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ntroduction

hrough the fall and winter of 2009-10, a series of exit interviews was

conducted across Canada with a group of 65 former Members of the

Canadian Parliament. This was the initiative of Michael MacMillan and

Alison Loat, who created the charitable organization Samara to study citizen

engagement with Canadian democracy.

Many organizations hold exit interviews with
departing employees with an eye to gathering
ideas on how best to improve the organization’s
performance and the experience of current and
future employees. However, in our federal Parlia-
ment — one of the most important workplaces
in the country —this information is not gath-
ered with any frequency. In fact, we believe this
series of MP exit interviews to be the first large-
scale, systematic effort to do so in Canada.

We interviewed those who left public life
during or after the 38th and 39th Parliaments,

which sat from 2004 to 2008. These “Parlia-
mentary graduates” served, on average, for
10.3 years. Many came to public life at a par-
ticular point in our political history: when the
Bloc Québécois, the Reform Party and later the
merged Conservative Party of Canada rose as
important players on the national stage. Each
MP served in at least one minority Parliament.
This report should be read with this context
in mind.

These interviews also allowed for personal
reflection, which provides different and often
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more detailed information than that received
from polls, surveys or from daily media. It is
important to recognize that this report is not
a commentary on how one becomes a cabinet
minister or a prime minister. This is a reflec-
tion of how 65 Canadians became Members
of Parliament.

With introductions from the Canadian Asso-
ciation of Former Parliamentarians, we were
able to conduct most of these interviews in per-
son. The MPs welcomed us into their communi-
ties and often into their homes. They allowed
us to record each interview and granted us
permission to use the information gathered to
advance public understanding of their roles.

In these interviews, we asked the former Par-
liamentarians to describe what brought them
to public life. We also asked about the essen-
tial role of the MP and how they spent their
time, including: how they interacted with civil
society, with their constituents and through the
media; what they viewed as their accomplish-
ments; what frustrated them; what advice they
had for future MPs and their opinions on how to
strengthen our democracy.

We approached this project as documen-
tarians, reporting how the MPs described their
feelings and what they believed. We assume
that, like all of our memories, theirs may be
coloured by the passage of time and affected
by how they chose to interpret their own lives
and experiences.

This report will focus on the first part of
those interviews, where the former Parliamen-
tarians discussed their motivations and paths
to politics. It sets the stage for a larger series
of reports based on the MP exit interviews. Our
purpose is neither to applaud nor embarrass
MPs, but to understand political leadership and
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the role of Parliamentarians in our system. We
hope these reports will become a catalyst for
a knowledgeable discussion of Canadian public
life, and a provocation for greater engagement
with it.

One benefit of speaking to such a large num-
ber of former Parliamentarians is that our report
is based on the analysis of dozens of different

“These MPs did not consider
themselves to be political insiders,

even though they were generally highly

involved in their communities.
Rather, most portrayed themselves

as outsiders, and indicated they came

to the job with that mindset.”

perspectives. It is also notable that our main
observations were largely consistent between
genders, among regions and across party lines.

he central finding, and the one that frames
Tthis report, is how accidentally these MPs
indicated they came to politics in Canada. This
is not what we expected, and was revealed in
several ways.

First, Parliamentarians’ backgrounds, ex-
periences, pre-political careers and expressed
motivations for running were far more varied
and much less predictable than we'd assumed.
Most spent a generation pursuing other careers
and interests before becoming an MP. Few self-
identified as political candidates. Most say they
sought a nomination only after they were asked,
and some accepted it with only weeks or mere



days before the nomination vote took place.

Further, these MPs did not consider them-
selves to be political insiders, even though they
were generally highly involved in their commu-
nities. Rather, most portrayed themselves as
outsiders, and indicated they came to the job
with that mindset.

Finally, even the nomination process for a
candidate’s political party seemed subject to
chance. The nomination is an essential ele-
ment of anyone's path to politics. It was thus
surprising that, for so many MPs, their gateway
into politics was so unpredictable. Few MPs de-
scribed the nomination process consistently;
the confusing rules and their varied applica-
tion made it difficult to understand the terms
on which the nomination contests were fought.
Perhaps as a result, most MPs were critical of
some aspect of the nomination process, even
though they had navigated it successfully. One
can only imagine what interviews with less suc-
cessful candidates might reveal.

tis these narratives that led to the title of our

first report: The Accidental Citizen?.

We chose the word “accidental” because it
encapsulates the way so many former Parlia-
mentarians described their own journeys. Few
said they set out intending on a career in public
life, and even many who served in local or pro-
vincial office indicated that politics was some-
thing they fell into unexpectedly. Furthermore,
the road to politics is subject to chance. There
was no obvious “farm team” in Canadian poli-
tics: the MPs we interviewed came to Ottawa
with a wide variety of backgrounds and motiva-
tions. The ways people were approached to run,
and accepted, were equally varied. The nomina-
tion process was also described as inconsistent
and often confusing. This report contains many

examples of how such experiences turned these
MPs into “accidental” citizens.

We chose the word “citizen” because we be-
lieve elected office to be an intense expression
of citizenship. Ultimately, it gets to the heart
of representative democracy: the concept that
citizens govern themselves by electing mem-
bers of their communities to represent them.
Members of Parliament are the citizens who we
choose to represent our interests, to gather and
debate, and to make decisions regarding the
ongoing building of our country and Canada’s
way forward in the world.

We chose the interrogative form in our title —
indicated by the question mark — to make clear
that the MPs’ description of arriving in politics
largely by accident may require further reflec-
tion. It seems unlikely that they hadn’t thought
about politics before. Indeed, many were active
for years in their communities. Perhaps they
believe that politics is something for which one
cannot admit ambition, even after the fact. If
that is so, it is quite a comment on the state of
political leadership in Canada.

This series of exit interviews imparts the
stories and advice of those who had dedicated
significant portions of their lives to serving Can-
ada. We hope it will lend insight into how we
live together and suggest ways to strengthen
our democracy.

Who becomes an MP, and how? It wasn't

quite what we expected. ~
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The average age at which
the MPs entered federal
office was 46.8 years.
The median age was

48 years.

The MPs’ average tenure
was 10.3 years. Their
median tenure was

12.3 years.

22% are female.

11% are immigrants.

41% represented urban
ridings, 23% suburban and
36% rural or remote.

82% indicated English as
their preferred language.
18% indicated French.

37% ontario
22% Quebec
2% British Columbia
1%
9%
9%

Atlantic Canada
Alberta
The Prairies

This mirrors almost perfectly the distribution of the

Canadian population.

* By-elections

1968 1979

1984

1988 1993 1995*

86% of the MPs have

at least one college or
university degree. Nearly
half have more than one
degree.

57% of the MPs left politics
due to retirement and

43% left as the result of
electoral defeat.

The MPs held a variety

of legislative roles, and
many held more than

one. One served as Prime
Minister. 31% were Cabinet
Ministers and 35% were
Parliamentary Secretaries.
65% held a critic portfolio.
58% chaired at least one
committee.

54% Liberal
23% Conservative
14% Bloc Québécois

8%
1%

NDP

Green

This group is more heavily weighted to the Liberals
than the current Parliament due to the outcome of the

2008 and 2006 elections.

1996* 1997 2000

2002

2004 2006







The answers are not what we expected, and
contain few discernable patterns. While many
MPs had at least one experience we might
equate with a politician — such as parents who
encouraged political debate at the dinner table,
a degree in law or political science, a volunteer
role with the local political party association, a
stint as a municipal or provincial elected official
or as an aide to a politician —only a few had
most or all of these experiences.

Few of those we interviewed fit the mould
we might commonly associate with a politician.
Their backgrounds were varied. Few said they
set out to be politicians. While some volun-
teered with a political party, sometimes actively,
most did not participate in partisan activity
for much of their lives. Most said they had not
planned to enter politics, and that they chose a
political career quite by accident.

Most of the MPs we interviewed were not
raised on politics, with a couple of high-profile
exceptions. MPs grew up in a wide variety of
households, usually hundreds or thousands
of kilometres from Ottawa. Over ten percent
were not born in Canada, and many more were
the children of immigrants. Most didn't spend
their young adulthood as members of the youth
wings of a political party. And while the major-
ity had university degrees, most studied sub-
jects other than political science or law.

Those we interviewed pursued a range of
jobs, professions and community interests.
While some spent portions of their careers in
roles we'd assume typical of a federal politi-
cian — lawyer, school board trustee, political
staffer or a municipal or provincial politician —
most spent approximately twenty years pursu-
ing interests outside federal politics.

Perhaps surprisingly, over a quarter of

@ Life Before Parliament -7

those interviewed were involved in education
as teachers, coaches, principals or academics.
An even larger number were active in a host
of business pursuits, working as proprietors,
managers, salespeople and senior executives.
Others came from professions such as journal-
ism, accounting, engineering, nursing and social
work. Ten percent had some military experi-
ence, and many more worked in the public sec-
tor in a variety of roles, from a civil service man-
ager to a police officer to an air traffic controller.
Several ran non-profit organizations. Two were
clergymen. One was a Grand Chief. Their ca-
reers reflected the diversity of the country and
the economy, although most enjoyed a middle-
class lifestyle.

THE LATENT SPARK?

Equally as varied were the triggers that ignited
the would-be MPs interests in politics. Often
these were the result of chance rather than per-
sonal focus or ambition. A few MPs cited their
early upbringing, but most did not. “I happened
to be reading [a local magazine] and there was
an ad on how you might consider supporting
the Reform Party,” one MP said. “l submitted
my application, my fee, and became a member,
still not intending to run for politics.”

Many cited pivotal points when their lives
intersected with a political leader. Some had
an interaction with a particular politician and
were captivated, or dismayed, by their remarks.
One MP recalled feeling inspired upon meeting
Tommy Douglas while he was the leader of the
New Democratic Party. A few from the Reform
Party spoke of meeting Preston Manning, or
hearing him give a speech. Others slowly grew to
resent the leadership style of a particular Prime
Minister, and wished for something better.



Other MPs found a connection to politics
when a particular local, regional or global event
evoked a response in them. Constitutional
debates, the Charlottetown Accord and the
Quebec referendums of 1980 and 1995 were
lightning rods for many, particularly those from
Quebec and the West. “l was very disgusted
with some of the things taking place at the fed-
eral level, particularly with the idea of bringing
[home] the Constitution and the Charter of
Rights [in 1982]," one former MP said. Another
remarked, “Definitely the 1980 referendum was
the platform to launch my political career....
They can package it up any way they want to,
but the fact is that [the separatists] want to di-
vide the country. The country would not be the
same, no matter how you slice it.”

Several MPs recalled coming of age during
the 1960s, when the assassinations of John F.
Kennedy and Martin Luther King made them re-
alize that politics matters. Those who'd grown
up or spent time abroad saw potential in Cana-
da, and when they returned viewed politics as a
way to affect change. “l worked on the War on
Poverty in Dallas and | could never have con-
ceived of such a vast spread between those who
have wealth and those who have nothing,” said
one MP. “Spending that year in Dallas put a lot
of things in stark relief for me, and | came back
to Canada feeling really energized politically.”

Some attributed their involvement to en-
couragement by friends or colleagues. One law-
yer, contemplating a move to the judiciary, was
encouraged by a mentor to consider politics
instead. “It would suit your personality better,”
the future MP was told. Another MP, a financial
executive, had a party pamphlet tossed across
the table at him during a work negotiation.
“You should join this,” his colleague said. He
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read the pamphlet, and was intrigued. He later
joined the party.

For others, friends’ political involvement
had an influence, although less directly. “l had
some friends [involved in the party]. The party
had this convention, and CPAC was covering it.
| was flipping channels and thought, ‘Oh, this
is interesting. I'll watch." | began to listen to

Several MPs recalled coming of
age during the 1960s, when the
assassinations of John F. Kennedy
and Martin Luther King made them
realize that politics matters.

what the people at the microphone were talk-
ing about. This began to resonate with me....
| decided ‘I'm going to look [the party] up in
the phone book." | phoned somebody and they
sent me some literature. | read all of this stuff
and joined.”

In fact, there were no easily discernable pat-
terns in the pre-Ottawa lives and careers of
these MPs. Apart from their “outsider” self-def-
inition and their community experiences —two
themes we'll discuss in the next section — their
personal histories lacked a common narrative.
This diverse range of experiences caused us to
observe that, at least for these MPs, there was
no “political class” in Canada.

It would take many years, but all of these
disparate lives converged when they decided

to run for office. ~



CAREERS
BEFORE
PARLIAMENT

Newspaper editor

Priest

Municipal councillor

Teacher

Political assistant

Consultant

Small business manager

Public servant

CFO

Professor

Canadian Air
Force member

Provincial cabinet
minister

Mayor

NGO executive

Journalist

Social worker

THE MPS WE INTERVIEWED PURSUED A RANGE OF JOBS
AND PROFESSIONS BEFORE ENTERING FEDERAL POLITICS.
BELOW IS A SAMPLE OF THESE PARLIAMENTARIANS'

PREVIOUS CAREERS.

High school principal

Academic

Accountant

Engineer

Sales manager

United Church minister

CEO

Union leader

Farmer

Lab technician

Subarctic research
lab director

Cook

Probation officer

Air traffic controller

University president

Radio station manager

Historian

Electrician

U.S. Army member

Police officer

Law school dean

Grand Chief

Nurse

Bank manager

Community activist

Lawyer

Insurance broker

Quality assurance
engineer

Director of child and
family services

School board trustee

University vice president

Community college
administrator







Then, a moment arrived that many de-
scribed as unexpected —they were approached
to stand for federal office. In this group, only a
handful sought the nomination on their own. All
the others were asked.

Just as there was little in common in their
backgrounds, there was no singular pattern to
the MPs' expressed reasons for running. Yet
notwithstanding this great range of motivations,
there is a strong collective narrative expressed
by the majority of the MPs we interviewed: the
paradox between their self-described feeling of
being an “outsider” on one hand, and their sig-
nificant experience within their communities on
the other.

GETTING TO YES

The way MPs described being asked to run had
an element of mystery to it. Most said “the ask”
was unexpected or accidental. A variety of peo-
ple did the asking, usually in one of three ways.

The most common was to be approached by
a friend or acquaintance. One Parliamentarian
recounted a visit from a critical care nurse, ac-
tive in the community, who encouraged her to
run. “I would not have run for political office if
this woman had not shown up at my door and
said, "We'd like you to try and do this,” the MP
said. Another, who'd served in both local and
provincial politics, said, “I think what got me to
run federally was somebody saying, ‘Here is the
challenge, are you up for it?' Because that had
never been part of my thinking at all.”

Often those asking were people involved in
their political party's riding association. One
MP recalled: "l was approached by someone
heading up the search. They said, ‘We are look-
ing for someone to run for the nomination for
Member of Parliament. We think we can win
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the seat. | said, ‘Oh, let me think, who could
we get?’ and he said, ‘No | mean you." | hadn't
really thought about it.”

Another had a similar story. “One of my
friends, who was on the board of the constitu-
ency association and knew me personally, came
to my door and said, ‘"We want you to run as
our candidate.' | said, “You've got to be kidding.
That is not really in the cards.’ | laughed him
off. Every three or four days he would be at my
door.... He persisted.”

Other times, the MP was close to or involved
with a group designated to identify a candidate,
and found themselves as the chosen one. One
recounted a story: “I said, 'I'll join our local riding
association, and try to contribute rather than
just go to [Tim] Horton's, [complain] and not
get much done.' For a year we'd have a monthly
meeting where we did nothing... and | decided,
‘Il move on." But before | had a chance to re-
sign, the executive search committee asked
me to be president. So we got things going.
We had to heighten the profile of the party and
get a new candidate. We approached the for-
mer candidate, who had lost three times, and
asked him if he would announce that he wasn't
seeking [the nomination] again. He refused,
waited, saw the field, thought he could beat
them and announced his candidacy. This was
three weeks before our nomination meeting.
| realized he was going to get it, which meant
the work we'd done would've gone down the
drain. That's when | decided, ‘I'll take a shot
at it, to see if we can get this'.” The MP signed
up 1,200 members and won on the first ballot.
“So bingo, I'm the candidate. | still wasn't sure |
wanted to do it,” the MP said.

Only a few were nurtured and supported
by the national political party, or chosen as



the candidate directly by the party leader.
“| got a call from [the party leader], and he said,
"You're going to be nominated tomorrow. | want
you as my candidate, so we're actually nomi-
nating you,” recounted one MP. The next day
the nomination was announced in the paper.
“Then we had to put a team together and win,”
the MP said.

very candidate had different motivations

for saying yes, and the reasons they gave
for why they accepted were as varied as their
lives and careers.

Some considered politics as a way to solve
complex problems they believed couldn't be
adequately addressed by business or private
philanthropy alone. “l saw the potential that
if you did get elected, there's a lot you could
do,” said one MP. Another remarked, “You get
chances in public life that you really don't get
in private life. Say I'd retired as a head of the
biggest company in Canada and been given
the golden handshake. | could say, ‘Let me now
do my big gesture.’ It's pretty rare that you get
that chance. But in public life, you get chances
like that.”

Pursuing public office was also seen as a way
to learn and grow as professionals and as citi-
zens. "l needed a bigger challenge [than | was
getting in my current job and] was concerned
that if you got bored you could become [profes-
sionally] negligent,” one MP said. “[As an im-
migrant], it was my payback to Canada,” said
another. Several members of the Bloc viewed
the experience as good training for the day
when Quebec would achieve sovereignty.

Others had a general belief that the system
was moving in the wrong direction: several be-
lieved that the link between government and
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citizens was broken, and that Prime Minis-
ters, red or blue, acted “more like dictators.”
Others had aspirations for more specific and
sometimes radical reform, including changes
to our electoral system, to our Senate, or in
the case of the Bloc, to the very structure of
our federation.

Some were more obvious contenders. A

“l saw the potential that if you did get

elected, there’s a lot you could do,”
said one MP. Another remarked,

“You get chances in public life that you

really don’t get in private life.”

number had already entered the political arena,
serving in municipal or provincial governments,
and wanted to challenge themselves at the
next level. “ am up for a challenge, | love when
people wave a [matador's] big red cape in front
of me because, of course, | want to charge at
it,” said one former MP. Others took the plunge
into federal politics out of a sense of service.
One MP, who had retired from a provincial
seat several years earlier, said, "It wasn't that
| was craving to get back [into public life] at
all. It was more or less a duty, an obligation,
a favour.”

Some were intrigued by the opportunity that
a run for office represented. “I| just wanted to
see some change, to see people not just take
[things] for granted,” said one. A few others
were more light-hearted. "My mother dropped
me on my head as a baby,” one joked. “l was a
46-year-old child who still thought they could
save the world,” said another.



THE OUTSIDER PARADOX

Perhaps more powerful than their stated
motivations was the way so many of the MPs
described himself or herself as an outsider. This
was not an explicit question in our interview,
but nevertheless emerged as a proactively-
volunteered self-description the MPs expressed
in a variety of ways. Sometimes it played out in
their decision to pursue politics, and sometimes
it was made as part of a broader point.

This is the opposite of what a traditional
public perception of politicians as consummate
insiders would have suggested.

There were many variations of this outsider
sentiment. Sometimes it was a matter of per-
sonal identity. Most women were aware that,
despite their advancement in some fields, poli-
tics remained, and remains, a male-dominated
profession. “I had no role models. There was
no black woman who was in the Parliament of
Canada, and no black woman was at Queen's
Park or any other place | could look at,” said
one. One Aboriginal MP was conscious of dis-
crimination, including recalling the days when
members of the First Nations did not have the
same freedoms as other Canadians, including
the right to vote and to travel freely. "My mom,
she's 75 and she remembers when she wasn't
allowed to leave the reserve. She needed a pass.
So you are battling that history.”

For immigrants, moving to a new country is
often such an integral part of their life experi-
ence that it becomes an important motivator
for action. “The majority can't [appreciate] the
struggle that a minority feels,” one MP said.
Another recalled, “l remember walking up the
steps to go into the Centre Block and thinking,
‘Okay Daddy, so what's the daughter of a lousy
immigrant tailor doing here?” My Dad had just
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died about six months before and you know, he
would have loved to see this.”

The size and regional makeup of Canada
meant that the MPs from many parts of the
country — Quebec, Alberta, Newfoundland,
the northern communities — expressed feeling
a world apart from the capital, as well as dis-
satisfaction with the way in which their con-

“I remember walking up the steps to

go into the Centre Block and thinking,
‘Okay Daddy, so what’s the daughter of
a lousy immigrant tailor doing here?”

stituency was represented. “l wanted Ottawa to
know where [my remote riding] was,” said one
MP. “It was about as far away from Ottawa as
you can get.”

For those from the Reform Party, this senti-
ment was expressed with particular passion.
“People were upset with the Liberals, the Con-
servatives — everybody was mad at them —and
the NDP. They just weren't satisfying Canadi-
ans. So we said, ‘Let's get a candidate and we'll
go [to Ottawa] and make sure the best can-
didate [speaks for] our ideals,”” said one MP.
Another described it this way: “[Politics] all
seemed to me a very inside club. Here was an
outside group saying, ‘The system isn't work-
ing for Western Canada.’ But instead of saying,
‘We're opting out, we're going to opt in. We're
going to opt in to change the system itself.”

Others articulated this outsider sentiment
by describing how their political philosophy,
outlook on life or perspective on a policy is-
sue wasn't adequately reflected in the system.



“l was acutely aware of what the damage was to
our next generation of our deficits accumulating
at $40 billion per year,” said one former MP. "I
have some [strong] views on the future of the
country, national unity and the role of the gov-
ernment in Canada,” said another, defiantly.

Sometimes it was a reflection of their edu-
cation, socio-economic background or career
choice. "It couldn't have happened to a guy who
fit the role less. Since when is the busboy sup-
posed to become an MP?" asked one. Another
remembered receiving a call from a national
newspaper reporter. “They actually said, "'What
is a cook going to bring to Ottawa? How do you
think you're qualified for this position?'” The
MP answered, “Well, maybe what we need is
some more diversity. It's called the House of
Commons for a reason. It's for Canadians of all
walks of life, having a say and their views repre-
sented. | don't think only lawyers and accoun-
tants have the ability to do that.”

Even those with prior political experience
expressed this outsider sentiment. “I've always
been driven by trying to represent the people
who elect me. That's what motivated me: to
represent them as best | could in Ottawa and be
the voice for the small guy. | always put my riding
and my province first, sometimes to my own
peril,” said one former provincial politician.

his outsider sentiment is particularly strik-
Ting when it is contrasted with each MP’s
involvement in his or her own community. Not-
withstanding their professed outsider status,
most future Parliamentarians had in common
the fact that they had each spent years taking
an active interest in the proverbial “public
square.” Whether through their profession,
their volunteer commitments or a combination
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of both, they had opportunities to interact, often
extensively, with a cross-section of their com-
munity. It was often these experiences — both
positive and negative —that ultimately let them
to channel their energies into public life.

Some had this experience as a result of jobs
in the broader public sphere, such as journal-
ists, teachers or social workers. Others served

“It’s called the House of Commons for
a reason. It’s for Canadians of all walks

of life, having a say and their views

represented. | don’t think only lawyers

and accountants have the ability
to do that.”

as provincial politicians, or supplemented their
day jobs with positions on school boards or on
municipal councils. Many volunteered in com-
munity or professional associations and some
were active in their unions.

These experiences led many to discover
that they had the power to successfully cre-
ate change, however modest or grand its form.
They liked the taste of those accomplishments.

One MP recalled serving as the president
of the local Chamber of Commerce when the
major employer in the region announced wide-
spread cuts. “It was a really difficult time for the
community,” the MP said. “You had young men
who were mostly hard-rock miners in their 20s
and 30s [whose well-paying jobs] just disap-
peared overnight.” The future MP became heav-
ily involved with the community’s response to
the job crisis and realized that this involvement
could influence change. It was also a lesson in



how government mattered. “The policy the pro-
vincial and federal governments were going to
pursue in response was going to make a differ-
ence in individual people’s lives. That rekindled
an earlier interest and my involvement in poli-
tics has been pretty consistent since then.”

For others, they became sensitive to a sys-
tem that excluded people or a community that
was struggling. One MP worked for a retailer,
and the job involved visiting women in rural
communities who wanted to work for the com-
pany. This provided a unique insight into the
poverty affecting those living on the Prairies.
“I don't know how many women | saw there that
were trying to get enough money just to sur-
vive,” the MP said. “The social infrastructure [in
agricultural communities]... is still a problem.”

Occasionally, the MPs' community work ex-
posed them to what government could do, and
motivated them to action when they learned
that it wasn't up to the task. One MP, who
worked with abused children, recalled receiving
the news that a child, for whom they couldn't
secure adequate support, had committed a
murder. “The child was really abused. We tried
to get him out of the area he was in. Govern-
ment wouldn't listen and we couldn’t get any-
thing done for this child. When he went into the
school system he became very aggressive. His
mother, when he was six, said, ‘Is he going to
have to kill somebody to get help?’ Well, at the
age of 21 he did. So [my spouse said], 'You have
to go to Ottawa. Somebody'’s got to go. They've

n

got to understand.

D espite a limited interaction with federal
politics and their feeling of being outside
national civic life, almost all Parliamentarians
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demonstrated a willingness to take the step,
however tentatively, toward becoming an Otta-
wa insider. In some cases, it was in opposition:
taking aim at the perceived inside. In others, it
was a strong sense of identification elsewhere,
such as a geographic, ethnic or cultural com-
munity they felt was ill-represented in national
life. Whatever their reasons, each MP found the
status quo lacking, but had enough experience
and respect for the public sphere to see serving
in Parliament as a worthwhile endeavour.

In essence, from this narrative a clear para-
dox emerges. It is ironic that those who consis-
tently describe themselves as outsiders have,
in fact, been intimately involved in the lives of
their communities. More than anything, this
is perhaps best viewed as an observation on
our political culture. Perhaps our politics at-
tract the underdogs or people from outside the
mainstream, or maybe it's more that we, as citi-
zens, feel more comfortable defining ourselves
that way.

This paradox may also highlight the fact that
politics has become something for which it's in-
appropriate and even uncouth to acknowledge
interest or ambition, even after the fact. If that
is, in fact, the case, it's no wonder that people
don't consider public life, or claim to stumble
into it so accidentally.

So notwithstanding their wide variety of
backgrounds, interests and perspectives, these
future MPs all answered yes, and agreed to
stand for the nomination ~






This process is usually (although not always,
as we'll see) coordinated by the local riding as-
sociation, which is both the local representation
of a political party and the organization charged
with identifying, selecting and supporting can-
didates. This is a crucial step in our electoral
process, particularly for candidates represent-
ing a “safe seat” — a riding that is consistently
represented by MPs from the same political
party —where the nomination process is akin
to the general election.

NOT A TRANSPARENT PROCESS

At first glance, the nomination procedure
seems straightforward: the candidate with the
most votes wins the nomination. While this
may appear simple enough, it often isn't. It is
perhaps best described as a black box —a sys-
tem whose purpose is known, but whose in-
ner workings cannot be easily seen or under-
stood. A candidate must earn the support of
as many members of the political party’s local
riding association as possible. Often the easiest
way to do this is to get new people to join the
party, usually by selling memberships to family,
friends and colleagues. If others are also seek-
ing the nomination (which is often, but not al-
ways, the case), sometimes fierce competitions
ensue. Generally the rules provide that, on the
day of the vote, the candidate must ensure that
friends, family and other supporters not only
show up at the convention, but also remain
on-site throughout what can be numerous con-
secutive rounds of voting until the result of the
final ballot is declared.

Even within this group of MPs —all of whom
were their party’s nominees — most found the
process to be perplexing and uncomfortable.
Many struggled at times to articulate how it
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functioned, citing a lack of clarity in timelines,
sources of decision making, and the application
of the rules. Descriptions varied widely from
riding to riding and the process appeared sub-
ject to a host of idiosyncrasies.

WHO'S IN CHARGE?

Based on our interviews, it wasn't always clear
who was in charge of the nomination process
and how one candidate was to interact with
the others. Few received formal instruction or
guidance from their association. Sometimes the
association lacked neutrality, working against
some candidates in favour of others. “There's
too much power in the hands of the central
committee,” one MP said of riding associations.
“They try to interfere, get their person nominat-
ed, and then they wonder... why people don't
care.” Another remarked, “It's a legitimate con-
cern that you can stack the deck against one
candidate or another.”

In other cases, there appeared to be no gov-
ernance or oversight at all. In the absence of
any local party structures, one candidate set up
their own riding association, sold memberships,
organized the nomination vote —and won.

It wasn't just the riding association that could
influence a candidate’s fate. In some cases, the
leader of the national party intervened, declar-
ing candidates outright or bestowing support on
a favoured individual. Sometimes, this was the
result of a perceived need to increase ethnic,
cultural or gender diversity in the party. While
recipients of this appointment were happy,
sometimes such decisions appeared arbitrary
and caused bitterness among opponents at the
local level. "I don't think | would have been here
today if not for that appointment. I've never
been a person of means,” admitted one MP who



was leader-anointed. “[Yet], that appointment
marred a lot of debates and discussions that |
was involved in, whether with the media or in
community all-candidate debates. The whole
business of 'you were appointed’ came in.”

In other cases, individuals opted to disregard
direct orders from federal party headquarters.
In one situation, a candidate was told to hold
off the nomination bid in a particular riding un-
til further instructed by party leadership. The
candidate decided to forge ahead without the
party’s consent. “l was pretty desperate... we
started setting up memberships while the party
was still exploring possible candidates,” said
the MP. "I sold enough memberships to scare
anyone else off. | didn't ask permission of [the
party leader]. | just did it."

WHAT ARE THE RULES?

Beyond questions of meddling by party lead-
ership or riding associations, the nomination
process was thought to have unfolded incon-
sistently and often with pliable rules. Confusion
was a common complaint. Sometimes, candi-
dates were officially selected by their riding as-
sociation with very little time to spare, leaving
only a matter of weeks or days to mobilize for
the national campaign. “There were a lot of ru-
mours about who was going to be nominated,”
said one MP whose nomination was confirmed
only four days before the start of the national
election campaign. This left only a few days to
assemble a team and strategy. “It was a very
messy situation.”

The practice of selling party memberships
to garner more votes was also a point of con-
tention with many MPs. There were questions
surrounding the financing of new member-
ships. “Who do you think pays for these mem-
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berships? | mean give me a break. People raise
money and buy memberships for other people,”
observed one MP.

There were also discrepancies between fed-
eral election rules and party nomination rules.
In federal elections one must be 18 years of age
to vote, but in some nomination races, younger
teenagers had memberships and were eligible
to cast ballots. “Memberships were free [in my
riding] and just about everybody over 14 years
of age was signed up. So, about 4,000 attend-
ed. Probably about 3,600 voted on the first bal-
lot. Over a period of time, and by keeping our
people there, we were able, on the fourth ballot,
to get enough votes to win,” explained one MP.

There were also questions surrounding the
importance and exploitation of identity and cat-
egory politics, including the power wielded by
religious institutions, ethnic groups and single
issue lobbies. Several felt citizens were subject
to manipulation by figures of influence within
the party association. In some cases there were
stories of groups of people being bused in from
other ridings on the day of the convention, sole-
ly to vote for a specific candidate.

HOW DID IT FEEL?
While no one enters politics expecting it to be
easy, the nomination process can be particu-
larly challenging. Many MPs we spoke to found
the entire exercise exasperating and even ab-
surd. “Terrible. Just horrendous, the worst po-
litical experience of my life,” said one MP.
Citizens were often simply corralled for the
event and asked only to sign up for a party
membership, show up and vote for their can-
didate. They were not asked to contribute to
the party's discussions in any meaningful way.
And yet they were all official party members.



“People who weren't [from the party] bought
memberships and voted for me, for that one
night. The part | found troubling was creating
instant supporters,” remarked another MP.

There was also damage inflicted during the
contest. Wounds from nomination battles run
particularly deep and few MPs who'd been in-
volved in contested nominations reflected posi-
tively on the nomination process. “l ended up
winning by, | think, two votes on the third ballot.
It was unbelievable. I'd never been through any-
thing like it.... Nominations seemed to be more
personal than an election campaign. A gen-
eral election is about platforms and leaders.
Nominations are all about encouraging people
to get out and vote. Because it tends to be more
personal, there tends to be harder feelings after,
and that's not pleasant,” explained one MP. The
contest is reduced to details of character, com-
munication skills, and personal charm. Another
MP concluded: “It can be nasty.”

Many MPs described the process as random,
and were often unclear what was required to
win. “Some 7,000 people bought membership
cards. There were six of us running and they
all ganged up against me on the second ballot.
It was four o'clock in the morning or so by the
time | won, with a 74 vote majority,” one MP re-
called. Another described their long experience
in navigating the nomination process: “Eventu-
ally, it came down to a number of meetings,
and finally it was narrowed down to three can-
didates. There were around 400 people casting
ballots at the [local] recreation centre. Those
in the room had the right to vote, and whom-
ever came out on top would be the candidate.
| wound up winning that nomination by one vote.
And that one vote margin changed my life.”

Despite the predominance of confusion and
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criticism, a few MPs mentioned two positive as-
pects of the nomination process: first, it was a
practice round for the actual election, and sec-
ond, it helped challenge and polish the contend-
ers' views. One MP described on it as a chance
for candidates to debate issues, refine their
strategies and gain greater confidence in their
role as a public figure. “It was good practice for
the general election,” said the MP.

A few others pointed out that, because the
nomination race was usually among people
with similar values, it allowed candidates to
explore finer details of community issues and
policies, exchanging ideas with each other and
with the local party members.

At its best, the nomination process offered
a chance to closely explore and debate issues
that were important to the community the can-
didates hoped to serve in Ottawa.

At its worst, it was a manifestation of all the
shallowest perceptions people have of poli-
tics —an opaque, manipulative and even cruel
game — turning both citizens and candidates
away from the political process altogether.

ost of the Parliamentarians we inter-
M viewed made the transition from a pri-
vate to a public citizen incredibly quickly and
felt deeply honoured to have the chance to
serve the public. Whatever their successes in
their previous careers, they were now sent to
Ottawa to serve their communities, and the
nation, in a job for which they had very little
preparation, and for which there was no official
job description.

As one MP remarked: “All of a sudden | said,
‘I'm going to Ottawa.’ | had never planned to
do that. It was just one of those things that
happened.” ~



(Conclusion

nyone can run for political office in Canada. To our surprise, the majority

of the MPs we interviewed did not grow up in political families, and few

had long-standing political party involvement. Most weren't lawyers and

hadn't studied political science. The backgrounds, family histories, cultures, levels

of education and careers represented by this group of MPs were amazingly varied,

and did not always point to a career in politics. Most chose to spend a large

portion of their lives working outside of the political sphere. They were not the

consummate insiders we expected.

In fact, these MPs considered themselves
outsiders, even though they didn't directly use
that word. Whether because of personal iden-
tity, experience, region or particular political
views, the MPs who participated in this project
strongly felt that their communities were not
being adequately represented in Parliament.
They measured the status quo and found it
lacking. This outsider sentiment stood in stark
contrast to the MPs' strong community connec-
tions and experiences.

Another surprise was the series of appar-
ently random occurrences that surrounded
the transition from individual citizen to politi-
cal leader. No matter the political ambition, a
person was usually asked to run by an acquain-

tance or community group. This is an interest-
ing feature inherent in the system, ensuring that
the representative of a political party normally
cannot entirely self-select for public office. It
also means that our democratic system has
the capacity to be as vibrant, as varied, and as
accessible as the citizens of any given com-
munity — as long as those citizens know how it
works. Anyone can be asked to run, and anyone
can do the asking.

Still, if the process by which a person makes
the transition to federal politics can seem ac-
cidental, then the process by which they win
the support of their local riding can be confus-
ing, mysterious and inconsistent. Most MPs
expressed frustration when discussing the
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nomination. Because this process is not trans-
parent, the inner workings are subject to ma-
nipulation by riding associations, the national
leadership of the party, as well as local groups.
Many complained or questioned this process,
which is surprising considering these were the
people who had navigated it successfully. When
the winner of a race complains about the rules
of the competition, it may bear closer scrutiny.

here are a number of observations to draw

from this portrait of the accidental citi-
zen. On the one hand, people who have little
experience in politics or who weren't raised
on politics as kids can become MPs. We have
no established “political class.” You don't need
to be a millionaire or have attended certain
schools. But on the other hand, people come
to political leadership in ways that seem quite
accidental and not as a result of long planning
and preparation. Or if they did prepare, politi-
cal ambition is something that they tended to
explain away, as if it's somehow not acceptable
to admit to it. Perhaps, in our political culture, it
is desirable to be an outsider, or at least to be
seen as one.

We hope that this report will be a basis
for further discussion and will contribute to a
greater understanding of political leadership in
Canada. The exit interview project stems from
the premise that the system is robust and elas-
tic, but only to the extent that the wider citi-
zenry understands how it works and is willing
to engage with it. Maybe, with time, the project
will draw attention to those things that func-
tion well in our public life, as well as contrib-
ute to a constructive discourse on what can be
improved. For example, we hope this will cre-
ate discussion on how one can get involved in

politics, how one can become a Parliamentarian
and how certain parts of the process, such as
the nomination, can be made more transpar-
ent. We also hope that this discussion will be
a stepping stone for our future exit interview
reports, which will elaborate on further areas
of our interviews beginning in the fall of 2010.

WHAT COMES NEXT?

Our next publication will pick up with the MPs’
arrival in Ottawa and focus on how these citi-
zens navigated their new lives and roles as
Members of Parliament. A Member of Parlia-
ment may be among the most important jobs in
the country, and yet there is no official descrip-
tion of the role; it is a position that can be and
is interpreted in a variety of ways.

We will release a series of reports that
elaborate on the nature of political leadership
in Canada, based on the reflections of the MPs
to whom we spoke. These reports will discuss
how the MPs conceived of their job, how they
spent their time as Parliamentarians, including
how they worked through caucus and commit-
tees. They will also describe how these MPs
view our political culture and reflect on their
experience serving in a minority Parliament.
We will also explore the relationships between
MPs and civil society, either directly through
their interactions with their constituents, with
citizens' associations and lobby groups, as well
as indirectly, through the media. Finally, we will
also share how the MPs describe their victories
and frustrations, and the advice they have for
strengthening our democracy. ~

For more stories and information on this project,

please visit www.samaracanada.com.
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ethodology

amara contacted Members of Parliament who left public office during or
after the 38th and 39th Parliaments (2004 to 2008). We chose to speak
to former, rather than current, Members of Parliament because we felt they

would be less constrained by the demands of office and, having stepped away,

would have had time to reflect on their years in public life.

We chose to focus on those who left during or
after the 38th and 39th Parliaments for several
reasons. The first is because they would have
more recent experience with the current reali-
ties of Parliament, which includes two political
parties that are relatively new: the Bloc Québé-
cois and the Conservative Party of Canada. The
second is because there was a change of gov-
ernment in that time, which enabled a larger
number of MPs to serve in different legislative
capacities. The third is because these were
both minority parliaments. Many observers be-
lieve Canada will be governed by minority Par-
liaments more frequently in years to come, and
we believed that MPs’' first-hand experience
would yield interesting insights.

There are 139 living former MPs in this group
and we interviewed 65, ensuring that these
individuals came from all the major national
political parties and from all regions of the
country. The Canadian Association of Former
Parliamentarians (CAFP) were our partners in
this project, and provided the initial letter of in-
troduction and invitation to the former MPs on
our behalf.

Samara also consulted extensively with other
key experts in the development of this project.
While the report is not intended as academic
research, academics from across Canada in-
cluding from the University of British Columbia,
Wilfrid Laurier University, the University of To-
ronto, Queen'’s University, Carleton University,



the University of Ottawa and Memorial Univer-
sity all provided input into the interview pro-
cess to ensure it was built on existing literature.
Samara also consulted political journalists, cur-
rent and former Parliamentarians and senior
public servants.

INTERVIEW STYLE

The interview questions were organized using
a semi-structured interview methodology. We
created a standard question guide to ensure
uniformity of process; however, follow-up ques-
tions varied depending on the MPs’ responses.
We felt this approach would better capture the
nuances of their experiences. All interviewees
were provided with an overview of the interview
objectives and process in advance.

All but two of the interviews were conducted
in person, often in the home or office of the for-
mer Parliamentarian, in their preferred official
language. The interviews were each about two
hours in length.

QUESTIONS ASKED
The questions we asked the MPs focused on

four main areas:

*Their motivations for entering and paths
to politics;

*The nature of the job, including how they
contemplated their role, how they spent
their time, and what they viewed as their
successes and frustrations;

*Their connection to civil society, either
directly or through the media; and

*Their advice and recommendations for the

future.
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ON THE RECORD

The MPs signed a release form and spoke on the
record. As a courtesy, the MPs were given the
option not to respond to any question if they so
preferred, and were free to strike from the tran-
script statements that they did not want to ap-
pear on the public record, a request we honoured

in the very few cases in which we were asked.

RECORDINGS AND TRANSCRIPTS

The interviews were recorded in mp3-quality
audio, and all the audio records have been tran-
scribed. Because our primary objective was to
foster an honest and open discussion, we did
not film these interviews, as we were concerned
that the equipment necessary for a broadcast-
quality video would be distracting, or encour-
age more of a performance-style interview,
rather than the open conversation we wanted to

encourage.

INTERVIEW ANALYSIS

All the interviews were coded and analyzed
with the support of a widely-recognized quali-
tative research software program.

PUBLIC EDUCATION
We are committed to ensuring that the results
of this work are made widely available in order
to advance public understanding of the role of
political leadership and Parliament in Canada.
Samara has the consent of the intervie-
wees to deposit the interviews in the National
Archives once the MP exit interview project is
complete, and will do so. This project is among
the largest-ever inquiries into Members of Par-
liament in Canada, and we would like to ensure
that its educational value is available to future

generations. o~
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