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Abstract
	Child poverty remains a persistent problem in Canada and is well known to lead to poor health outcomes. The Canada Child Benefit (CCB) is a cash transfer program in effect since 2016, which increased both the benefit amount and number of families eligible from the previous child benefit. While the CCB has decreased child poverty rates, not all eligible families have participated. Clinicians can play an important role in screening for uptake of the program and helping families navigate the application process through several free resources. While prior research on past programs has shown benefit of similar cash transfer programs to both child and parental outcomes (both health and social), the CCB has not yet been extensively studied.  Research would be valuable in both assessing the cost effectiveness of the program, especially across different income groups, and improving implementation in hard-to-reach populations.


In the most recent United Nations Innocenti Report, Canada ranked 24th among high-income countries in income inequality. The most recent (2017) Statistics Canada data estimates the child poverty rate at 9.0% (622,000 children), down from 15.0% (1 million children) in 2012 (1). Although the determinants of child poverty are complex and multi-faceted, and include many social and labour force factors beyond the scope of this commentary, the decline in child poverty rates since 2012 may be due, in part, to the implementation of the Canada Child Benefit (CCB). Thus, a better understanding of this federal benefit is important to provide holistic care for families and advocate for broader social circumstances which impact child health. Herein, we review briefly the history of child benefit programs in Canada, the specifics of this benefit and what is known about its effectiveness. We also describe some relevant resources for clinicians of children whose families are eligible for this entitlement, and reflect on a research agenda encompassing child and family health outcomes. 

Child Benefit Programs 
There are several types of child benefit programs, usually cash transfer programs or tax benefits (see glossary). The first important distinction is whether they are universal or targeted. Universal programs cover anyone with an eligible child, whereas targeted ones focus on vulnerable or high-risk groups. Furthermore, a program can either be conditional or unconditional. If conditional, the benefit must either be used in certain ways (e.g. purchase of food), or has conditions to maintain eligibility (e.g. requiring childhood immunization visits or more commonly parental employment). In contrast, unconditional programs do not have specific requirements attached to the benefit. 

Canada’s Child Benefit Programs
Child benefit programs in Canada date back to 1945 when all mothers with school-attending children under the age of 16 were eligible for a tax-free Family Allowance, which was implemented to avoid an economic recession after World War II. In 1964, the program was extended to include anyone under the age of majority. The next iteration occurred in 1974 when the program became indexed to inflation. In 1978, the program became more targeted by decreasing the universal family allowance and adding tax credits for lower income families. This lasted until 1992 when the universal family allowance ended and all child benefit payments became tax-based to target lower income families. In 1998, child benefits in Canada were reformed again giving families two different benefits: the National Child Benefit, replacing a Working Income Supplement, which could be “clawed back” by provinces if they used the funds for anti-poverty initiatives, and the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB). This reform consolidated a number of child tax credits and the family allowance. Additional changes occurred in 2006 when the Universal Child Care Benefit (CCB) was introduced providing all families with children under the age of six $100 per month to supplement the CCTB. In 2016, the Trudeau government overhauled the entire federal child benefit system with the introduction of the CCB (2).

The CCB was introduced to increase overall spending on child benefits by providing a tax-free cash transfer payment for any household with children and a net annual income under $200,000. To be eligible, at least one parent must be a Canadian citizen, a permanent resident, a protected person such as certain types of refugees, a temporary resident who has lived in Canada for at least 18 months, or a First Nations person. To apply, a family must file Canadian taxes to establish eligibility. The maximum amount (for families with a household income less than $30,000 per year) is $6,400 per year per child under 6 and $5,400 per year per child between the ages of 6 and 17, to account for higher costs associated with younger children. In 2020, the benefit is scheduled to increase, as it will be indexed to inflation. Table 1 outlines the CCB benefit by family income and number of children and Table 2 other provincial/territorial child benefits. 

What do we know about the impact of the current Child Health Benefit?
The CCB disperses approximately $23 billion per year with an average of $2,300 per family (3). In its first year, child poverty decreased from 11% in 2016 to 9% in 2017(1). According to Employment and Social Development Canada, the federal government estimates that only about 88% of the 4,056,060 potentially eligible families received the CCB in its first year (4). There are concerns that the most vulnerable eligible families are those left out (5). While the reasons are likely complex, these may include families not filing tax returns due to no taxable income, those without the appropriate resources or understanding of the benefit such as vulnerable newcomers, or highly marginalized families including those living in shelters (6).  There have also been concerns that members of some First Nations communities are unaware of the program or may not file tax returns related to a lack of trust in the Federal Government (5). 

What are the positive health outcomes associated with the CCB or prior child benefit programs in Canada? 
Evaluation of the potential health impacts of the CCB program are limited to date, but other child benefit programs have had more extensive investigation.  The CCB was recently assessed using the Canadian Community Health Survey, reporting a decrease in food insecurity in families with children, in particular those in the lowest income category, with the implementation of the CCB (7). The most recent evaluations of health outcomes of other child benefit programs have focused on the Manitoba prenatal cash transfer program for low-income women. Despite limitations, this work suggests these transfers were associated with improvements in Apgar scores, birth weight, and breastfeeding initiation and decreased the length of stay in hospital after birth (8). The Manitoba studies were included in a recent systematic review of 14 studies examining cash transfer programs and infant health outcomes in low, medium and high-income countries. This review reported a positive impact across these three settings, regardless of the type of transfer, although unconditional programs were found to be more effective (9). Another study of the Canada Child Tax Benefit from 1993 to 2006 found a positive relationship between the receipt of the benefit and improvements in child mental health (including separation anxiety), child development (motor and social development scores) and child physical aggression scores as well as measures of physical health (10). Parental mental and physical health also improved.  Not surprisingly, the marginal benefit for each additional dollar received was greatest for lower income families. Other Canadian studies have shown cash transfers have positive impacts on parental mental health as well as parental labour force participation (11, 12). In contrast to the few studies examining health impacts, there is more literature focused on parental labour supply and other economic outcomes (10). 

Implications for Practice
Since about 12% of eligible families are not accessing the CCB, child health clinicians can play an important role by screening and identifying eligible families for receipt of these federal, and potentially other provincial or municipal, benefits. While few clinicians would have access to social workers or others with expertise in accessing government resources, there are readily available online resources to recommend to families. The Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) website lists by community pro bono programs for lower income families to help file taxes and thus collect benefits (13).  The CRA website also provides a useful resource to calculate how much a family is entitled to collect (14). Furthermore, the federal government has recently simplified the application form (15). Reaching the most vulnerable families is consequential because they stand to gain the most per dollar of benefits received. While there are other actionable items, we present a simple, evidence-based option, which may not be known to all paediatricians.

Research opportunities
Research could inform the CCB program. A deeper understanding of the specific communities not benefiting from the CCB and why would help direct interventions to improve uptake.  Population-based studies of the CCB impact on child and family outcomes, including rates and depth of poverty, physical and mental health, could add evidence of the scope of benefit of the program. While the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth has been discontinued, other relevant Statistics Canada data include the Canadian Community Health Survey (though limited to ages 12 and over) as well as linked hospital and tax file records. Many provinces facilitate research with linked administrative data including health, demographic, social services and education data.   

Conclusion
While other municipal and provincial benefits and other anti-poverty programs exist, the CCB represents an important program that has helped reduce Canada’s child poverty rate. Clinicians can help promote the uptake of this benefit to improve the health of children and their families, by screening for receipt of this benefit, directing families to appropriate resources, and advocating for strategies to increase CCB uptake within their communities. Research analyzing health benefits to children and their families by household income would help both inform other jurisdictions considering similar programs and add to the existing cost benefit analyses and potential changes in eligibility for this program.   



Glossary:
Poverty: Since 2018, Canada’s has defined the poverty line using the “Market Basket Measure” which represents the cost of a specific basket of goods and services which reflects a basic level of subsistence. The measure varies by region and household size and composition. 
Unconditional: No conditions for the benefit to be received.
Conditional: Conditions such as requiring parents to send their children to school or vaccinate them in order to collect the benefit.
Universal: A benefit that anyone can claim regardless of income level.
Targeted: A benefit that targets a population that is more vulnerable, for example low-income families.
Tax Credit: Benefits where the amount of tax owed is reduced; this is different from a tax deduction, which reduces the amount of taxable income (this would only benefit those who have an income and owe taxes).
Cash Transfer: Benefits where families are given non-taxable cash benefits.


Table 1. Benefit amount under the CCB by household income level and number of children 
	
	Basic Canada Child Benefit amount

	For children under age 6
	$6,639

	For children aged 6-17
	$5,602

	For families with an income between $31,120 and $67,426 the CCB is reduced as follows:

	Number of children:
	Reduction amount:

	1 child
	7% of income between $31,120 and $67,426

	2 children
	13.5% income between $31,120 and $67,426

	3 children
	19% income between $31,120 and $67,426

	4 or more children
	23% income between $31,120 and $67,426

	For families with an income greater than $67,436 the CCB is reduced as follows:

	Number of children:
	Reduction amount:

	1 child
	$2,541 + 3.2% of income greater than $67,436

	2 children
	$4,901 + 5.7% of income greater than $67,436

	3 children
	$6,898 + 8% of income greater than $67,436

	4 or more children
	$8,351 + 9.5% of income greater than $67,436



Source: https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/canada-child-benefit-overview/payment-amounts-current-year.html



Table 2. Provincial/Territorial Child Benefit Programs**

	Province
	Program Name
	Family net income eligibility ($)
	Maximum benefit per child per year ($)
	Program details

	Ontario
	Ontario Child Benefit
	Reduced after 21,887 (maximum 30,000)
	1,434
	http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/financialhelp/ocb/howmuch.aspx


	Quebec
	Family Allowance
	Reduced after 36,000 (maximum 240,000)
	3,397
	https://www.rrq.gouv.qc.ca/en/programmes/soutien_enfants/paiement/Pages/montant.aspx

	Manitoba
	Manitoba Child Benefit

	Reduced after 15,000 (maximum 25,864)
	420
	https://www.gov.mb.ca/fs/eia/pubs/mcb_app_guidelines.pdf


	Alberta
	Alberta Child Benefit
	Reduced after 26,769 (maximum 43,295)
	1,155 for the first child and 577 for any subsequent children
	https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/provincial-territorial-programs/province-alberta.html

	Saskatchewan
	Saskatchewan Low-Income Tax Credit
	Reduced after 32,643 (maximum 67,697)
	136 per child (maximum two children)
	https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/provincial-territorial-programs/province-saskatchewan.html

	British Colombia (to start October 1, 2020)
	BC Child Opportunity Benefit 
	Reduced after 25,00 (maximum 80,000)
	1,600 for the first child, 1,000 for the second and 800 for any subsequent children
	https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/family-social-supports/family-benefits/child-opportunity-benefit

	British Columbia
	BC Early Childhood Tax Benefit
	Reduced after 100,00 (maximum 150,000)
	660 for children aged 6 and under
	https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/family-social-supports/family-benefits/bc-early-childhood-tax-benefit

	Nova Scotia
	Nova Scotia Child Benefit
	Reduced after 18,00 (maximum 26,000)
	625 for the first child, 825 for the second child and 900 for the third any subsequent children
	https://novascotia.ca/coms/families/ChildBenefit.html

	New Brunswick
	New Brunswick Child Tax Benefit
	Reduced after 20,000 (maximum 25,921)
	250
	https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/provincial-territorial-programs/province-new-brunswick.html

	Newfoundland and Labrador
	Newfoundland and Labrador Child Benefit

	Reduced after 17,397 (maximum 25,385)
	405 for the first child, 430 for the second child, 462 for the third child, 496 for the fourth and any subsequent children
	https://www.gov.nl.ca/fin/tax-programs-incentives/personal/nlchildbenefit/


	Prince Edward Island
	No benefits specific to families with children
	
	
	

	Yukon
	Yukon Child Benefit
	Reduced after 35,000 (maximum 67,800)
	820
	https://yukon.ca/en/yukon-income-tax#personal-income-tax


	Northwest Territories
	Northwest Territories Child Benefit
	Reduced after 30,00 (maximum 80,000)
	For children under the age of 6:
67.91 for one child, 122.25 for two children, 166.41 for three children, 203.75 for four children and an additional 30.58 for each subsequent child *
For children above the age of 6: 
54.33 for one child, 97.83 for two children, 133.08 for three children 163.00 for four children and  an additional 24.41 for each subsequent child*
	https://www.ece.gov.nt.ca/en/services/programmes-de-la-securite-du-revenu/nwt-child-benefit


	Nunavut
	Nunavut Child Benefit
	No reductions (maximum 20,921)
	330
	https://www.gov.nu.ca/family-services/programs-services/nunavut-child-benefit-nucb



*Per family not per child
**For details please see https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/child-family-benefits/provincial-territorial-programs.html
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