2021 

About the SL coaching pilot project in York Region 
The SL coaching pilot project aims to build capacity of frontline employment service providers and 
other agencies that work with vulnerable women to embed the SL coaching practice in the services 
they are already providing to clients.  

The project is ongoing until March 2021. The full project involves training frontline staff in SL coaching 
and providing staff with supports to apply SL coaching practice and engage economically vulnerable 
clients in the full SL coaching process. The end goal is to help clients make progress toward 
independence and economic stability.  

Under this OTF grant, the SL coaching project is being piloted in three regions of Ontario: York Region, 
Huron County, and Thunder Bay. The project has been implemented in phases, with York Region being 
the first site to implement the project.1 Key partners at this site include: 

▪ ONESTEP (Trillium project holder and project administrator) 

▪ Sustainable Livelihoods Canada (Program Management lead, MI expertise, pilot design, 
training, coaching and organizational change consulting) 

▪ Job Skills Employment Programs and Business Supports, the York Region partner (Job Skills) 

York Region has a diverse population over 1 million which faces economic inclusion challenges. 43% of 
residents are newcomers, 37% are visible minorities, and 43,000 residents age 18-64 are working 
poor.2 Job Skills’ involvement in this pilot came out of its commitment to be at the forefront of looking 
at new ways to meet the unique labour market needs of the communities it serves.  

Job Skills is a non-profit, charitable community-based employment and training agency that has 
successfully delivered government-funded initiatives for over 30 years.3 Job Skills provides 
employment, employer, business and newcomer services and programs, serving over 20,000 people 
annually across York Region, which includes more wealthy areas like Richmond Hill and Newmarket, 
while also serving the very low-income area of Georgina Township. 

  

 
 
1 Job Skills was the first partner to implement the SL coaching project (in 2018). This report focuses on outcomes at Job Skills only.  
2 York Region, 2016 census and demographic data, www.york.ca/census 
3 Job Skills Annual Report 2018. 
 

OTF Grow Grant specifications 

Duration:  April 2018 to March 2021 

Funding 
amount: 

$686,600 

Action 
area:   

Prosperous People 

Priority 
Outcome: 

Increased economic stability 

Grant 
result: 

People who are economically 
vulnerable are able to meet their 
basic needs 

Project 
goals: 

Improve the empowering effects of 
frontline employment service 
casework with multi-barriered 
clients. 

 Stabilize 720 economically 
vulnerable women enhancing 
supports towards livelihoods and 
building new behaviours, leading to 
independence and economic 
stability. 

 Provide rigorous evidence 
supporting system changes in 
government funded programs that 
will scale up these impacts. 
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SL coaching practice 

Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) coaching is an emerging frontline participant engagement practice that 
combines the holistic, asset-based SL framework with advanced Motivational Interviewing (MI) practice. 
SL coaching changes the power dynamics of traditional employment counselling, offering both an 
empowering approach that is built on active listening, and a less rushed, more relaxed process that gives 
participants an opportunity to reflect on their situation and identify their own personal agenda for action 
and change.  

Non-judgmental, respectful listening builds a relationship of trust. The intent is to build a strong 
foundation of assets that support resilience and contribute to livelihood progress. SL coaching offers two 
simple tools that are designed for participants to use in the coaching process. The tools set the stage for 
coaches to ‘hand over the pen’ to participants and put participants in charge of planning and making 
decisions about their next steps and longer-term future. The tools have been designed to support new 
coaching practices that can be layered onto coaches’ professional practice as employment counsellors. 

The Asset Map facilitates a discussion that supports participants to move away from a deficit-based 
perspective towards an approach that takes an inventory of strengths and strategizes on how further 
assets can be build over time. It offers participants a positive new language and approach for assessing 
their situation. 

The My Plan document anchors the coaching relationship, offering participants a simple planning 
document, to be referred to and updated at every coaching session. The simple format helps participants 
decide what to focus on; to ‘triage’ their situation, setting priorities for action; to determine next steps for 
immediate action; to note referrals; and to assess their ability to follow-through on their strategies.  

There is no manual for SL practice and the tools are not forms to be completed. Rather, SL coaching is an 
art that requires patience, active listening and judgment. The practice starts with an open, exploratory 
conversation with participants and, once trust is built, moves to asset mapping. My Plan is incorporated 
into every session to build new behaviours and to act as a record of decision-making. After about 3 
months, a second asset-map is facilitated, allowing participants to see the progress that they have made, 
and updating the Livelihood Strategy as they leave the coaching relationship. Agencies with longer 
working relationships with participants institute longer-term schedules of coaching and repeat asset 
mapping.  

Sustainable Livelihoods Canada is offering a credential for people trained in this practice. Achieving this 
credential requires full participation in the training/practice group process plus intensive use of the 
practice with 15 clients (3 hours of coaching plus pre/post asset map).  
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2 Client participation  

Most SL coaching clients were women who faced multiple barriers to economic participation  
Between November 2018 and November 2019, Job Skills staff provided SL coaching to 285 clients.  

By November 2019, there were 48 clients4 who had received the full SL coaching practice (with at least 
3 hours of coaching and 2 asset maps).  

Clients who were expected to benefit most from the SL coaching project were women who 
experienced multiple barriers to economic participation, such as extended unemployment, limited 
education, lacking Canadian work experience, identification as an Indigenous person, income 
instability, and other barriers, such as disability, homelessness, chronic illness, or substance use 
challenges. 

A typical SL coaching client at Job Skills was an unemployed woman over 40 years old, a college or 
university graduate, and/or a newcomer to Canada who arrived less than five years ago (see chart at 
right). Most clients were not receiving public income assistance.  

Most clients participating in SL coaching (64%) faced multiple barriers to employment,5 with the most 
common barrier being status as a newcomer to Canada (52%). Other common barriers identified in 
SSM (Arizona) ratings included inadequate income (50%), being unemployed for over a year (39%), 
social isolation (24%) and mental health issues that affected functioning (21%). In addition, several 
participants self-identified as indigenous (19% of those completing the client outcome survey).  

Despite the barriers faced, Job Skills coaches described their clientele as a more advantaged group 
than other social service agencies might see (post-secondary education, strong capacity to meet their 
basic needs, good health).  

Though coaches were trained to appreciate the practice for its potential to help the most barriered 
women who require more holistic support to achieve their employment goals, coaches were 
encouraged to use the practice with any woman.  

 
 
4 We suspect this figure is an underestimate and that some coaches may not have recorded all of the time they spent with some 
clients. The 48 clients who received the full 3 hours of SL coaching practice had similar outcomes to clients who received the full 
practice in less than 3 hours.  
5 The barriers to employment assessed in the evaluation were: newcomer to Canada in the last 5 years, unemployed for over 1 year, 
no high school diploma, and having a SSM score of “Vulnerable” or “In crisis” on any of the SSM dimensions other than employment. 
 

64%

71%

72%

75%

89%

At least 40 years old 

College/university graduate 

Born outside of Canada 

Not receiving income assistance 

Unemployed 

A typical SL coaching client in 2019 was… 
(n=285, coach records) 
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3 Client outcomes 

Expected client outcomes 
Clients who agreed to participate in SL coaching were informed of some essential elements of the full 
coaching practice: that they would be working 1:1 with a coach during two in-depth coaching sessions; 
that they would take part in an asset mapping activity at two points in time; and that they would be 
invited to participate in a follow-up survey at the end of their coaching.  

It was anticipated that the women who participated in SL coaching would experience two main 
outcomes: 

▪ Improvement in their conditions for participation—stabilization of their basic needs such as 
housing, food, transportation, childcare, and safety, allowing them to turn their attention to 
their economic goals 

▪ Improvement in their capacity for participation—achieving higher order needs necessary for 
enhanced social and economic inclusion (skills and employability, connections) 

A key goal of this project was for the coaches to support clients in building more sustainable 
livelihoods for themselves. The focus is not on getting them quickly into a job per se; it is about 
building clients’ capacity to sustain their participation in the workforce even in the face of challenges 
and setbacks.  

  

Conditions and capacity for participation 

▪ Conditions for participation: Refers to 
the external conditions to participate in 
the economy and society (e.g. child-care, 
transportation, food, etc.). This is the 
foundation of basic needs, security, and 
stability. 

▪ Capacity to participate: A set of core 
skills that empower people to manage 
their basic needs and participate fully in 
society and in the economy. This 
includes self-directed behaviours like 
being able to solve problems, plan and 
make decisions. These are key skills that 
contribute to employability and onward 
asset building. 
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Methodology for the outcome analysis 

The outcome analysis used a pre/post design, comparing clients’ outcomes before and after 
the coaching, making it possible to assess changes over time. We cannot know for sure how 
much the SL coaching contributed to these positive changes since the evaluation did not 
include a comparison group. However, qualitative data from clients gives us confidence that 
the coaching did contribute to outcomes, as clients described their coaches as helping them 
become more self-aware, confident, and capable.  

Sample 

Full outcome data was available for almost 100 clients. The analysis included all clients with two 
completed asset maps and/or two completed SSMs (one at the beginning of their participation, and 
one three to six months later). There were 99 clients who had completed both a first and second 
asset map by December 2019. The clients in the outcome analysis make up 43% of the clients who 
had started their coaching by August 2019.  

The clients included in the analyses typically received 2-3 hours of coaching with a trained coach, 
over 2 or more coaching sessions. Some did part of their coaching over the phone or in group 
settings. The amount of time between their asset maps varied; the average was 4.3 months, but it 
ranged between 1.3 months and 12 months. 

The individuals in these analyses are slightly different from those who initially participated but did 
not end up doing a second asset map: they are a bit older, less often a recipient of social assistance, 
and more often were already employed at the beginning of their coaching. However, the differences 
between the groups were relatively small, and are unlikely to introduce much bias in the results. 

Sources 

The outcome analysis draws on multiple sources of information and mixed methods (qualitative and 
quantitative). The primary sources of information are shown in the boxes to the right.  

While there are some limitations to each of the methods and data sources used, our multi-method 
approach helps to mitigate the limitations of any one source. The evaluation does not cover the full 
duration of the pilot, as implementation is expected to continue until October 2020. 

 

Sources of outcome information 
 

Pre/post asset mapping data1: Change in 
clients’ ratings of their assets between the 
first and second asset map (full data 
available for 99 clients) 

 

Pre/post Self-Sufficiency Matrix (SSM-
Arizona) data1: Change in the coaches’ SSM 
(Arizona) ratings of their clients, assessing 
individuals’ level of independence and 
quality of life across a variety of domains 
(full data available for 92 clients) 

 

Retrospective pre/post client survey 1: 
Change in client outcomes, captured by a 
survey that was administered by Sustainable 
Livelihoods Canada. The survey results 
closely resemble the findings of the pre-post 
asset mapping statistics, and are included in 
the appendices (survey completed by 70 
clients) 
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23%

42%

24%
11% 0% 0%

5%
11%

26%

36%

16% 5%

Changes in client outcomes 

 Most clients advanced their livelihoods 

Sustainable Livelihoods provides a foundation for 
understanding different stages of livelihood sustainability. The 
following diagram shows the continuum, highlighting the key 
stages and their primary characteristics. In earlier stages people 
tend to be in survival mode, relying heavily on coping strategies 
to get from one day to the next. In later stages they can be 
more focused on the future, using proactive strategies that 
further strengthen their resilience. People move forward and 
backward on the continuum at different points in their lives. 

Coaches supported clients to reflect on their livelihood stage at 
the outset when they were setting goals for the coaching. They 
repeated the process several months later6 to see what 
progress they had made. 92 clients had livelihood ratings at 
both points in time.  

There was strong forward movement in livelihood stages 
between the start of SL coaching and follow-up7. On average, 
clients moved up 1.4 stages. Over three quarters of the clients 
(76%) moved in a positive direction, with almost half (48%) 
moving out of a “survival mode” stage to a “future mode” 
stage.  

As people transition from one stage to the next, they often 
have setbacks. However, in this case there was very little 
movement in a negative direction, with only 3% of clients 
moving to an earlier stage.8 About one in 5 clients (21%) stayed 
at the same stage.  

This trend of steady forward movement generally aligns with 
what has been seen when using this approach elsewhere.9 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 
6 The timing of the follow-up rating varied across clients. It was 4.3 months on average but was as short as 1.3 months for some clients and as long as 12 months for others.  
7 The increase in livelihood stage was statistically significant (t=-10.997; 91df; p<.001 – see Appendix C) 
8 Backward movement along the continuum is often a reflection of an individual’s changing understanding of their context and strengths. This is why data is collected not just at 
the beginning of the coaching relationship, but also through a retrospective pre-post assessment. 
9 Canadian Women’s Foundation, Beyond Survival: Helping Women Transition out of Poverty (Toronto: CWF, 2010); Learning Enrichment Foundation, A developmental 
evaluation of LEF’s client Engagement (CEW) approach (Toronto: LEF, 2015). 
 

Before coaching 

After coaching 

The following diagram shows the percent of clients at each livelihood stage before the coaching 
(top half of the graph) and after ~4 months of coaching (bottom half of the graph). N=92, client 
livelihood stages, completed as part of the SL coaching practice. 
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 Almost all clients experienced positive change in at least one asset area  

Coaches worked with clients to map their 
assets and make concrete plans for 
strengthening them. Clients mapped their 
assets in six areas from 1 to 10 using a circular 
diagram similar to the one shown here. Clients 
were invited back to do a second asset map 
several months after the first; there were 99 
clients who completed two asset maps. 

There was positive change in all six asset areas 
between the start of SL coaching and follow-
up. Connections and Sense of self were the 
two areas with the most growth (on average). 
The average degree of improvement was a bit 
less in the Money and Skills and employability 
areas; even so, more clients reported 
improving in these areas. 

Almost all clients (97%) strengthened at least 
one asset area. At the same time, a sizeable 
minority (39%) also reported decreases in one 
or more asset areas. Decreases may reflect 
diminishing assets, but they also occur when a 
client’s frame of reference shifts as a result of 
coaching (e.g., expanded understanding of 
what is possible). Decreases were most 
common in the Health and Meeting basic 
needs asset areas. 

Coaches indicated that there are linkages 
between asset areas: increases in one area 
might drive increases in another, or decreases 
in another (for example, greater connections 
often drive employability and money assets). 
There are also nuances within asset areas. For 
example, within the Health asset area, a 
person’s physical health could be getting 
worse while their mental health is improving.  

 

 

6.6 

7.3 

5.6 

7.0 

5.9 

7.0 

7.1 

6.1 5.1 

6.1 

6.5 

7.2 

62% increased 

62% increased 

63% increased 

53% increased 

66% increased 

51% increased 

-Support from friends & family 
-Community 
-Networks 
-Leadership 
-Access to services 
-Access to a caring service 
provider 

-Hope 
-Confidence 
-Culture 
-Self-awareness 
-Self-advocacy skills 
-Perseverance 
-Independence 

-Lived experience 
-Abilities, skills, knowledge 
-Education and training 
-Setting goals/planning 
-Problem-solving 
-Job-finding skills 
-Work/life balance 
-Ability to keep learning 

-Ability to make ends meet 
-Financial literacy 
-Control over their money 

-Stress levels 
-Mental health 
-Physical health 

-Housing 
-Food 
-Safety 
-Transport 
-Recreation 
-Information 
-Child/elder care 
-Knowing one’s rights 
-Computer/internet access 

17% decreased 12% decreased 

13% decreased 

7% decreased 9% decreased 

17% decreased 

MEETING 

Client 
Asset 

Mapping 

Participants’ initial scores (lighter shades) and after ~4 months of coaching (darker shades). Percent indicates clients who gained in 
each area. Gains in all asset areas were statistically significant (see Appendix C).  

N=99; Source: clients’ asset map ratings completed as part of the SL coaching practice. Results from the asset maps were 
highly consistent with the findings from the client outcome survey, which found moderate and statistically significant 
improvements in all areas except Money (see Appendix E). 
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89%
88%

79%
88%

74%
82%

81%
77%

70%
72%

67%
72%

67%
63%

11%
9%

18%
10%

16%
14%

10%
16%

26%
25%

26%
16%

19%
28%

0%

3%

3%

2%

10%
4%

9%
7%

4%
4%

7%
12%

14%
9%

Not a problem for me A challenge for me, but I can overcome it A major barrier for me

 Meeting basic needs remained challenging, but not insurmountable 

The client survey provides additional insight on the Money and Meeting basic needs asset areas, in 
particular. These results are presented here and on the following page.  

Reliable transportation and housing remained challenging for a large proportion of clients even after 
the coaching (see chart), and 9 to 14 per cent indicated these were major challenges at the end of 
coaching, possibly due to the logistics of moving into new employment. Healthy food was another 
consistent barrier at the beginning and end of coaching.  

Personal safety improved for several clients, while access to reliable transportation and 
legal services became more challenging for some  
(n=57, client outcome survey) 

The Internet 

 

Personal safety 

 

Reliable, quality 
childcare 

 

Legal services 

 

Healthy food 

 

Stable, quality housing 

 

Reliable transportation 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 

Before  
Now 
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 Money management improved, but some clients fell behind on expenses 

Most clients—66%—reported improvements in their money assets by the second asset map. When 
thinking about their money assets, coaches encouraged them to consider their ability to make ends 
meet, understand, and manage money; their savings; and control over their money (see box at right). 

Results on the post-coaching client survey showed a more complex story. More clients said they “have 
a say in how money is spent in my household” and “have a spending plan/budget”, compared to 
before the coaching. However, quite a few reported that they had more challenges keeping up with 
expenses without any problems. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 SL coaching helped clients gain and improve their employment 

Although SL coaching is conceptualized as a “pre-employment” intervention, the SSM (Arizona) 
ratings10 showed that many SL coaching clients did become employed or find more sustainable 
employment over the course of their coaching (see chart at right11). 
 

 

 
 
10 The SSM (Arizona) was completed by coaches based on their knowledge of the clients’ situations.  
11 See Appendix B for details on how employment categories were derived using SSM ratings. 

Client ratings of money dimensions show they fell behind on meeting their expenses  
(n=58, client outcome survey) 

Money assets include: 

▪ Ability to make ends meet 

▪ Savings  

▪ Ability to understand and manage my 
money 

▪ Control over my money 

 
 

20%

6%

43%

41%

37%

53%

Sustainably employed
Precariously employed / underemployed
Unemployed

Before

Now

52%

67%

67%

62%

81%

72%

45%

24%

29%

26%

16%

17%

3%

9%

3%

12%

3%

10%

Usually Sometimes Never

Before

Now

Before

Now

Before

Now

I have a say in how money is 
spent in my household 

I have a spending plan / 
budget 

I keep up with my expenses 
without any problems 

Younger women experienced greater 
gains in money assets 

On the asset map ratings, younger women 
(under age 40) experienced greater 
improvements on money assets (+23%) than 
clients over 40 (whose ratings increased by 
12%). However, those under 40 experienced a 
smaller improvement on sense of self (+14%) 
relative to women over 40 (+32%).  

Clients made gains in employment (n=102, SSM) 
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4 Client experience 

Client testimonials demonstrate the spirit of SL 
coaching at work in coaching sessions.  

In their post-coaching surveys, clients shared what worked for them in 
their coaching journey: that their coaches were good listeners who made 
them feel welcome and accepted and helped them gain self awareness 
and recognize their strengths. The coaching experience left them feeling 
motivated and hopeful.  

Clients described what was most helpful about their coaching experience: 

▪ Receiving guidance on how to solve problems, access resources, 
select goals, and develop action plans 

▪ Receiving help with their job search  

▪ The opportunity to organize their thoughts and reflect  

▪ The welcoming and supportive environment 

▪ The kindness and patience of coaches 

▪ The opportunity to meet new people 

They also commented that the coaching has helped them: 

▪ Improve decision-making 

▪ Learn valuable skills 

▪ Develop a move positive attitude 

▪ Fast-track their adjustment to Canada 

▪ Feel comfortable talking about problems  

▪ Re-evaluate their plans 
 

  

“It was the care and attention that my coach listened and was being kind 
and felt welcomed.” 

“I am more confident! And the good change is I know my rights more. 
During coaching meetings, I found how strong I am.” 

“It has given me an idea of what my strengths and weaknesses were and 
how to improve.” 

“During my time of difficulties with losing my job I went to Job Skills and 
discussed my frustration, my need to look for a job and get back on my feet. 
I felt welcome because I have always felt a connection with my 
employment coach. I feel an employment coach is quite similar to a life 
coach, he or she guides you in the right patch listens to you and is able to 
match your education needs to goals that are achievable and manageable.” 

“It gave me a good sense of direction of my life.” 

“It lets me see who and where I am and how I can improve on certain areas 
of my life.” 

“The coaching meetings was one of the best experiences of myself in 
Canada. I never talk about my problems with others even my parents and 
my husband. I always prefer to solve my problems by myself. So I always 
feel stressful. But during coaching meetings, I really felt comfortable to talk 
about my problems and worries. The person who was guiding me was very 
friendly and helpful and listened to me carefully.” 

“The coaching program really helps people to solve their many problems, 
guides me in my life, in job search, helps to find a solution when I have the 
problems.” 

“Very supportive… helped me see my skills beyond my degree on paper.” 
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5 Lessons learned 

Women at the earlier livelihood stages made greater gains 
While SL coaching practice is effective with many diverse women in a range of economic 
circumstances, it has stronger results with women at the earlier livelihood stages: 

▪ Women who were at livelihood stages 1 (Destabilized/Stabilizing) or 2 (Engaging) when they 
started the SL coaching moved up almost two stages, on average by the end of the coaching. By 
comparison, women starting out in stages 3 or 4 moved up less than 1 stage, on average. 

▪ Average change in asset ratings was also largest for women who started out in earlier stages, 
with the largest gains observed among women starting out in stage 1 (42% increase, on 
average). 

Livelihood stage at start of SL 
coaching* 

# clients 
Avg change in 
livelihood stage 

Avg % change in assets 
(across all asset areas) 

1. Destabilized / Stabilizing 22  1.8 stages 42% 

2. Engaging 40  1.8 stages 20% 

3. Foundation Building 24  0.8 stage 16% 

4. Transition 10  0.4 stage 9% 

Grand Total 99  1.4 stages 23% 

* No clients started out at livelihood stage 5 (Consolidation) or 6 (Sustainable Livelihood). 
 Cross-group differences were statistically significant: F=7.02; 3,88 df; p<.001 – see Appendix D. 

 Cross-group differences were statistically significant: F=3.36; 3,92 df; p=.022 – see Appendix D. 
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SL coaching worked best with self-reflective clients  
Coaches found that SL coaching is a promising approach that can be used with a variety of differently-
barriered women. However, they also expressed some concern that they were being encouraged to 
apply it too widely. They pointed out that not everyone is ready for or needs intensive coaching, 
depending on what their goals are. Even among clients who are ready and would benefit from 
coaching, there is a variance—some clients “need” it more than others.  

Clients need to be ready to commit to intensive coaching in order to benefit from the process. Coaches 
said that MI techniques were very helpful at uncovering readiness for coaching. Coaches and clients 
alike mentioned that in the course of their sessions, clients came to realize they were ready and 
capable for change. The positivity and affirmation coaches conveyed through the use of MI was a 
powerful change motivator for some clients. 

Still, coaches conveyed that the SL coaching and MI tools they were trained with were not quite 
enough to help them identify suitable clients. A number of coaches said they would like more help in 
determining a client’s suitability for coaching, and to help them prioritize clients who need coaching 
support the soonest and who need a high intensity of support.  

  

“It’s a powerful tool to use with our clients 
who need more support. Allows them to 
work with clients and get more buy-in.”  
–Management 
 

 
“For people with chronic issues, if they are 
not committed to changing, it’s difficult to 
use [SL coaching].”  
–Coach 
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6 Conclusion 

In 2018, ONESTEP received funding to implement the Sustainable Livelihoods Coaching Project 
in partnership with Sustainable Livelihoods Canada and Job Skills in York Region (the first of 
three pilot sites). The project, which is ongoing until March 2021, trained frontline staff in SL 
coaching and supported them in applying SL coaching practice with economically vulnerable 
women. The end goal is to help clients make progress toward independence and economic 
stability.  

The evaluation used a pre/post design, comparing clients’ outcomes before and after the 
coaching. We looked at a mix of data to understand the changes in outcomes: clients’ asset 
maps and livelihood stages, ratings on the SSM (Arizona) that were made by their coaches, and 
a post-coaching survey that clients completed in fall of 2019. In all cases, there were 
meaningful and statistically significant improvements in outcomes for all participating clients: 

✓ Over three quarters of clients advanced their livelihood stage, with an average 
increase of 1.4 stages (on a scale of 1 to 6). There was a clear trajectory out of survival 
stages and into future mode. Women who started out in the early livelihood stages made 
the biggest gains. 

✓ Almost everyone improved at least one asset area. Average improvements in specific 
asset areas ranged from 0.7 to 1.4 (on a scale of 1 to 10)  

✓ Increases in all asset areas were statistically significant using the asset map data, and 
increases in all but the Money asset area were significant in the survey data  

✓ Although SL coaching is conceptualized as a “pre-employment” intervention, many 
clients did become employed or find more sustainable employment over the course 
of their coaching; 20% of clients were sustainably employed at the end of coaching, 
compared to 6% at the beginning 

We cannot know for sure how much the SL coaching contributed to these positive changes, 
since the evaluation did not include a comparison or control group. However, we are confident 
that the coaching did contribute to positive outcomes, as clients described their coaches as 
helping them become more self-aware, confident, and capable. The coaching experience left 
them feeling motivated and hopeful.   

The evaluation sheds light on characteristics of clients who are most likely to benefit from 
coaching. We saw much stronger gains in clients who were at lower livelihood stages when 
they started coaching. In addition, coaches observed that the SL coaching worked best with 
self-reflective clients, and that MI techniques helped clients become ready to make the 
commitment to coaching  

While improvement was strong for most 
clients and in most asset areas, some clients 
did experience decreases in specific assets, 
and a few experienced setbacks that pushed 
them back in the livelihood stages.  

The client survey also identified some 
challenges that persisted for clients even after 
the SL coaching, including: 

▪ Reliable transportation and housing, 
possibly reflecting changes in basic needs 
as clients move toward employment 

▪ Access to healthy food 

▪ Keeping up with expenses 
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Overview of SL coaching  

Supporting women’s economic participation 

Employment services across Ontario serve 250,000 women clients each year. These services aim to secure a rapid 
transition to employment, often by strengthening job-related essential skills.  

Sustainable Livelihoods Canada’s evaluation and implementation experience has found that the conventional 
employment service model approach does not work for all jobseekers.12 The current model of services 
compartmentalizes employment-related goals, which is ineffective for women who face complex, intersecting 
barriers to employment that transcend other areas of their lives. These multi-barriered women include: 

▪ Women without high school or post-secondary education 

▪ Women with limited or interrupted work history 

▪ Newcomer women lacking Canadian work experience or limited English fluency  

▪ Women experiencing disability, homelessness, chronic illness, domestic violence or substance use challenges 

Multi-barriered women need more intensive support than job search support alone. They are faced by siloed services 
that make it very difficult to access the range of supports and services that they require to transition out of poverty. 
Highly skilled workers who can take a more holistic, client-centred approach to serving people on low-incomes, can 
help them make connections to other services in the community (such as medical care, housing, and childcare 
support) that are critical early stage pre-requisites for employability. Engaging with women jobseekers in this way is 
resource-intensive and time consuming, but effective.13  

The predominant employment services model in Ontario does not generally allow for this type of client work. 
Employment service specialists have large caseloads and their funding restricts the amount of time they can devote 
to any one client. Additionally, most frontline staff at employment agencies are not trained in counselling practices 
that have been found to be effective with the most vulnerable clients.  

Furthermore, conventional employment services are designed to measure success in terms of job 
acquisition. This measure of success is frequently not compatible with serving significantly barriered 
individuals, as it undervalues the changes that an individual must go through in order to develop the 
conditions that will allow them to be employable. For these women, success is often not employment 
only, but also the achievement of prerequisite enablers of employability and stability. 

 
 
12 Canadian Women’s Foundation, Beyond survival: Helping women transition out of poverty (Toronto: Canadian Women’s Foundation, 2010). 
13 Ibid. 
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Rationale for Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) coaching 

Sustainable Livelihoods (SL) coaching is a holistic, strengths-based approach to working with 
economically vulnerable women, recognizing that employability and economic stability 
requires both the conditions and capacity for participation.  

SL coaching is an evidence-based approach that has been used successfully to help multi-
barriered women build resilience and achieve sustainable, long-term progress towards 
economic stability and reduced reliance on ongoing assistance. SL coaching uses holistic, 
strengths-based thinking and tools based on the Sustainable Livelihoods framework, as well as 
Motivational Interviewing (MI) techniques. 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework acknowledges that:  

Women exist within a broader vulnerability context that erodes their assets and 
employability. Service providers need to understand this context to provide appropriate 
support to manage and respond to these contextual factors. 

All women have assets that are the building blocks for employability and resilience. An 
important element of the SL coaching approach is identifying these assets, through a process 
called asset mapping. In the SL coaching approach, a coach works with the participant to help 
them identify and map their assets. Assets include both conditions and capacity elements (see 
box at right). 

With the right support, women develop their assets. In the early stages of a coaching 
relationship, it is necessary to help the woman stabilize their situation and exit “survival mode” 
(e.g. secure childcare, transport, housing and food security) before moving on to longer term 
goals such as becoming employed. Programs must recognize that it takes time for women to 
strengthen their capacity to participate. 

A strong core set of assets supports a sustainable livelihood and economic stability. Progress 
toward a sustainable livelihood is not linear. Women can cycle back after a crisis or set back in 
some asset areas while building others. There are six distinct livelihood stages en route to a 
sustainable livelihood, depicted as a continuum (see p. 12). 

The SL Framework provides a structure for discussions about goal setting and behaviour 
change between a coach and a participant. SL coaching pairs the SL Framework with MI 
techniques, providing a useful approach for building a trusting relationship between SL coach 
and client. 
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The Sustainable Livelihoods Model 

 

This page shows how individuals exist within a vulnerability context and an institutional/policy context. A person’s livelihood assets (the building 
blocks of a sustainable livelihood) can change and grow over time with the addition of livelihood strategies (strategic and practical interventions) that 
reduce vulnerability. Limited assets are what make women vulnerable to economic exclusion. 
 
Figure used with permission of Eko Nomos (2017, Poverty to Prosperity Huron Park: Community Engagement Pilot Project – Summary Report). 
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Vulnerability Factors 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework considers vulnerability factors to be 
the systems, trends, cycles and shocks that can hold people back. 
Vulnerability is impacted at the personal, family, community and workplace, 
and societal levels. The diagram at right illustrates the forces that hold 
people back and create vulnerability: 

 
 
 
  

Adapted with permission from Eko Nomos. (2017). Poverty to Prosperity Huron Park: Community Engagement Pilot Project – 
Summary Report 
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What happens at each stage of SL coaching? 

Open conversation  Asset mapping  Ongoing coaching  Ongoing mapping 

Early meetings: 
▪ Listening 

▪ Building trust and a 
working partnership 

▪ Focusing the conversation 

▪ Emphasis on basic needs 

▪ Continued problem solving 
as required 

▪ Introduction of My Plan 1, 
list-making 

▪ Form-filling, if required 

 Within 2-3 weeks: 
▪ First asset mapping 

exercise 

▪ Facilitated self-assessment 
of strengths in each asset 
area 

▪ Continued use of My Plan 
1 for action planning 

▪ Beginning to plan a 
livelihood strategy – what 
assets can this person 
begin to build? 

 Regular sessions: 
▪ Focus on capacity to 

participate – promoting 
positive new self-directed, 
independent behaviours 

▪ Checking in and holding 
clients accountable 

▪ Continued use of My Plan 
1 for action planning 

▪ Shift to longer time lines – 
planning and decision-
making 

 At 3 and 6 months: 
▪ Second asset map 

▪ Facilitated client self-
assessment  

▪ Assessment of progress 
and outcomes 

▪ Continued work on 
developing a livelihood 
strategy 

 

  
Building livelihood strategies – the conditions and capacity for social and economic engagement 
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Appendix B. Employment categories (Arizona SSM) 

The employment categories shown in the graph were derived from SSM (Arizona) ratings as follows: 
 

Category SSM rating SSM description 

Unemployed 1 - In crisis No job 

Precariously employed 
or underemployed  

2 - Vulnerable Temporary, part-time or seasonal; inadequate pay; no benefits 

3 - Safe Employed full-time; inadequate pay; few or no benefits 

Sustainably employed 
4 - Building capacity Employed full-time with adequate pay and benefits 

5 - Empowered 
Maintains full-time permanent (at least 6 months) employment 
with adequate income and benefits  
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Appendix C. Statistical tests for changes in asset map ratings and livelihood stages 

 

Paired Samples Statistics 

 Mean N Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 

Pair 1 
BasicNeeds1 6.63 99 2.437 .245 

BasicNeeds2 7.25 99 1.997 .201 

Pair 2 
Connections1 5.55 99 2.630 .264 

Connections2 6.99 99 1.869 .188 

Pair 3 
SenseSelf1 5.93 99 2.353 .236 

SenseSelf2 7.00 99 1.625 .163 

Pair 4 
Skills1 6.12 97 2.032 .206 

Skills2 7.11 97 1.662 .169 

Pair 5 
Money1 5.11 98 2.488 .251 

Money2 6.13 98 2.050 .207 

Pair 6 
Health1 6.49 99 2.406 .242 

Health2 7.16 99 1.856 .186 

Pair 7 
Livelihood1 2.23 92 .927 .097 

Livelihood2 3.63 92 1.202 .125 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 N Correlation Sig. 

Pair 1 BasicNeeds1 & BasicNeeds2 99 .652 .000 

Pair 2 
Connections1 & 

Connections2 
99 .643 .000 

Pair 3 SenseSelf1 & SenseSelf2 99 .588 .000 

Pair 4 Skills1 & Skills2 97 .642 .000 

Pair 5 Money1 & Money2 98 .632 .000 

Pair 6 Health1 & Health2 99 .685 .000 

Pair 7 Livelihood1 & Livelihood2 92 .363 .000 
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Paired Samples Test 

 Paired Differences t df Sig. (2-tailed) 

Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 95% Confidence Interval of 

the Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 BasicNeeds1 - BasicNeeds2 -.621 1.893 .190 -.999 -.244 -3.266 98 .002 

Pair 2 Connections1 - Connections2 -1.444 2.021 .203 -1.848 -1.041 -7.110 98 .000 

Pair 3 SenseSelf1 - SenseSelf2 -1.073 1.917 .193 -1.455 -.690 -5.566 98 .000 

Pair 4 Skills1 - Skills2 -.990 1.599 .162 -1.312 -.667 -6.095 96 .000 

Pair 5 Money1 - Money2 -1.015 1.986 .201 -1.414 -.617 -5.060 97 .000 

Pair 6 Health1 - Health2 -.672 1.766 .177 -1.024 -.320 -3.785 98 .000 

Pair 7 Livelihood1 - Livelihood2 -1.402 1.223 .128 -1.655 -1.149 -10.997 91 .000 
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Appendix D. Statistical tests for differences in outcomes by livelihood stage at the start of coaching 

Change in livelihood stage x livelihood stage at start of coaching 

Case Processing Summary 

 Cases 

Included Excluded Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

Change in livelihood stage * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 
92 92.0% 8 8.0% 100 100.0% 

 

Report 

Change in livelihood stage 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching Mean N Std. Deviation 

1.00 1.8095 21 1.32737 

2.00 1.7692 39 1.20222 

3.00 .8182 22 .79501 

4.00 .4000 10 .84327 

Total 1.4022 92 1.22304 

 

ANOVA Table 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Change in livelihood stage * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 

Between Groups (Combined) 26.286 3 8.762 7.020 .000 

Within Groups 109.834 88 1.248   

Total 136.120 91    

 

Measures of Association 

 Eta Eta Squared 

Change in livelihood stage * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 
.439 .193 
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Percent change in total asset scores x livelihood stage at start of coaching 

 

Case Processing Summary 

 Cases 

Included Excluded Total 

N Percent N Percent N Percent 

PercentChangeTotalAssets * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 
96 96.0% 4 4.0% 100 100.0% 

 

Report 

PercentChangeTotalAssets 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching Mean N Std. Deviation 

1 .41650 22 .505726 

2 .20132 40 .319385 

3 .15742 24 .157777 

4 .08790 10 .199177 

Total .22784 96 .346483 

 

ANOVA Table 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

PercentChangeTotalAssets * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 

Between Groups (Combined) 1.126 3 .375 3.359 .022 

Within Groups 10.279 92 .112   

Total 11.405 95    

 

Measures of Association 

 Eta Eta Squared 

PercentChangeTotalAssets * 

Livelihood stage at start of coaching 
.314 .099 
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Appendix E. Sustainable Livelihood Canada’s analysis of the retrospective pre post participant outcomes 
survey  

Reliability analysis of survey scales 

Indicator/scale name Number of items Cronbach’s alpha 

Getting Connected 3 0.633 
Basic Needs 3 0.742 
Solving Problems 3 0.830 
Building Skills to find and keep a job 3 0.820 
Decision Making 4 0.863 
Standing up for myself 3 0.837 
Money 3 0.674 
Health 3 0.845 
Building Identity 4 0.921 

 
All nine scales show acceptable level of reliability. Six of them have Cronbach’s alpha above 0.8 which indicates an 
excellent internal consistency. 
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Considering 60 respondents (out of 70) who provided answers to pre- and post- questions, the table below summarizes 
composite scores for nine survey scales. 

 Pre- 
intervention 

score 

Post- 
intervention 

score 

Statistical test to 
compare pre- and post- 
scores 

Getting Connected 1.78 (0.75) 2.08 (0.57) t(59) = 3.24, p = .002  
Basic Needs 1.76 (0.77) 2.11 (0.64) t(59) = 3.46, p = .001  
Solving Problems 1.78 (0.87) 2.13 (0.61) t(59) = 3.12, p = .003  
Building Skills to find and keep a job 1.67 (0.77) 2.03 (0.61) t(59) = 3.67, p = .001  
Decision Making 1.73 (0.81) 2.03 (0.56) t(59) = 3.29, p = .002  
Standing up for myself 1.76 (0.90) 2.02 (0.64) t(59) = 2.84, p = .006  
Money 1.84 (0.78) 1.97 (0.61) t(59) = 1.32, p = .192  
Health 1.85 (0.80) 2.14 (0.53) t(59) = 3.64, p = .001  
Building Identity 1.79 (0.88) 2.15 (0.65) t(59) = 4.32, p < .001  

Note: reported values are mean (SD), mean scores range from 0 to 3. 

 
We found statistically significant increase in 8 out of 9 scales (only money scale shows small increase in post-intervention 
scores, but not statistically significant). 
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Proportion of responses to employment question were calculated and compared between pre- and post- program. 

In the last three months … Pre- 
intervention 

Post- 
intervention 

Statistical test to 
compare pre- and post- 
proportions 

I volunteered in the community 32% 25% McNemar p = .344 
I worked part-time (less than 30 hours per 
week) 

12% 33% McNemar p < .001 

I worked full-time (30 hours per week or more) 7% 17% McNemar p = .109 
I did self-employed work 10% 15% McNemar p = .508 
I worked in a social enterprise or practice firm 
at my organization 

2% 5% McNemar p = .500 

I did “pick-up” work for cash 3% 3% McNemar p = 1.000 
Other 32% 20% McNemar p = .092 

Have worked for pay in the last three months 18% 58% McNemar p < .001 

 
We found statistically significant increase in part-time employment from 12% to 33%. There is an increase also in full-time 
employment from 7% to 17%, but not statistically significant.  
Overall, 58% of participants worked for pay after intervention compared to only 18% pre- intervention, the increase is 
statistically significant. 
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Participants identified what they think is a major barrier for finding work pre- and post- intervention.  

Barriers Pre- 
intervention 

Post- 
intervention 

Statistical test to 
compare pre- and post- 
proportions 

Reliable transportation (e.g., car, bus, bike) 16% 9% McNemar p = .125 
Reliable, quality child care 12% 3% McNemar p = .063 
Stable, quality housing 5% 12% McNemar p = .125 
Healthy food 3% 3% McNemar p = 1.000 
Personal safety 3% 2% McNemar p = 1.000 
Legal services 9% 7% McNemar p = 1.000 
The Internet 0% 2% n/a 

 
We found no statistically significant changes in proportion of participants who identified various factors as major barriers. 
We saw, however, a reduction in reliable transportation and reliable quality child care (approaching statistical significance 
with p = .063) as being major barriers.  
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There was a small reduction in proportion of participants who were behind two months in a row or more on paying a 
household bill, a reduction from 25% pre- intervention to 21% post- intervention. However, the change is not statistically 
significant, McNemar p = .625.14 
 
Participants were asked to rate Sustainable Livelihoods coaching experience on a scale 1 to 5 (1 = poor, 5 = excellent). 
Vast majority of participants (73%) rated it as 4 or 5. Only 7% rated it poorly (1 or 2). Mean rating was calculated as 3.97. 
 
Almost 3 out of 4 respondents (73%) filed personal income taxes last year.  
 
  

 
 
14 Evaluators’ note: Most of this difference is attributable to an increase in clients indicating that they did not know whether they 
were behind two months in a row or more on paying a household bill. 
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Among demographic characteristics of participants, we examined age, born in Canada and Indigenous person status.  

Demographic characteristic Frequency (%) 

Age category 
   Under 30 
   30-39 
   40-49 
   50 and over 

 
11 (19%) 
25 (42%) 
12 (20%) 
11 (19%) 

Born 
   In Canada 
   Not in Canada 

 
13 (22%) 
46 (78%) 

Indigenous person 
   Status 
   Non-status 

 
10 (17%) 
48 (83%) 

 
 
Analysis was performed to compare nine post-intervention scores between levels of demographic factors.  
For age category, one-way ANOVA was performed. For born in Canada and Indigenous status, we used independent 
samples t-tests.  
 
Statistically significant difference was found in the Money scale between age groups. Participants in under 30 age 
category had the lowest score (M = 1.55) compared to participants in 40-49 age group (M = 2.19), p = .042. 
No significant differences were found between people born in Canada and those who did not. 
Indigenous program participants reported significantly higher score for standing up for myself (M = 2.50) and building 
identity (M = 2.55) compared to non-Indigenous participants (M = 1.90 and M = 2.05 respectively), p = .006 and p = .024. 
 
 


