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Introduction

In June 2010, Samara released The Accidental Citizen?, a report that 
described the backgrounds and paths to politics of the 65 people who 
participated in Canada’s first-ever systematic series of exit interviews 

with former Members of Parliament.

Samara is charitable organization that studies 

citizen engagement with Canadian democracy. 

This project began when co-founders Alison Loat 

and Michael MacMillan learned that exit inter-

views, common in many organizations, had nev-

er been undertaken systematically in one of the 

most important workplaces in our country – our 

federal Parliament. 

Exit interviews indicate the care and interest 

that an organization takes in its employees by 

providing an opportunity for departing staff to 

reflect on their work and share ideas on improve-

ments. It concerned us that those who served as 

the democratically-elected link between citizens 

and their government—our Members of Parlia-

ment—were not regularly asked to reflect on their 

experience or to provide advice on what can be 

improved for future Parliamentarians and in the 

service to all Canadians.

Samara’s goal with this work is to better un-

derstand how Canada’s democracy functions, and 

to suggest ways to strengthen it. This project is 

based on the personal reflections of MPs, provid-

ing different and often more detailed information 

inTroducTion - 2A



than that provided by polls, surveys or media 

commentary. We approach this work as docu-

mentarians, reporting on how the MPs described 

their feelings and beliefs. 

Samara was able to conduct these interviews 

almost entirely in person, and often in the homes 

or communities of participating MPs, thanks to 

introductions from the Canadian Association of 

Former Parliamentarians. The former Parlia-

mentarians generously gave their time, allowed 

us to record the interviews and granted us per-

mission to use the information to advance public 

understanding of Canadian politics and political 

culture.

This report is the second in a series sharing 

the stories and advice of these 65 Parliamentari-

ans, each of whom dedicated an average of nearly 

ten and a half years to national public life, acting 

as a bridge between Canadians and their govern-

ment. Many served during a transformative time 

in our political history: when the Bloc Québécois, 

the Reform Party and the merged Conservative 

Party of Canada rose as important players on the 

national stage. Each MP served in at least one 

minority Parliament, and during a time when 

changes in media and communications technol-

ogy had begun to take hold. This report should be 

read with this context in mind.

Memories are often coloured by the passage of 

time and personal interpretations of events and 

experiences; we assume that the testimonies of 

the participating MPs are no different. In many 

ways, these subjective reflections on the experi-

ences of these MPs provide some of the most il-

luminating insights into Canadian politics.

This report observes how little consistency 

existed among the MPs when they explained 

the core purpose of a Member of Parliament. 

They held disparate, and often conflicting, views 

as to the essential purpose of their position and 

what they were elected to accomplish.  They also 

acknowledged feeling unprepared for their roles 

as Parliamentarians, and indicated they received 

little or no formal training or orientation.

The overarching themes in this report are very 

similar to those of our first report, The Accidental 

Citizen?, which described the MPs’ backgrounds 

and paths to politics, as summarized on page 5.  

Both reports highlight the lack of preparation and 

happenstance nature of how most citizens come 

to national public life.

Welcome to Parliament: A Job With No 

Description picks up where the last report 

left off: with the MPs’ arrival on the steps of Par-

liament Hill in Ottawa. As with our first report, 

it exposes aspects of our political leadership and 

the culture of our politics that were largely unex-

plored until now.

In The Accidental Citizen? we discussed how 

opaque nomination rules and their inconsistent 

application made it difficult to understand how 

a citizen is nominated as a political candidate. In 

this report, the MPs describe their initial orienta-

tion (or lack thereof) to Parliament and the al-

location of their Parliamentary responsibilities, 

which are similarly confusing and unclear.

The MPs acknowledged arriving in Ottawa 

feeling largely unprepared for what lay ahead. 
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altogether. They had little initial sense 
of where to focus and their assignments 
seemed to be allocated at random.
 



They recall their initial orientation to Parliament 

as hurried, slap-dash or altogether absent. They 

had little initial sense of where to focus and their 

assignments seemed to be allocated at random. 

Likewise, in the same way that there is little 

consistency in MPs’ backgrounds and in the pro-

cess by which they decided to run and were cho-

sen as candidates, there is little agreement among 

MPs in their explanations of the core purpose of a 

Member of Parliament. 

Perhaps more worryingly, the MPs that we  

interviewed held often-conflicting ideas regard-

ing the role and purpose of a Member of Parlia-

ment. Their interviews revealed that they didn’t 

agree on what they were elected to accomplish or 

what the essential purpose of their role was in-

tended to be.

Our initial report, The Accidental Citizen?, 

contained both good and bad news for our 

democracy. The good news is that Canadian poli-

tics are more open and diverse than we often as-

sume. 

The bad news is that the political nomina-

tion process can be very confusing to the public 

and is fraught with difficulties and inconsisten-

cies, making widespread citizen participation 

difficult. Furthermore, many MPs claimed they 

didn’t consider running for federal politics before 

they were asked—a reluctance that may suggest a 

more broadly-held belief that politics and public 

service is something for which one cannot admit 

ambition, even after the fact.

This professed reluctance was most troubling 

given the importance of a Parliamentarian’s 

job. MPs are responsible for framing and lead-

ing many of our public debates, deciding on the 

policies and laws that will shape our country, and 

serving as the democratic conduits to our citizen-

ry. This is an important job.

With our first report, we sought to initiate a 

discussion about the functioning of our democ-

racy, its strengths and weaknesses, and how to 

improve citizen engagement. We feel honoured 

that we’ve been asked to share the findings of The 

Accidental Citizen? with national and local me-

dia, and that we’ve been invited to speak to 

groups of teachers, principals, public servants, 

university students and other engaged citizens 

from British Columbia to Atlantic Canada.

This report, unfortunately, contains more bad 

news than good regarding the current state of 

Canadian democracy, as you will soon see. We 

encourage readers to actively engage with this 

report, to carefully consider its implications and 

share their thoughts and opinions with others. 

We hope you will help us in our mission to make 

our democratic institutions more open to the Ca-

nadian citizenry by sharing this report with your 

friends and colleagues, talking with them about 

its implications, or by contacting us if you’re in-

terested in participating in our work.   
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the role and purpose of a Member of 
Parliament. Their interviews revealed that 
they didn’t agree on what they were elected 
to accomplish and what the essential 
purpose of their role was intended to be.
 



First, few said they set out intending 
on a career in public life. Most said 
they sought a party nomination only 
after they were asked. Even those 
who served in local or provincial of-
fice claimed that running for federal 
politics was something they had not 
planned. The average age at which 
they entered public life was 47, mean-
ing they spent a generation pursuing 
other careers and interests. The life ex-
periences of this group of MPs were far 
more varied and much less predictable 
than we’d assumed.

Second, participating MPs did not con-
sider themselves to be political insid-
ers, even though they were generally 
highly involved in their communities. 
Instead, most defined themselves as 
“outsiders.”  This was not an explicit 
question in our interviews, but was a 
notion commonly and voluntarily used 
by participants to describe themselves. 
For many, the desire to bring their par-
ticular outsider perspective to Parlia-
ment was one element of their initial 
decision to pursue politics. Whatever 
the case, the MPs’ collective narrative 
was in direct conflict with the tradi-
tional public perception of politicians 
as consummate insiders.

Finally, there was no uniform path to 
politics for the MPs who participated 

in this project. They were approached 
to run for office in a variety of ways, 
and they decided to enter public life for 
an equally diverse set of reasons. The 
nomination process for a candidate’s 
political party also seemed subject to 
chance. Few MPs described the nomi-
nation process consistently, and it was 
difficult to understand the terms on 
which the nomination contests were 
fought. Most MPs were critical of some 
aspect of the process, even though 
they had navigated it successfully. One 
can only imagine what interviews with 
less successful candidates, or with 
citizens initially seeking to participate 
in politics, might reveal.

All told, The Accidental Citizen? paint-
ed a picture of Canadian politics that 
is both positive and negative. On one 
hand, we have no established politi-
cal class. People from a wide variety of 
backgrounds can become MPs in Can-
ada. One doesn’t need to be the child of 
a politician, a millionaire or a graduate 
of a prestigious school, as seems to be 
the case in some other democracies. As 
a result, there is far greater diversity 
among our Parliamentarians than we 
commonly appreciate.

On the other hand, MPs described the 
process by which political parties se-
lect their candidates as confusing and 

inconsistent. It appears that, at times, 
federal politics are organized in ways 
that may discourage wide and ongoing 
participation at the local level.

These narratives led us to title Sama-
ra’s first report The Accidental Citizen?. 
The word “accidental” encapsulates 
how most MPs said they did not plan 
a life in politics, and how much of 
the journey to public life is subject to 
chance. “Citizen” gets to the heart of 
representative democracy: the concept 
that citizens govern themselves by 
electing members of their communities 
to represent them. 

The interrogative form—the question 
mark—indicates that the MPs’ de-
scription 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 our Parliamen-
tarians are instead telling us that they 
believe that politics are something for 
which one cannot admit ambition in 
this country, even years after having 
been elected. If that is so, it is not a 
positive comment on the state of politi-
cal leadership in Canada.

releAsed in June 2010, The AccidenTAl ciTizen? 
focused on how so MAny of The MPs To whoM we 
sPoke descriBed Their Journeys To PuBlic life 
As AccidenTAl. This wAs unexPecTed And reveAled 
iTself in severAl wAys:
 



MPs’ PArTy AffiliATion AT The TiMe They lefT office

  54% liberal 
  23% conservative
  14% Bloc québécois 
  8% ndP 
  1% green
 
 
This group is more heavily weighted to the liberals  
than the current Parliament due to the outcome of  
the 2008 and 2006 elections.

yeArs The MPs were firsT elecTed

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.

The MPs held a variety of 
legislative roles, and many held 
more than one. One served as 
Prime Minister. 31% were Cabi-
net Ministers and 35% were 
Parliamentary Secretaries. 65% 
held a critic portfolio. 58% 
chaired at least one committee.

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. 

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.

forMer PArliAMenTAriAns were 
inTerviewed for This ProJecT. 
They lefT PuBlic life during 
or JusT AfTer The 38Th And 39Th 
PArliAMenTs, which sAT froM 
2004 To 2008.

1968

2

1996*

2

 1979

1

1997

7

1984 

1

2000

4

1988

3

2002*

2

* By-elections

1993 

28

2004

6

1995*

1

2006

8

65

regions rePresenTed By Those inTerviewed

 37% ontario
 22% quebec
 12% British columbia
 11% Atlantic canada 
 9% Alberta 
 9% The Prairies   
 
This mirrors almost perfectly the distribution of  
the canadian population.



After a federal election, about one-third of Canadian 
Members of Parliament arrive on the steps of 
Parliament’s Centre Block as rookies. They emerge 

victorious from an often difficult nomination battle and 
general election campaign. They come from a wide variety of 
backgrounds and bring with them a diverse set of experiences 
and motivations, but with little—if any—experience in elected 
office or in the context of national public life.

Chapter 1:  
Arriving on the Hill

B



had the opportunity to do. “It’s a huge privilege,” 

the MP said. 

But the MPs also discussed feeling over-

whelmed and unsure of what lay ahead. As is of-

ten the case for anyone starting a new job, many 

of the MPs we interviewed recalled their first 

days as a time of nervous expectation. “It is very 

exciting. We were all ushered in, and there was 

[the Prime Minister]… it was definitely exhila-

rating,” one MP recalled. Some MPs had never 

visited the capital before, amplifying their initial 

insecurity. “I have to say I knew very little about 

[how] Ottawa worked. I had never been there. 

The very first time I walked up to the doors of 

the House of Commons was after I was elected,” 

one MP said.

Many acknowledged that it was not something 

they’d ever imagined doing. “I was overwhelmed. 

I grew up modestly and never aspired to any of 

this stuff. I wasn’t one of those people who was 

thinking about this when I was 12. I was naïve,” 

one MP admitted. “All of a sudden I said, ‘I’m go-

ing to Ottawa.’ I had never planned to do that. It 

was just one of those things that happened,” said 

another MP.

liTTle TrAining or orienTATion
The Parliamentarians’ adjustment to public life 

was made more difficult by the lack of structured 

orientation to help them acclimatize to their new 

roles. Few recalled receiving organized support 

or formal training. “The orientation is terrible,” 

one MP declared. “You get there, they take you in 

the House, they give you a book [on] constituency 

Most of the MPs to whom we spoke matched 

this description. For nearly all of them, federal 

politics represented a career change. On aver-

age, they were 47 years old when they were first 

elected, having pursued other careers and inter-

ests mostly in fields outside politics and in cities 

and towns far from Ottawa. 

So how did these accidental citizens feel upon 

arriving in Ottawa?  And how did they navigate 

those initial weeks and months in office?   

Most participating MPs recalled being filled 

with awe for the institution of Parliament, its 

history, and for the opportunity to serve. They 

believed that they were part of something impor-

tant, and felt that the work awaiting them was a 

great challenge.  

“I’ll never forget it,” recalled one MP, remem-

bering his first day in the House of Commons. “It 

was overwhelming to be in that chamber... to feel 

the presence of those who have gone before you.”  

Another remembered feeling honoured, know-

ing that his constituents had granted him the 

latitude to speak on and advance issues in a way 

that only 308 other Canadians, his fellow MPs, 

“i have to say i knew very little about [how]  
 ottawa worked. i had never been there.  
 The very first time i walked up to the doors  
 of the house of commons was after i was  
 elected.”
 

They come from a wide variety of 
backgrounds and bring with them a diverse 
set of experiences and motivations, but with 
little—if any—experience in elected office 
in the context of national public life. 
 

“All of a sudden i said, ‘i’m going to ottawa.’  
 i had never planned to do that. it was just  
 one of those things that happened.”
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rights and responsibilities, the former Speaker 

talks about being in the House, and that’s it. 

There’s no orientation. There is no training. 

There is nothing on how to be effective,” said an-

other MP. “You learn by the seat of your pants,” 

admitted a third MP.

These new Parliamentarians acknowledged 

that their preparation was largely ad hoc and re-

ally only began once they arrived in Ottawa. “I 

was always amazed at how people go into it with-

out having done any kind of homework,” one MP 

observed. Another argued that by the time MPs 

arrived in Ottawa, it was already too late. “[Ori-

entation] should take place long before the elec-

tion... Find out what the heck you’re getting into 

before you ever decide to run,” he said.

One MP observed that there was no oppor-

tunity to set goals or develop a plan. “It would 

be very wise to have someone encourage you to 

sit down at the beginning and say, ‘Okay, what 

is it you want to accomplish?’ It is such a busy 

life, you just tend to jump in and keep swim-

ming. You should almost have to go on a retreat 

to think through what it is you want to accom-

plish,” she said.

Many MPs sought informal advice and men-

torship, but found that even that wasn’t always 

straightforward. “You’re getting tugged in every 

which way by different advice, so it was pretty 

confusing when we were first there,” said one 

MP. “You can ask...People would share with you 

and they’ll tell you. You just need to know the 

right question to ask and the right person,” said 

another.

Other times, more experienced Parliamentar-

ians were unable to provide direction. One MP 

recalled asking for advice from a colleague, “He 

said, ‘I don’t know; I’ve been here for three years 

and I really don’t know.’ And I thought, ‘Gosh… 

It takes a long time to learn things.”

The only exception to this lack of guidance 

was that, upon their arrival, the majority of 

Bloc Québécois MPs to whom we spoke were as-

signed a mentor within the party. One Bloc MP 

was greatly appreciative of this support: “As a 

new MP, I was lucky to have a mentor, a fellow 

Bloc MP. He was a valuable aid through his ad-

vice.” Another Bloc MP said, “I had a good MP 

as a mentor; he had been there for a long time… 

I asked for his advice often. I didn’t even know 

that when the bell rang I was supposed to enter 

the Chamber. I didn’t know that; I didn’t know 

anything.” However, this seemed not to be a 

formal program since other Bloc MPs explicitly 

mentioned that they would have benefitted from 

mentorship.

Only a few MPs said they spent time learn-

ing Parliamentary rules and procedure. “Rob-

ert’s Rules of Order, all those books were there, 

I read them, I learned them, I sat and watched 

“you learn by the seat of your pants.”
 

“next to nobody knows the rules of the house.”
 

“you get there, they take you in the house,  
 they give you a book [on] constituency  
 rights and responsibilities, the former  
 speaker talks about being in the house,  
 and that’s it. There’s no orientation. There  
 is no training. There is nothing on how to  
 be effective.”
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other people, and I didn’t participate much in the 

beginning. I really just absorbed,” said one MP. 

Another MP pointed out that it was rare for his 

colleagues to engage in that kind of preparation. 

“Next to nobody knows the rules of the House,” 

the MP said. 

Even beyond the rules, many claimed to have 

had little or no knowledge of the methods, tradi-

tions or culture of Parliament. This was particu-

larly the case for those elected as members of the 

Reform Party. “51 of us went and didn’t know a 

damned thing about the House of Commons… 

[We were like] deer in the headlights,” one Re-

form MP admitted. 

“you’ve goT Me on The wrong coMMiTTee”
The MPs’ haphazard orientation was further 

complicated by confusion over their committee 

appointments. Nearly every MP is expected to 

serve on at least one committee—the multi-party 

groups of parliamentarians that are charged with 

considering a particular policy or program area. 

This work is important, and the 65 former 

MPs stressed this. It is through committee ap-

pointments that MPs, in conjunction with the 

public service, interest groups, experts and citi-

zens, deliberate and decide how our laws and 

public policies should evolve. From economic to 

social policy, on issues both domestic and inter-

national, these decisions impact the lives of all 

Canadians.

Given the importance of committees to the 

overall work of Parliament, it was a surprise that 

so many MPs described their initial appoint-

ments as unexpected or unsuitable. Although 

many MPs acknowledged that regional and gen-

der balance was important to committee com-

position, they still felt frustrated when their ap-

pointments did not accord with their experience 

or interests.

Some MPs with a particular area of exper-

tise expressed feeling surprised or disappointed 

when their appointments had little to do with 

their pre-existing knowledge. One MP, who came 

to Parliament with a background in literacy and 

skills training, was surprised when he was placed 

on a committee whose focus about which he 

knew little. “I got to Ottawa and said, ‘You have 

made a mistake. I am on the health committee. 

I should be on the human resources committee. 

I was a senior policy advisor [in this area in my 

home province], and we are doing great things.’  

I was baffled that it didn’t seem to matter,” the 

MP said.

The appointment process was confounded 

further by the lack of formal opportunity to re-

quest a particular policy focus, and the lack of 

any recourse if a committee appointment was 

found to be inappropriate or not of interest to the 

MP. “I couldn’t go to somebody and say, ‘Look, 

you’ve got me on the wrong committee.’ That 

wasn’t the way it worked. You’re on a commit-

tee because that’s where you’re put. [We’re told], 

‘Don’t worry if you don’t know enough about it; 

we are going to give you notes anyway,’” one MP 

said. “They put me on the public accounts com-

mittee. I was not keen on being on [that commit-

tee]. I couldn’t get myself changed [yet] I ended 

up as the vice-chair,” said another MP.

“it was funny because if you were put on a  
 justice committee, you were thought of as  
 a justice person, when maybe your  
 expertise was in health. People in your  
 caucus saw you as what you were working  
 on, and sometimes it was a match, and  
 sometimes it wasn’t.”
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The result was not only confusion, but at 

times a misapplication or waste of one’s exper-

tise. “It was funny because if you were put on a 

justice committee, you were thought of as a jus-

tice person, when maybe your expertise was in 

health. People in your caucus saw you as what 

you were working on, and sometimes it was a 

match, and sometimes it wasn’t,” one MP said.

“There wAs so Much ThAT i didn’T know”
Most MPs admitted feeling very unprepared for 

their new role as Parliamentarians. Many soon 

realized they had no sense of the numerous rules 

and processes—both written and unwritten—of 

Parliament Hill, or how to navigate a place where 

so many divergent personalities and issues are 

brought together. It was difficult to see the pat-

tern of the place, and many MPs said they quickly 

learned that life as an MP wasn’t as straightfor-

ward as they may have thought.

For some MPs, the challenge came from the 

realization that they lacked a broad knowledge of 

the country and its regional idiosyncrasies. “I was 

naïve, thinking this place has 300 people and that 

they can all work together on global problems… 

That wasn’t the case at all,” said one MP. Said an-

other, “You tend to understand where you come 

from really well, and you think of reality through 

that prism. All of a sudden you are in Parliament. 

You are working with men and women from right 

across the country, all who come from a different 

prism.”

Others described being overwhelmed by the 

volume of work and the range of policy files they 

had to understand, usually very quickly. “Despite 

all the people that advised me, I had no clue as to 

what I was getting myself into... the biggest sur-

prises were the demands placed upon you. There 

weren’t enough hours in a day. There never would 

be,” said one MP. “You’ve got these issues of the 

day, and they overwhelm you. The stuff just keeps 

coming,” said another.

In some ways, this should not be a surprise. 

Unlike in the United States, where there is a for-

mal transition between elections in November 

and the start of Congress in January, MPs begin 

work almost immediately after they are elected. 

This leaves little time for orientation or acclima-

tization. 

Furthermore, most MPs to whom we spoke 

said they agreed to run only after they were 

asked, and claimed to have given little prior 

consideration to politics. Even those who’d run 

at the local or provincial level indicated politics 

was something they initially fell into unexpect-

edly. When it did become a priority, the MPs first 

had to navigate a political party nomination and 

an election before they knew if going to Ottawa 

would become a reality. Therefore, their efforts 

were spent getting nominated and then elected, 

not preparing for the job itself. This was only 

reasonable; after all, had they not been elected, 

there would have been no job for which to pre-

pare anyway.

Part of their initial challenge was logistical. 

For most Parliamentarians, Ottawa was a new 

city, and often a plane flight away from friends 

and family. MPs must quickly set up and staff at 

least two offices—one in Ottawa and at least one 

in the riding—and orient themselves to the laby-

rinth of Parliament Hill and the federal govern-

ment writ large, as well as find a place to live and 

sort out family arrangements.

“you tend to understand where you come  
 from really well, and you think of reality  
 through that prism. All of a sudden you are  
 in Parliament. you are working with men  
 and women from right across the country,  
 all who come from a different prism.”
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A number of MPs mentioned that they had 

little or no experience hiring staff and managing 

an office, and found little support in doing so. “I 

didn’t have a clear idea of what type of person I 

should hire to run my office. What are their day-

to-day tasks?” one MP recalled asking. “There are 

a few areas in which MPs bring very little experi-

ence to the Hill [including] how to run an office, 

how to hire people and how to look for [particu-

lar] skills,” another MP observed.

Even those MPs with prior experience in pro-

vincial or municipal government found the ini-

tial weeks and months difficult. One MP, who’d 

served as a municipal councillor and a provincial 

cabinet minister, said it was “incredibly difficult” 

to get started operationally. “There was just so 

much that I didn’t know. I was very frustrated at 

not being up and running as quickly as I thought 

I should be which, of course, is always yesterday,” 

the MP said, with a smile.

In the end, many MPs said they simply accept-

ed that there was just no way to be prepared 

to be a Member of Parliament. “Well, I think we 

all did rather well. But were we prepared? No, I 

don’t think there is any school for preparation 

for being a Member of Parliament,” said one. “If 

you could arrive at Parliament knowing the way it 

works and all of those things, then you are going 

to be more productive from day one. But that’s 

theoretical; it’s never going to happen that way,” 

said another.

Instead, they were forced to prepare for their 

new positions with little institutional support—

sometimes assisted by informal mentoring or by 

reading up on Parliamentary procedure—real-

izing there was little to do but dive in headfirst. 

Most coped by simply acknowledging that the 

learning curve was steep, and that the only way 

forward was to learn by doing. One MP said, “It 

takes time to figure out how it works... and [to 

figure out] what I want to do here. What can I do 

here?  You don’t do that in a month, or a year. It’s 

an evolution over time.”

More notable is how many MPs went out of 

their way to describe their lack of preparation, 

particularly since it was not an explicit question 

in our interviews.  The MPs’ descriptions of their 

lack of preparation were frequent and intense; 

however, given their varied backgrounds and 

the unpredictability of a job that requires win-

ning elections, perhaps this is understandable. 

Yet it is still remarkable that this unpreparedness 

aroused such emotion, even years after they first 

took their seats in the House of Commons.

Lastly, it was surprising to learn that newly 

elected Parliamentarians had so little support 

during their initiation into national public life, 

including insufficient training or formal orienta-

tion. As it turns out, this isn’t the only frustrating 

aspect of the Parliamentary workplace.  

“it takes time to figure out how it works, and  
 does it work. And [to figure out] what i want  
 to do here. what can i do here? you don’t  
 do that in a month, or a year. it’s an  
 evolution over time.”
 

“i don’t think there is any school for  
 preparation for being a Member of  
 Parliament.”
 

it was notable to us how frequently and 
loudly the MPs talked about their lack of 
preparation.
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Even more surprising and notable than the MPs’ lack 
of training and preparation was how little consistency 
existed in the way they reflected on the essential purpose 

of a Member of Parliament. When we asked participants to 
describe the role of an MP and how they thought about the job, 
there were nearly as many responses as there were MPs. 

Chapter 2: 
Why Are We Here?

c



Stated most simply, there was little agreement 

among MPs about what they were in Ottawa to 

do in the first place.

Ultimately, our 308 Members of Parliament 

all hold the same essential position. Given this 

fact, we were surprised that the MPs lacked a 

shared understanding of the job’s key compo-

nents, responsibilities and expectations. For ex-

ample, two-thirds of MPs we interviewed spent 

at least a portion of their time in Ottawa on the 

opposition benches, so it came as a surprise that 

only a few mentioned holding a government ac-

countable as part of their job. 

A similarly small number mentioned engaging 

the public in determining the policies that shape 

our country and communities. Even those MPs 

who defined their role as representing constitu-

ents were unlikely to talk of such engagement. 

This raises important questions about the rela-

tionship between Parliament and the citizenry, 

themes we will address in future reports.

It is important to look at this in context. Un-

like traditional professions—and indeed unlike 

the vast majority of jobs across the country—

which come with generally accepted and agreed 

upon responsibilities and codes of conduct, there 

is no job description for a Member of Parliament. 

But even if we were to draft this job descrip-

tion, it would be difficult. Among the 65 MPs to 

whom we spoke, there is little consensus on the 

central elements of the job itself. This was not 

expected, coming from a group who had served 

in the job for, on average, over ten years.

soMe hisTory
According to Canada’s Library of Parliament, an 

MP in the Westminster system of government—

the system on which the Canadian Parliament 

is based—has three traditional roles. The first is 

to consider, refine and pass legislation. In other 

words, to establish policy and pass laws.

The second is to hold government accountable 

for its administration of the laws and to authorize 

the expenditure of required funds. That is, to en-

sure that the laws are being carried out properly, 

and that tax dollars are being spent responsibly.

The third role is to determine the life of the 

government by providing or withholding support. 

This means to vote for things you support, and 

against things you don’t.

Today’s conventions expand this traditional 

definition considerably. MPs perform a variety 

of roles in addition to those outlined above. Most 

notably, they are also responsible for the constit-

uency and party duties that have emerged with a 

growing population, a larger Parliament and the 

evolution of Canada’s party system.1 As it turns 

out, modern politics and political life are much 

more complicated than what the classic Westmin-

ster description suggests.
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it turns out that, at least among the 65 MPs 
to whom we spoke, there is little shared idea 
of what forms the central elements of the 
actual job itself. This was a surprise coming 
from a group who had served in the job for, 
on average, over ten years.
 

“My experience leading to ottawa was that  
 you should have a clear understanding of  
 what an MP does. But even when i explained  
 it to people, i didn’t [entirely] know…and  
 [when i asked others], i didn’t get a clear  
 answer.”
 



Perhaps as a result of this growing complex-

ity, there was little consistency in the ways the 

Members of Parliament described the essential 

purpose of an MP or how they balanced the com-

peting aspects of the role. We were surprised to 

hear such vastly different descriptions of what, at 

its heart, is the same position.

None of the MPs in our group described their 

jobs in terms consonant with the tradition-

al Westminster definition, and only a few were 

even close. One MP was even brave enough to ac-

knowledge that he wasn’t entirely sure what the 

job entailed. “[I thought one] should have a clear 

understanding of what an MP does. But even 

when I explained it to people, I didn’t [entirely] 

know...and [when I asked others], I didn’t get a 

clear answer,” the MP said. 

When we asked MPs to describe how they con-

ceived of their role, at least five general categories 

emerged, and each included substantial degrees 

of difference within it.  These categories are sum-

marized in the right sidebar and are described in 

greater detail below.

The wide disparity in the way MPs described 

their own jobs is echoed by Professor Suzanne 

Dovi, “The concept of political representation is 

misleadingly simple: everyone seems to know 

what it is, yet few can agree on any particular 

definition.”2

Overriding nearly all of these descriptions 

was a stated desire to do politics differently. Few 

were happy with the status quo. For many MPs, 

this desire to approach public life in a new way 

echoed sentiments expressed when describing 

their motivations for running in the first place. 

Many articulated a concern that the system 

was moving in the wrong direction and that poli-

tics were shifting away from citizens. “I ran on an 

MPs hAd vAsTly differenT views on The 
essenTiAl PurPose of Their role

The PhilosoPhers

MPs who expressed sharp philosophical differences: some 
believed their job was to directly represent the views of their 
constituents; some stated that their job was to develop their 
own perspective on the best course of action and others said 
they had to find a balance between the two.

The geogrAPhers

MPs who defined the role as a choice—or a balance, depending 
on the MP—between advancing local versus national interests. 
The role was also confused by the different requirements placed 
on cabinet ministers and backbenchers.

The PArTisAns

MPs who emphasized acting in the interests of a political 
party. Again, interpretations of the appropriate balance of this 
role with other obligations varied dramatically. 

The service Providers

MPs who defined the role as a choice between focusing on devel-
oping laws and policies versus providing more direct service to 
constituents. This distinction was further highlighted by the dif-
ferences between urban and rural ridings. The tensions marked 
by these different interpretations were described in detail.

The none-of-The-ABovers

MPs who interpreted the role in more personal ways. Some 
described their role as bringing an aspect of symbolic repre-
sentation—such as one’s ethnic identity—into politics. Others 
viewed it as a call to service or an opportunity “to make a differ-
ence” (interpreted in various ways). This group gave a laundry 
list of colloquial descriptions that often bore little resemblance 
to, and were often in direct conflict with, one another.

2. Source: Dovi, Suzanne, “Political Representation.” From the Stanford  

Encyclopaedia of Philosophy.
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unofficial platform but one that was very clear to 

me. It consisted of what I was hearing over and 

over again at the doorstep: ‘If we elect you, we 

want you to take our message to Ottawa, and not 

the other way around.’  That reflected, I think, 

the concern that the previous government simply 

didn’t listen,” one MP said.  

Another MP put it this way, “To me, the whole 

point of Parliament was to create change, to cre-

ate good change. It wasn’t to keep the status quo. 

I didn’t leave my family and my city and a life to 

let somebody else tell me what to do, or to roll 

along with the flow,” she said.

Several MPs described wanting to change how 

politics were conducted, or how politicians acted. 

“The challenge is to figure out how we break this 

cycle... [and to create] a tone that was at least 

grudgingly respectful,” said one MP. Another de-

scribed how he hoped to lead by example, saying 

that he refused to engage in partisan bickering. 

“I’m not out there to smear people. I am from 

an immigrant family, and I took enough of that 

abuse when I was young. I didn’t like it then, and 

I don’t like it now. I wouldn’t do it to someone 

else,” he said.

For others, this desire to contribute to a differ-

ent sort of politics was linked to one of the unex-

pected findings in our first report: how many MPs 

described feeling as though they were outside the 

political mainstream. This outsider self-identifi-

cation was articulated in a number of ways, in-

cluding as a matter of personal identity or of a 

particular socio-economic status. It stood in di-

rect contrast to the traditional public perception 

of a politician as a consummate insider.

So perhaps unsurprisingly, many MPs ex-

pressed a desire to bring their own variation of 

the outsider sentiment to Parliament. MPs, both 

male and female, noted the influence women had 

on changing the tone and substance of politics. 

“Women do things differently,” said one female 

MP, noting several policy areas, such as old age 

security, that women had influenced. “I was told 

by people who were there before me... that Par-

liament has become more civilized [because of 

women’s participation],” she added. “Women 

bring a different perspective,” said another MP.

Many MPs articulated how they sought to 

bring their particular constituency—whether de-

fined by geography, culture or status—closer to 

government. “My biggest concern was... [giving] 

people an opportunity to be part of our society,” 

said one MP. “I think there was a notion that 

somehow the average Canadian could take back 

Parliament and show that we can behave differ-

ently,” said another.

The PhilosoPhers
Many of the MPs to whom we spoke described 

their role in ways that correlated with two clas-

sic competing definitions of a political represen-

tative’s role: what political scientists refer to as 

trustees (representatives who follow their own 

understanding of the best action to pursue) and 

delegates (representatives who follow the ex-

pressed preferences of their constituents). 

Unlike the other groups described in this re-

port, the philosophers’ views on the role of an MP 

correlated somewhat with political affiliation. 

There was no clear majority of trustees or dele-

gates among Parliamentarians from the Liberals, 

New Democrats or the Bloc Québécois. Each of 

those parties had MPs in both groups. Yet while 

several Conservative MPs described themselves 

as trustees, the overwhelming majority indicated 

that they approached their role as delegates.  

The majority of MPs who defined their roles 

in philosophical terms described themselves as 

trustees, elected by the public to use their own 
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judgment in making decisions. One Liberal 

claimed, “I am not there as some kind of thought-

less representation of local views. [Voters] have 

chosen me and I have to apply my best judgment 

to the situation. It may not always be popular 

with the constituents, but if they wanted a popu-

larity contest or poll, they wouldn’t need an MP.” 

A New Democrat described it this way, “My 

job as an MP was to do the thinking and the lis-

tening at the committee hearings and the meet-

ings—albeit out of a certain perspective that I was 

up-front about when I ran—and then to make 

judgments. [My constituents] will hold me ac-

countable at elections and in between with their 

input with letters of criticism or support.”

A smaller number of MPs described them-

selves as delegates, viewing their role as the rep-

resentatives of their constituents above all else. 

“They select you to be their representative in 

Ottawa, to speak for them, to vote on legislation 

and, in some cases, to develop legislation that 

they feel is wanted. Basically to work [for their 

interests] and to deliver for them whatever bene-

fits might flow,” said one Conservative MP. “MPs 

should be in Ottawa to represent their constitu-

ents,” said a Liberal MP.

Others described themselves primarily as del-

egates, but expanded the description beyond sim-

ply representing their constituents’ views. “The 

purpose of an MP is to facilitate the opportunity 

for the people who you represent to be engaged in 

the public enterprise,” one MP said.

A more common view described the purpose 

of an MP not as a trustee or a delegate, but as 

someone whose job it was to balance the two. 

Several described the tension between reflect-

ing constituents’ views and leading the way to-

wards or developing a broader view. “My job was 

to provide leadership. Not just to reflect the dis-

cussion, but also to lead the discussion,” said one 

Liberal MP. “I knew I had to represent the voic-

es of my constituents whether I agreed or not... 

[but] it didn’t mean I championed those causes,” 

said a New Democrat.  

At times, the MPs expressed resentment for 

colleagues who viewed the role differently. One 

MP suggested that those who viewed themselves 

solely as delegates didn’t fully appreciate their 

job. “You’re not running for councillor. You’re 

not the alderman here. You are the ambassador 

to Ottawa,” the MP said.

Others expressed similar resentment toward 

those who failed to stay close to those who elected 

them. “I’ve seen too many people change. You go 

to Ottawa, and you’re the guy next door, and then 

[you come home and] you’re [an important per-

son] who doesn’t know anybody,” one MP said. 

Another argued that MPs quickly fall out of touch 

with their communities and begin to believe their 

own rhetoric. “Politicians have become too re-

moved from their own constituents,” he declared.

The geogrAPhers
For a second group of MPs, the role was de-

scribed principally in terms of a balance or choice 

between advancing local or national interests. 

Some MPs felt a Parliamentarian’s emphasis 

should be on the entire country. “[The job is] 

coming up with rules that govern our society. 
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“it’s my job to bring the voice of the people  
 to ottawa and stand up for what we have  
 here.”
 

“i knew i had to represent the voices of my  
 constituents whether i agreed or not... [but]  
 it didn’t mean i championed those causes.”
 



Primarily we need to look at it from a Canada-

wide perspective. I know it is important to rep-

resent your constituents and your province, but I 

think you have to think about what is happening 

throughout the whole country,” said one MP. 

Another MP was even more forceful on this 

point. “I think what I’m really doing is calling 

upon voters to... rise above the merely self-in-

terested and local, and think more broadly about 

what they want for their families, their provinces 

and the values they want their country to repre-

sent,” she said.

Other MPs argued that their attention should 

be on representing local perspectives. “MPs 

should be in Ottawa to represent their constitu-

ents,” one MP said. “I think it’s our job—and I 

always said this—it’s my job to bring the voice of 

the people to Ottawa and stand up for what we 

have here,” explained another MP. 

Others articulated it as a balance, although 

one that was often difficult to find. “[It’s a chal-

lenge] to find a balance... You serve a national in-

terest if you are sitting in Parliament, but you also 

serve local interests, which is the whole beauty in 

our system of having constituencies. You are ac-

countable to the country as a whole, but also very 

specifically to the electors that put you in that of-

fice. [MPs] are driven by both those things.”

This was particularly the case for MPs in cabi-

net and party leadership positions, roles that 

forced them to adapt their initial conceptions of 

where an MP’s focus should be. Some enjoyed the 

challenge in this, but for others it exacerbated the 

tensions already inherent in the role of an MP. 

“I believe to the core... that the principal pur-

pose of an MP is to represent [constituents]... 

It was more difficult when I became the [party] 

leader because I occupied two roles simultane-

ously, one of which took you away from your 

constituents a lot,” one political party leader ex-

plained.

A cabinet minister expressed a similar senti-

ment. “The purpose of the MP is to represent, to 

the best of their ability, the interests of their con-

stituents,” the minister said, before adding that 

this definition did not accord with her cabinet 

experience. “[There] the focus was on [the coun-

try].” 

For some, this was an invigorating challenge. 

“Part of the job is to try and build the threads that 

hold the country together... you’ve got to try and 

encourage people to be bigger than they think 

they can be in terms of spirit and vision,” the MP 

said.

For others, the balance was so difficult as to 

be nearly impossible. “The purpose of an MP is—

and our slogan was—to be [our riding’s] voice in 

“i’ve always been driven by trying to  
 represent the people who elect me. That’s  
 always been my first commitment and  
 obligation.”
 

“People elect you to be in Parliament. They  
 don’t elect you to schmooze with them in  
 the constituency... This whole constituency  
 thing becomes, i worry, a kind of substitute  
 for real input and activity.”
 

“Part of the job is to try and build the threads  
 that hold the country together... you’ve got  
 to try and encourage people to be bigger  
 than they think they can be in terms of  
 spirit and vision.”
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Ottawa, not Ottawa’s voice in [our riding]. That’s 

what an MP is. And that’s in direct conflict with 

the role of cabinet,” the MP said.

The PArTisAns
The variety of these descriptions was compound-

ed by a third group of MPs that went beyond the 

trustee/delegate or national/local divisions to 

emphasize an additional purpose: representing 

the views of one’s political party. Even so, each 

described this obligation differently. 

Some felt the party and the constituents were 

the primary groups to balance. “The purpose [of 

an MP] is to be a leader from your community 

in the national affairs of the country. On the one 

hand, you should be listening to the people you 

represent, and that means whoever is in the com-

munity and not just the people who voted for 

you... [One the other hand], you’ve campaigned 

on your party’s programs and issues and so you 

also have an obligation to that,” said one MP. 

Others felt that their role was to balance the 

interests of the country with those of the politi-

cal party. “I can give you the canned thing of why 

they tell us we’re there and I can share with you 

what I believe is the truth. In a nutshell, we’re 

there to adopt national policy for the betterment 

of all in the country. The truth is, you’re there to 

develop policy that is beneficial to your party in 

order to keep you in power and get you re-elected. 

That national premise is, kind of, always there, 

but there is politics involved in everything,” the 

MP said.

An understanding that re-election was also 

part of the role was echoed more broadly in other 

MPs’ remarks as well. “You want to win your seat, 

[because] if your party wins enough seats, it will 

be asked to form the government,” said one. “You 

have to do what you have to do to get re-elected,” 

said another. 

Others described a different balance still, 

framing the role as one that required navigating 

among obligations to one’s constituents, political 

party and party leader. One described it as a hier-

archy, “[An MP’s] first purpose is to serve his con-

stituents... Second, whether you like it or not, you 

belong to a team. I think your loyalty to the values 

and principles of that political entity [are impor-

tant]. Third, I think, is loyalty to the leader,” the 

MP said. For others, it was more straightforward. 

“You have a mandate to try and implement the 

things [your party] ran on,” declared another MP.

The service Providers
A fourth set of descriptions came from MPs who 

characterized the job as a combination of devel-

oping public policy—whether national or regional 

in its focus—and working in the more direct ser-

vices to constituents. Direct service provision in-

cludes assisting constituents with a wide variety 

of casework, such as questions about immigra-

tion, employment insurance, passports and vet-

erans’ support, helping constituents benefit from 

federal programs or legislation and fulfilling a 

representative role by attending social occasions 

or other commemorative events.3 

Most MPs recognized that both policy and 

constituent service work were important, but 

clearly articulated that one was more important 

than the other. “I was not motivated by constitu-

ency work,” said one MP, adding that most of 

it was handled by his riding office staff. Others 

described the riding-level work as the most im-

portant part of the job. “You’re the ombudsmen. 

When there’s a federal problem, you’re the go-
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“you have to do what you have to do to get  
 re-elected.”
 

3. Source: Adopted from the Parliamentary Centre’s article “On the Front Lines: The New MP and Constituency Work.”



to-guy. You’re the one that they look to for help 

because if you can’t help them, who can? You 

either help or put them in touch with someone 

who can. You listen to their problem,” another 

MP explained.

Whether one’s riding was urban or rural also 

influenced how MPs chose between local service 

and policy work. Many MPs from rural ridings, 

for example, emphasized that constituents ex-

pected them to be present in their riding, focus-

ing on local concerns. “My first riding was 20 per-

cent rural, and they were much more demanding. 

They want their MPs at everybody’s 40th birth-

day celebration... I didn’t miss it when they redis-

tributed my riding and it became a totally urban 

riding. The demands from the rural constituents, 

socially, were as heavy as from the urban 80 per-

cent,” one MP said.

Several MPs observed that, given the demands 

placed on rural MPs by their constituents, there 

was little in common between urban and ru-

ral MPs. One MP from a rural riding described 

them as two different jobs. “When we go to Ot-

tawa we’re all the same, but in the riding, a rural 

MP has to be very people-oriented. In a big city 

riding, people [don’t] know their MP, and they 

often don’t even know which riding they’re in,” 

one MP said. He then recalled an urban colleague 

describing the difficulty of getting to several con-

stituent events in one evening. “I said, ‘It’s hard 

getting around? For God’s sake, I can walk across 

your riding faster than I can fly across mine.’” 

MPs were often quite forceful about where a 

Parliamentarian’s emphasis should be. One ur-

ban MP was sympathetic to the demands of his 

rural colleagues, but nonetheless stressed that 
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the role in Ottawa was the most important. “To 

do your duty [in a rural riding], you can’t be an 

absentee MP. But the job is in Ottawa, ultimately, 

and that’s what they pay you for,” the MP said. 

A few were hostile to the emphasis placed on 

constituency service. One called the work “dis-

tasteful.”  Another felt it was “a sidebar... It’s 

repetitive problems. It takes less skill to actually 

operate the constituency office... a lot [of it] can 

be done by your staff—80 to 85 percent,” the MP 

said.  

Yet another MP was even more direct on this 

point. “People elect you to be in Parliament. They 

don’t elect you to schmooze with them in the 

constituency... This whole constituency thing be-

comes, I worry, a kind of substitute for real input 

and activity,” the MP said.

Some MPs were reluctant to place too strong 

an emphasis on policy. “I didn’t want to be a 

high-falutin’ MP,” one said, adding that his pri-

mary focus was on his constituency. “If you forget 

your roots, they’ll forget you.”  

Others felt no such tension. “I thought of my 

role this way: [In the riding], I’m dealing with the 

law as it now stands; in Ottawa, the role was fu-

ture-oriented. How things could be changed, how 

things could be improved,” she said.

The none-of-The-ABovers
The final group of MPs described their roles 

with language that did not fit into the above-

mentioned categories, using more colloquial 

descriptions that made little or no reference to 

definitions of representation or to their political 

party. These descriptions ranged from platitudes 

to personal observations, from inspiring state-

ments of purpose to definitions that bordered on 

the absurd.

One described his role as an MP as a means of 

professional advancement. “The MP’s role is an 

opportunity for useful, intelligent people to have 

a good time... You have such a variety of differ-

ent things to do... You can talk to anyone, you can 

learn anything. Some people describe it as the 

best graduate degree in the world,” the MP said. 

There were others who described it as advanc-

ing a vision, or wider change. “Your purpose is 

to advance the public interest... it boils down 

to working with your colleagues to advance the 

prosperity of the people,” said one MP. 

Another set regarded the role as a call to ser-

vice. “Being an MP is not a job, it’s a calling, a way 

of life. You are one of the lucky people to ever get 

there,” one MP said. “I think [the role] should be 

thought of as a professional service honour. Pub-

lic service is something that can be very good for 

the country,” said another MP. 

Others MPs, reflecting their particular varia-

tion of an outsider self-identification, described 

a core aspect of their role as bringing their own 

personal identity into Parliament. One female 

MP, elected less than a decade after she’d com-

pleted university, said that representing her 

demographic was central to her job. “[I have a 
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responsibility] for broader representation and 

involvement with young people and women... [I 

have] an obligation to speak up,” the MP said. 

Another proudly remembered, “I was the first 

Greek-born woman elected to the House of Com-

mons... A lot of young women in the community 

[saw] me as a role model.” 

One Aboriginal MP described his role as being 

a conduit for his community. “They don’t see you 

as a [party member], they see you as [you], and 

[say], ‘Screw the political party affiliations, you 

better do what is good for our people,’” the MP 

said. A Bloc MP described his job as represent-

ing Québec internationally, and interacting with 

ambassadors of other countries. “Bloc MPs have 

a big role at the international level... [as] a repre-

sentative of Québec,” he said.

A further group of MPs compared the role to 

a wide variety of other professions that had little 

in common, save perhaps for their heavy interac-

tion with people. These professions included: ad-

ministrator, doctor, priest, teacher, ambassador, 

social worker, messenger, spokesperson and lob-

byist. One MP equated the role to that of a “guard 

dog.”

Several MPs who compared the role to other 

professions also made direct connections to their 

own pre-Parliamentary careers. One MP, an ac-

countant and executive, described the role as akin 

to running a small business. Another MP equated 

it with running two businesses. Another, a lawyer 

and mediator, said the role was about building 

relationships. “The whole story of Parliament is 

human relationships at the level of the MP. We do 

that in our daily life in our communities: we build 

relationships; we build networks,” the MP said.

Finally, and perhaps surprisingly given the at-

tention paid to Question Period in our country’s 

politics, only a few MPs mentioned that the role 

involved holding government accountable for 

its decisions. “Collectively with colleagues, [an 

MP] must play a role as a watchdog of govern-

ment activities, and ensure that the government 

[pursues] the public interests and spends money 

wisely,” one MP said. Another lamented the sen-

timent that accountability was disappearing and 

thought greater emphasis should be placed on it. 

“The House... as a place... to hold the government 

to account has to be rethought,” the MP said.

Together, our 65 MPs used an astonishing 

variety of terms and concepts to describe 

the very same position. This immense variation 

should give pause to anyone concerned with the 

political process. 

We would hope that MPs should be in general 

agreement as to why they are in Ottawa and what 

they are supposed to be doing there. Further-

more, Canadians should have an understanding 

of what to expect from their elected representa-

tives. As it stands, it is not clear that Parliamen-
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 play a role as a watchdog of government  
 activities, and ensure that the government  
 [pursues] the public interests and spends  
 money wisely.”
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tarians have a shared conception of an MP’s job 

description, which likely makes it difficult for the 

electorate to have a clear view either.

Furthermore, only a few MPs described com-

ing to public life with a game plan for how they 

sought to approach their time in office. In de-

scribing their initial motivations, most articu-

lated a desire to change the status quo. Whether 

it was a precise policy area, a more general view 

of how citizens’ voices are expressed or a concern 

for how politics are conducted in this country, 

most MPs sought to make a difference. Ironi-

cally, this rarely translated into a deliberate plan. 

Instead, and as our next report specifically ad-

dress, most said they stumbled into what would 

ultimately become an important area of interest, 

or learned to work with what they were given. 

To some degree, these inconsistencies should 

be expected: the role is multifaceted, and does in-

volve a wide variety of often-competing respon-

sibilities. 

One reason for this is the inherently complex 

relationship between an MP and his or her po-

litical party. As we will describe in greater detail 

in our next report, this relationship is akin to the 

one the owner of a local retail franchise has with 

the larger national company. While the MP (or 

the store owner) can be seen as the sole propri-

etor in the riding or retail district, he or she must 

adhere to the standards and rules that govern 

the wider political party or company brand, even 

when they chafe against his or her personal views 

or the desire of the local residents.

Further complicating this story is the fact that 

not all MPs enter politics for the same reasons. As 

we reported in The Accidental Citizen?, our MPs 

come to politics with a wide variety of pre-Par-

liamentary backgrounds, careers and expressed 

motivations. In addition, some MPs belong to 

political parties—such as the New Democratic 

Party or the Bloc Québécois—that are unlikely to 

win enough seats to form a government. These 

MPs know their role will be as a member of the 

opposition benches, and this may influence their 

interpretation of an MP’s essential purpose.

Since contemporary Canadian society is cul-

turally, regionally, economically and politically 

diverse, some may argue that such varied descrip-

tions of an MPs’ role are inevitable. “It’s a ques-

tion that will be answered, probably, in as many 

different ways as there are Members of Parlia-

ment and will probably change with the historic 

development of the country,” one MP admitted.

No doubt the definition will evolve, but surely 

we can do better than the current inconsistent, 

and even contradictory, understanding of what 

an MP is supposed to do.  



Most MPs entered public life with the determination to 
create a different politics from that which was on offer. 
A majority of MPs who participated in this project felt 

strongly that their communities were not adequately represented 
in Parliament, and they sought to change that. And even while MPs 
were determined to bring change to the House of Commons, their 
feelings of awe and reverence upon first entering Parliament as an 
elected official reflected their understanding of the importance of the 
institution and the work that lay ahead of them.

The Consequences
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But, at the same time, most Parliamentarians 

we interviewed arrived in Ottawa with neither a 

concrete understanding of what they would be 

doing there, or how they could go about doing 

it. The MPs gave a wide variety of responses to 

questions regarding their role in the House of 

Commons. We grouped these responses into five 

(often overlapping) groups: the philosophers, 

the geographers, the partisans, the service pro-

viders and the none-of-the-abovers. Each group 

contained its own tensions regarding the defini-

tion of an MP’s function and role.

Furthermore, our group of MPs was given al-

most no orientation or training, and was forced 

to devise their own means of preparing for the 

job. Their prior experience was seldom consid-

ered when it came to their legislative and com-

mittee appointments.

There are a few reasons to worry about an 

unprepared and unsupported Parliament 

whose members disagree so fundamentally on 

the basic aspects of the job, as well as on what 

they were elected to achieve.

First, if MPs are confused as to their job de-

scription, their ability to do their jobs effectively 

is diminished.  When roles and responsibilities 

are not clear in any organization, problems ensue. 

Critical tasks will be overlooked, or efforts will be 

duplicated. Important work will not be achieved. 

Without clarity on who is in charge, and who is 

responsible to whom and for what, inter-personal 

tension is bound to result. These issues also tend 

to be amplified during times of war, economic un-

certainty or technological or change—times that 

especially demand a clear-headed, well-reasoned 

response from our elected leaders, even when the 

path forward isn’t immediately apparent. 

Second, this reality confuses the media who 

observe Parliament and whose job it is to describe 

to Canadians how our country is being governed. 

Organizations whose leaders operate without a 

shared sense of purpose or responsibility are dif-

ficult to understand and explain. This challenge is 

only compounded by the reduction in journalistic 

resources devoted to the coverage of national af-

fairs in news organizations across Canada. 

Third, this lack of agreement about what MPs 

are supposed to be doing confuses the citizenry. 

This confusion results from impressions formed 

by the media’s coverage of national politics, and 

from direct interaction with politicians whose 

views on their essential function are so widely 

divergent. Within the five groups we describe 

earlier—the philosophers, geographers, par-

tisans, the service providers and none-of-the-

abovers—the MPs spoke of tensions and outright 

disagreements with colleagues who held different 

perspectives. It isn’t hard to see how difficult it 

would be to work together effectively given such 

a wide variety of often competing priorities. If the 

MPs themselves are unable to describe their own 

role clearly and coherently, it is hard to blame 

the media or the public for not understanding it 

either, and by extension, not knowing what to ex-

pect from their elected leaders. 
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it appears that much of the political process 
is left to chance in canada. what we see 
in Parliamentarians’ arrival to ottawa 
is, in many ways, a continuation of the 
same confluence of random events that 
characterized their own paths to politics 
that we discussed in The Accidental citizen?.
 



What happens to politics, and the public’s 

perception of it, when there is so little coherence 

among Parliamentarians as to their fundamental 

purpose?

This lack of clarity of purpose can cause—and 

most certainly exacerbate—confusion, partisan-

ship and a relentless focus on the short-term, and 

in particular, on the next election. These are, in 

short, the very qualities of contemporary Cana-

dian politics that alienate so many citizens from 

politics and lead them to disengage from public 

life altogether. They are also likely to be the very 

qualities that MPs wanted to change or “do differ-

ently” during their own time in office.

Without an agreed-upon sense of purpose, 

measures of success will be equally unclear. In 

politics, this prompts Parliamentarians to fall 

back on what is the simplest and most immediate 

indication of success—getting re-elected. 

As most Canadians surely agree, as far as in-

dicators of success go in public life, this is hardly 

satisfactory.

whAT To do?
There are at least two sets of questions that 

emerge from this report that we encourage our 

readers to contemplate. 

First, and most fundamentally, we need to 

discuss and consider more closely the role of an 

MP. Should there be a job description?  If so, how 

do we decide what it should include?  And who 

should decide?

Second, we should also ask ourselves wheth-

er we can improve on the way in which newly-

elected Parliamentarians are prepared for their 

positions. Should we consider a longer transition 

period where, at a minimum, there is a proper in-

troduction to Parliament, including an overview 

of the rules and expectations of a Parliamentar-

ian?  This transition could be facilitated by Parlia-

ment and supported by all Parliamentarians and 

political parties in recognition that an effective 

orientation is essential to good government; in-

deed, effective orientation is essential to the suc-

cess of any organization.

The definition of the MP’s role and the appro-

priate preparation and orientation should be ini-

tial questions in a wider discussion on the need to 

bring greater attention to Canadian politics and 

support to those who pursue it. The job is impor-

tant. Symbolically, Parliamentarians are the link 

between Canadians and their government, and 

practically, they are responsible for developing 

and passing the laws and policies that help shape 

how Canadians live together. These processes 

matter and surely we can do better than the cur-

rent state of affairs. 

These are not easy questions and the answers 

won’t come easily either. There is much about 

politics that is obscure, and the current trend to-

ward minority governments compounds this lack 

of clarity. The picture is further muddled by our 

multi-party structure and the role that parties 

play in shaping modern politics. At this juncture, 

we have only begun to share the MPs’ impres-
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without a clear sense of purpose, measures 
of success will be equally unclear. in politics, 
this prompts Parliamentarians to fall back 
on what is the simplest and most immediate 
indication of success – getting re-elected.
 

And as most canadians surely agree, as far 
as indicators of success in public life go, 
this is hardly enough.
 



sions of the importance of political parties, and 

we will uncover more about these relationships 

in our next report, to be released in early 2011. 

Of course, we can’t expect that every MP will 

do the job in exactly the same way. As our next re-

port will show, they most certainly do not. In fact, 

the dearth of preparation in a system in which 

there is little orientation or training and the to-

tal absence of an agreed-upon role means that, 

in many cases, MPs must find their own way. Put 

otherwise, they arrive in Ottawa and are forced to 

wing it. While this provides much more latitude 

for individual MPs to pursue their own objectives 

than we commonly appreciate, it also further 

contributes to the political behaviour and corre-

sponding public confusion and cynicism that turn 

many away from public life in the first place. 

We hope this report will be a basis for further 

discussion and will contribute to a greater under-

standing of political leadership in Canada. The 

exit interview project stems from a belief that the 

system can be robust and elastic, but only to the 

extent that the wider citizenry is willing to engage 

with it, to understand both how it works and why 

it can fail to produce the results we may prefer or 

expect. To help contribute to this, we encourage 

you to share this report, along with The Acciden-

tal Citizen?, with your friends and colleagues. We 

hope it will provoke new discussions on the ways 

in which we live together, and how democratic 

processes can be improved for future Canadians.

whAT coMes nexT?
This is the second in a series of reports that share 

what we heard from the 65 MPs who participated 

in our exit interview project. Our next publication 

will pick up from the MPs’ initial weeks in Par-

liament, and expand on how they focused their 

time and energy in office. Additional reports will 

explore the relationship between MPs and civil 

society, both directly through their interactions 

with constituents, citizens’ associations and lobby 

groups, and indirectly through the media. Finally, 

we will share how the MPs describe their highs 

and lows, and the advice they have for strength-

ening our democracy. 

 

For more information on the project, and to 

discuss the questions it raises, please visit  

www.samaracanada.com.
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Research  
Methodology

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 realities 

of Parliament, which includes two political par-

ties that are relatively new: the Bloc Québécois 

and the Conservative Party of Canada. The sec-

ond is because there was a change of government 

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 believe Canada will 

be governed by minority Parliaments more fre-

quently in years to come, and we believed that 

MPs’ first-hand experience would yield interest-

ing insights. 

Samara 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. 

There are 139 living former MPs in this group 

and we interviewed 65. These individuals come 

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 introduction and invitation to 

the former MPs on our behalf. 

Samara also consulted extensively with other 

key groups of experts in the development of this 

project, including academics at several Canadian 

universities. While the report is not intended as 

academic research, professors from the Univer-

sity of British Columbia, Carleton University, 

Memorial University, the University of Ottawa, 

Queen’s University, the University of Toronto 

reseArch MeThodology - 30e



and Wilfrid Laurier University all provided input 

into the interview process to ensure it was built 

on existing literature, and many helped review 

early drafts of our findings. Samara also consult-

ed political journalists, current and former Par-

liamentarians and several senior public servants.  

inTerview sTyle
The questions for these interviews 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 responses. We felt this 

approach would better capture the nuances of the 

MPs’ 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 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 con 

 templated 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. 

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 statements from 

the transcript that they did not want to appear on 

the public record, a request we honoured in the 

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, concerned that the equip-

ment necessary for a broadcast-quality video 

would be distracting, or encourage more of a per-

formance-style interview, rather than the open-

style conversation we wanted to encourage. 

inTerview AnAlysis
All the interviews were coded and analyzed with 

the support of a widely-recognized qualitative re-

search 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 interviewees 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 larg-

est-ever inquiries into Members of Parliament 

in Canada, and we would like to ensure that  

its educational value is available to future  

generations. 
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