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Abstract

This dissertation investigates how transparency is operationalized by the Government of Canada
(GoC) in the procurement activities it conducts through the Buyandsell.gc.ca and Proactive
Disclosures — Contract Dataset platforms. The former is the central hub for federal-level
procurement activities, and the latter is the key hub for accessing information about government
contracts and expenditures. Drawing upon Meijer, Curtin, and Hillebrandt’s (2012) vision and
voice framework for investigating transparency, this dissertation asks: How are vision and voice
manifest in GoC procurement activities that occur via its two main procurement platforms? A
multi-method qualitative approach, combining desk-based analysis of the Buyandsell.gc.ca and
Proactive Disclosures — Contract Dataset platforms and 13 semi-structured interviews with
private sector, civil society, and federal government key informants was used to investigate this
question. The desk-based phase focused on visibility, assessing information accessibility,
usability, and quality at the platforms. The second phase focused on constraints hindering
information visibility for stakeholders and its implications for their interests being heard. Private
sector participants reported difficulties in accessing timely and relevant information needed to
engage in transactions and transparency-related policy discussions. Civil society participants
emphasized systemic barriers to meaningful engagement as impediments to achieving
transparency. Government officials stressed operational challenges as the key impediments to
meeting transparency objectives. Given the small size of the research sample, the findings of this
study are necessarily tentative but do suggest a need both for expanding the conceptualization of
voice within the Meijer et al. (2012) framework and for revisiting how procurement-related
transparency initiatives are designed and implemented.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Throughout the past decade, transparency initiatives have become a fundamental part of public
administration reform initiatives around the world (OECD, 2023b; Tavares et al., 2023; Moon,
2020). These initiatives seek to facilitate greater access to government information and enabling
interested parties to more effectively monitor and engage in public sector decision-making
activities. Increased information visibility, it is claimed, promotes accountability, encourages more
informed public debate, and fosters civic engagement; each of which are critical to building trust
in government institutions (Porumbescu et al., 2022; Purwanto et al., 2020; Cucciniello et al.,
2017; Bannister & Connolly, 2011). Transparency initiatives tend to be associated with the
adoption of digital platforms and information management systems, necessitating operational
shifts, the acquisition of new technological competencies, and enhanced interdepartmental data
coordination practices across government agencies. The key assumption underpinning such efforts
rests on the notion that aligning data governance and transparency objectives strengthens
institutional effectiveness by promoting organizational cultures of accountability and openness
(Yukhno, 2024; Sebastian-Coleman, 2022; Matheus & Janssen, 2020).

1.1 Open Government and Open Contracting

Transparency, openness, and access to government information were key priorities in Barack
Obama’s 2008 Presidential campaign. A central element of this agenda was a strong focus on open
data, particularly open government data (Amsler & Foxworthy, 2014). In 2010, President Obama
introduced a multilateral initiative at the UN General Assembly aimed at advancing open
government both within the U.S. and globally, pledging to promote transparency, enhance civic
participation, and combat corruption through innovative mechanisms and programs (Fraundorfer,

2017; Jaeger & Bertot, 2010). This initiative set the foundation for establishing the Open



Government Partnership (OGP). In 2011, eight countries—Brazil, Indonesia, Mexico, Norway,
the Philippines, South Africa, the United Kingdom, and the United States—along with nine civil
society organizations formally launched the OGP in New York (Fraundorfer, 2017). The latter
countries along with governments who subsequently joined the OGP committed themselves to four
core commitments (Open Government Declearation, 2011):!

1. To increase the availability of information about governmental activities.
2. To support civic participation in governance.

3. To implement the highest standards of professional integrity.

4. To expand access to new technologies for openness and accountability.

As of April 2025, 77 countries’ and 150 local governments® are OGP members.
Membership in the OGP entails governments meeting specific criteria pertaining to fiscal
transparency, access to information, citizen engagement, and public disclosure (OGP, n.d.-b). In
implementing OGP initiatives, member governments follow similar approaches that involve
reforming various laws and regulations, designing national action plans, opening new forms of
communication with citizens, and harnessing new technologies to enhance the availability and
accessibility of government data. Some examples include the creation of online platforms for
public consultations, mobile applications for reporting issues, and the use of social media for
feedback collection (OGP, n.d.-a).

This said, the commitment to, and results of, Open Government Partnership (OGP)
initiatives have varied widely across participating governments. Some governments have claimed

success in particular policy areas: Ukraine, for instance, made marked advances in the area of

! See, Open Government Declaration, September 2011. https://www.opengovpartnership.org/process/joining-
ogp/open-government-declaration/

2 See, https://www.opengovpartnership.org/our-members/#national

3 See, https://www.opengovpartnership.org/ogp-local/
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open-contracting and the United Kingdom in beneficial ownership (Janices & Aguerre, 2019).
Others have withdrawn or been suspended for failing to meet their OGP obligations (e.g.,
Azerbaijan (2011-2018), Denmark (2011-2024), El Salvador (2011-2022), Hungary (2012-2016),
Luxembourg (2016-2022), Pakistan (2016-2020), Tanzania (2011-2017), Trinidad and Tobago
(2013-2019), Turkey (2012-2017). At the time of writing the Kyrgyz Republic and Sri Lanka have
been deemed inactive by the OGP, a precursor to possible suspension (OGP, n.d.-c).

The varying outcomes can be attributed to a combination of factors, including political
will, institutional capacity, and the specificities of individual national contexts, all of which
contribute to a diverse range of experiences and outcomes among participating governments
(Tavares et al., 2023; Chatwin & Arku, 2017; McGee & Gaventa, 2011; Schnell & Jo, 2019).
Countries with strong executive constraints, a well-educated citizenry, and robust civil society
networks tend to have more open governments, which enhances their capacity to better adhere to
OGP principles (Schnell & Jo, 2019).

Canada formally joined the OGP in 2012. Since then, it has implemented five national
action plans,* each designed and executed in consultation with federal government departments,
civil society organizations, and other stakeholders.” Throughout its time as an OGP member, the
focus of the Canadian government’s action plans has shifted from an initial aim of seeking to
enhance transparency and openness to, more recently, pursuing principles of participation and

collaboration. The first three action plans, designed and implemented between 2012 and 2018,

4 See, https://www.opengovpartnership.org/documents/canada-action-plan-review-2022-2024/

5 As part of an OGP-led pilot experiment, the province of Ontario designed and implemented a sub-national action
plan in 2016-2017. In September 2021, the government of Ontario launched a second action plan focusing on the
building of a framework for trustworthy Al use (Government of Ontario 2021). In 2020, the province of Québec
also became a local member of OGP. Its 2021-2023 action plan had five commitments structured around four
themes: open data, open science, digital public participation, and open-source software (Gouvernement du
Québec 2021).
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centred around openness-related objectives, including open information, open data, open dialogue,
open by default, and fiscal transparency (Government of Canada, 2016; Treasury Board of Canada
Secretariat, 2014; Treasury Board Secretariat, 2012). The fourth action plan, 2018-2021, included
complementary principles, namely, inclusion, participation, and impact (Canada Treasury Board,
2018). The most recent national action plan, 2022-2024, emphasized strengthening public trust,
fostering inclusive governance, and leveraging digital tools for innovative and efficient service
delivery (Government of Canada, 2022). In so doing, it focused on five core areas: enhancing
access to environmental data for addressing climate change, promoting civic engagement and
protecting democratic processes, strengthening financial transparency, improving access to
justice-related information, and expanding open data initiatives across various sectors
(Government of Canada, 2022).

For Canada and many other member countries, the progress and success of OGP initiatives
cannot be taken for granted insofar as the national initiatives often seem to have inadequate
measurement and evaluation criteria by which to rigorously validate claimed successes (Par¢,
2024b, 2024a, 2018; Zuiderwijk et al., 2019). The lack of standardized frameworks, vague
indicators, and an overemphasis on implementation rather than outcomes contribute to challenges
in assessing whether commitments are genuinely advancing transparency, accountability, and
public engagement (Paré¢, 2024b, 2024a, 2018; Osorio-Sanabria et al., 2020; Tygel et al., 2016).
Consequently, it is difficult to empirically validate whether such initiatives are achieving their
intended objectives which, in turn, may undermine stakeholder trust and weaken the overall impact
of OGP efforts (Alexopoulos et al., 2023).

When it comes to Canada, its OGP national action plans have consistently been critiqued

for their lack of specificity regarding the criteria used to assess whether commitments are realizing



their objectives. Paré (2024b, 2024a, 2020; 2018), Karanicolas (2018), and Francoli (2016; 2013),
have all asserted that this lack of specificity impedes both the tracking of progress and the
measuring of changes to the status quo. The absence of clear benchmarks and metrics mitigates
against assessing transparency and accountability because it impedes the ability to empirically
validate whether claims of having realized successful outputs and outcomes stand up to empirical
scrutiny. The resulting states of ambiguity can contribute to eroding public trust and fomenting
claims of open washing, as stakeholders may perceive open government initiatives as lacking
genuine commitment to change and/or effectiveness (Molodtsov & Nikiforova, 2024; Chatwin &
Arku, 2018; Ingrams, 2016; Johnson, 2016). Ultimately, the responsibility rests with individual
OGP member governments to ensure the clarity and robustness of their evaluation frameworks.

Building on these observations across successive OGP national action plans, the IRM has
consistently assessed Canada as making slow, steady advancements on the transparency front. The
contents of its Canada End-of-Term Report 2014-2016, End-of-Term Report: Canada 20162018,
Canada Transitional Results Report 2018-2021, and Canada Results Report 2022-2024
communicate movement along this trajectory, noting advancements in open data and open science,
Canada’s broader leadership role within the OGP, and progress on beneficial ownership among
other developments. This said, the reports all note that progress on transparency has not been very
ambitious.

For example, Canada’s 201/8—-2020 National Action Plan on Open Government was co-
created during the country’s tenure as government co-chair of the OGP Steering Committee and
sought to promote broad and inclusive engagement in both the creation and implementation of the
plan. Nonetheless, the IRM observed that the plan itself was too vague in scope and lacked clarity

regarding expected results which, in turn, served to limitboth its ambition and its capacity to drive



measurable progress on transparency (Paré, 2020). The findings set out in the /RM Transitional
Results Report: Canada 2018-2021 gave credence to the latter concerns, with its author noting
that despite most milestones being completed and Canada having active participation structures,
implementation of the plan primarily yielded service-delivery improvements without producing
measurable gains or substantive advancements in transparency or accountability (Par¢, 2024a).

Similarly, the IRM Action Plan Review: Canada 2022-2(024 highlighted the establishment
of a public beneficial-ownership registry as a key advancement in corporate and financial
transparency, while noting that weak performance indicators and the absence of a clear results
framework impeded efforts at assessing whether its objectives were being realized and if civil
society actors were leveraging the registry to provide additional oversight of corporate activities
in the country (Paré, 2024b). This concern was largely upheld in the most recent Results Report:
Canada 2022-2024 which, among other things, called for a need to invest in developing
appropriate performance metrics, to continue striving to foster civil-society engagement, and for
the necessity of political will and institutional champions in realising the objectives set out in the
country’s OGP action plans.

Complementing these IRM findings, a number of global indexes and measures have
consistently identified Canada as maintaining relatively high levels of transparency. For example,
Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) reports that between 2012 and
2024 Canada’s CPI score fluctuated between a high of 81/100 and a low of 75/100. Canada’s CPI
score for 2024 ranked the country slightly below that of its Commonwealth counterparts Australia

and the United Kingdom, both of whom had scores of 77/100 (see Appendix A).6

6 The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) measures how corrupt the public sector in a host of countries is perceived
to be as per experts and businesspeople. See Transparency International, Country Data on Corruption Perceptions
Index (CPI): Canada https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/canada,



https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/canada

During the same period Canada’s risk scores on the Basel Institute’s Anti-Money
Laundering (AML) Index’ declined from 5.00 in 2012 to 4.47 in 2024, with its global ranking for
money-laundering and terrorist-financing risk ranging from 110th to 122nd of 144 and 164
countries assessed, respectively, where a lower ranking indicates lower risk exposure. Canada’s
AML risk profile score for 2024 (4.47) was somewhat higher than Australia (4.04) and the UK
(4.14), placing it in the low-risk category but albeit slightly behind these peers (see Appendix B).

In the first four months of the COVID-19 outbreak in Canada, March to June 2020, the
federal government was widely chided for its failure to meet increasing demands for information,
documents, and data relating to its COVID-19 related activities (Canadian COVID-19
Accountability Group, 2020; Poitevin, 2020; Hodess, 2019). For example, in March 2020, the
Canadian Transport Agency suspended airline passenger protection measures without public
consultation, raising questions about stakeholder engagement (Rubin, 2020). In the same month,
the government sought to grant itself two years of tax-and-spend powers without adequate public
disclosure of the relevant information. Although Parliament ultimately rejected this proposal, its
passage would have resulted in Canada’s Access to Information Act, 1985 shielding relevant
background records from public scrutiny for 20 years. In June 2020, Canada's Information
Commissioner Caroline Maynard called on the government to make access to information an
essential service, underscoring the importance of civic engagement and effective accountability
mechanisms (Meyer, 2020). Indeed, many of the concerns levied against the federal government

throughout the first year of the pandemic regarding the lack of transparency vis-a-vis its

United Kingdom https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/united-kingdom,

Australia https://www.transparency.org/en/countries/australia

7 The Basel Institute’s Anti-Money Laundering (AML) Index ranks countries by their vulnerability to money
laundering, terrorist financing, and other financial crimes. See, Basel AML Index, https://index.baselgovernance.org/
and https://baselgovernance.org/basel-aml-index
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procurement activities resonated with longstanding critiques levelled against the country’s Access
to Information regime (Duncan et al., 2023; Paré, 2020; Luscombe et al., 2017; Gingras, 2012).%
The global COVID-19 pandemic also brought to the forefront numerous concerns and
shortcomings with the federal government’s public procurement activities.” Public procurement
refers to how government agencies acquire supplies and services from outside sources. It spans
from deciding upon what is required (i.e., determination) to completing a contract (i.e.,
contracting) (Snider & Rendon, 2012). Given the vast sums of public money involved,'° the public
procurement process is crucial for enhancing spending efficiency, transparency, and accountability.
It also serves as a vital tool for stimulating public service delivery changes, creating jobs, and
spurring private sector growth. Within Canada, the pandemic fomented debates about government
transparency, especially with regard to the federal government's obligations to openly
communicate with its citizens and adhere to accountability and anti-corruption measures (Poitevin,
2020; Rubin, 2020). Critics asserted that the government’s decision-making regarding the
spending of vast amounts of public money for medical supplies and financial support to individuals
and businesses, particularly through its procurement processes, were not sufficiently transparent
(Turnbull & Bernier, 2022; Boin et al., 2020; Canadian Taxpayers Federation, 2020;

PressProgress, 2020; Sanger & Beauchesne, 2020;).

8 For details on the criticisms of Canada's Access to Information regime, see Paré (2020). The review critiques Bill
C-58 for its regressive amendments, including the division of the Act and exclusions of certain offices, which
were seen as exacerbating existing deficiencies in the regime.

% The Canadian government was not alone in this regard. Globally, emergency-related procurement activities were
widely critiqued for a lack of transparency, particularly regarding supplier selection and conflict of interest
management (Ilacobucci, 2020; Rose-Ackerman, 2021) Many governments (e.g., Colombia, Argentina, the
United Kingdom, Canada, and Brazil) were reported to have favored non-competitive processes, awarding
single-bid contracts without sufficient oversight (Kubak et al., 2023; Porporato & Ruiz, 2023).

19 For example, the federal government of Canada spends approximately $20-30 billion annually on procurement
across sectors such as defence, technology, and infrastructure. When considering spending from provincial,
municipal, and other public sector entities, total public procurement in Canada amounts to an estimated $300
billion each year (Government of Canada, 2024c, 2024b).



Specific instances of concern included the awarding of contracts for personal protective
equipment and other essential supplies with limited documentation and transparency
(PressProgress, 2020; Vermes, 2020). Critics also claimed that some contracts were issued through
non-competitive processes, leading to concerns about favoritism and inadequate oversight. For
example, there were instances where contracts were awarded through single-bid processes without
sufficient justification, raising questions about the fairness and transparency of these decisions
(Canadian COVID-19 Accountability Group, 2020; Hodess, 2019). Likewise, there were delays in
publicizing contract details and explanations for supplier selections, which further exacerbated
concerns about the integrity of the procurement process (Poitevin, 2020).

Taken together, the concerns and criticisms outlined above suggested a possible casting
aside, if only temporarily, of OGP principles and values of transparency, participation, and
collaboration in the wake of the exigencies created by the pandemic. This said, it seems plausible
that throughout the initial phase of the COVID-19 pandemic, the need for quick action on the part
of the government may have reduced the level of priority given to providing the public with
information about ongoing contracts (Canadian COVID-19 Accountability Group, 2020; Rubin,
2020). This, nonetheless, gives rise to two complementary concerns. First, in times of crisis,
governments may attempt to consolidate their power in order to speed up decision-making and
resource allocation processes (Basdevant et al., 2022; Boin, 2017). Second, such actions can be
used by some actors for their own benefits, thereby further increasing the risk of corruption and
other wrongdoings (Fazekas et al., 2025; Sotola & Heywood, 2025; Mungiu-Pippidi, 2015; Schultz
& Sereide, 2008).

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that emergencies often necessitate

difficult trade-offs. While the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada received



considerable public criticism for reduced transparency in procurement, scholars and commentators
also pointed to shortcomings in the quality and openness of government data (Lauriault & Hunter,
2020; Edmonds et al., 2020). Evidence from other contexts reinforces this tension. For example,
Kohler and Wright (2020) show that the expedited procurement of PPE frequently involved limited
documentation or oversight, yet they argue that some level of transparency remains essential to
safeguard accountability without impeding response efforts. Similarly, Porporato and Ruiz (2023)
compare Canada with Argentina and demonstrate how pre-existing legal and institutional
frameworks influence whether the emergency relaxation of procurement rules results in abuse. At
a broader level, the OECD (2025) reports that across member states, governments had to balance
speed and cost with confidentiality and risks to supply chains, suggesting that temporary
procedural adjustments and protections can be justified under crisis conditions. Recognizing these
trade-off scenarios is important for developing a more nuanced framework for evaluating
transparency, or its reduction, in procurement during emergencies. At the same time,
acknowledging such trade-offs does not diminish the need to clearly define what transparency
entails.

In the context of open government, transparency involves more than simply making
information available. It also requires ensuring that the information is sufficiently reliable, timely,
and relevant so as to facilitate enabling meaningful public engagement (Schnell et al., 2024;
Ingrams et al., 2020; Mintysalo, 2015). In other words, transparency, as promoted by the OGP
vision, is not merely a matter of governments providing information to their citizens. It also
encompasses considerations of whether and how access to information enables citizens and
stakeholders to engage in government policy- and decision-making. The effectiveness of

transparency, then, is understood as being contingent upon how well access to information and
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facilitation of public input are integrated into government practices.

In addition to the acquisition, contracting, buying, renting, leasing and purchasing, of goods
and services, public procurement processes also involve requirements determination and contract
administration (Drake & Xu, 2025; Nemec et al., 2020; Snider & Rendon, 2012; Thai, 2001).
These activities often are administered through rules regulating tendering preparation, advertising,
the of publicizing bid opportunities, and bidding procedures (Kenny & Crisman 2016). In this
context, transparency requires that the process of contract management and all relevant
information—such as selection criteria, award decisions, winners' names, and prices—be
publicized (Drake & Xu, 2025; Kenny & Crisman, 2016; Osei-Afoakwa, 2014). Equally important
is monitoring how government spending is managed, ensuring that anti-corruption measures and
accountability rules are in place and functioning effectively. With this in mind, the OGP
encourages member governments to adopt open contracting policies that ensure oversight
throughout the procurement process (Open Contracting and Public Procurement, n.d.). Open
contracting, as advocated by the OGP, seeks to integrate transparency, accountability, and public
participation into public procurement, by emphasizing the need for proactive disclosure of
procurement data and stakeholder engagement in order to enhance oversight and, thereby
contribute to reducing levels of corruption, inefficiency, and inequitable competition (Atkinson,
2020; Naidoo et al., 2020; 2017).

According to the Open Contracting Partnership (n.d.),!! the global implementation of open
contracting has revealed both notable successes and persistent challenges. While some countries

have made significant progress in enhancing transparency and competition through open

' The Open Contracting Partnership is an independent non-profit organization headquartered in Washington, D.C.,
that collaborates with governments, businesses, and civil society to promote transparency in public procurement.
Its mission is to enhance the accountability, inclusiveness, and effectiveness of public contracting through open
data practices and stakeholder engagement. See, https://www.open-contracting.org/about/
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contracting, others continue to face challenges such as political resistance, inadequate public
engagement, and institutional barriers. For example, Colombia has seen positive results with the
implementing of open contracting principles bolstering transparency and accountability in the
government’s procurement processes. In contrast, Ukraine, despite improvements in data access,
continues to grapple with issues like bid rigging and political interference (Open Contracting
Partnership, 2024). Similarly, Mexico, Kenya, and Nigeria must contend with weak engagement,
political resistance, and infrastructural challenges as barriers that hinder the full realization of open
contracting reforms (Open Contracting Partnership, 2024; OECD, 2021).!2

The government of Canada (GOC's) second (2014-2016), third (2016-2018) and fourth
(2018-2020) OGP action plans contained commitments targeted at making its procurement
activities more open and accessible. However, its procurement practices during the pandemic,
combined with longstanding concerns about the criteria used to assess openness-related objectives
leaves unanswered many questions about whether, or the extent to which, these objectives are
being achieved. More specifically, it suggests the possible presence of a gap between the values
and principles espoused in the GoC’s OGP action plans and its practices in the procurement
domain.
1.2 Statement of the Central Research Question
According to the World Bank (2020), well-performing public procurement policies contribute to
enhancing citizens' trust in government and in private sector competitiveness because access to
timely information about the measures followed when acquiring goods and services enables
relevant stakeholders to serve as a public oversight channel. Effectively exercising this oversight

is, of course, contingent upon the level of transparency manifest at every stage of the procurement

12 For further insights into both the successes and challenges of open contracting globally, see https:/www.open-
contracting.org/impact-stories/
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process from determining what is required (i.e., determination) to the completion of contracts (i.e.,
contracting) (Felizzola et al., 2024; OECD, 2016a; Snider & Rendon, 2012).

Across the five OGP National Action Plans (NAPs) the GoC has implemented to date,
there have been several commitments and milestones aimed at advancing transparency in
procurement processes. The second NAP (2014-2016) included two commitments to open
contracting and budget information that sought to increase public access to federal procurement
data and improve accountability in government spending through centralized machine-readable
disclosures and enhance budget transparency tools. The third (2016-2018) and fourth (2018-2020)
plans continued these efforts, with five commitments and 19 milestones focusing on improving
the accessibility of procurement data and encouraging public participation in monitoring
government spending. The fifth NAP (2022-2024) contained no commitments or milestones
focusing explicitly on open contracting but did seek to reinforce efforts aimed at enhancing access
to government information, improving transparency, and increasing participation. Despite these
measures, questions persist about the effectiveness of the GoC’s efforts at increasing transparency
in the procurement domain, including concerns relating both to how accessible and available
information is to stakeholders (Boots et al., 2024; House of Commons, 2024; OECD, 2020), and
the extent of stakeholder engagement in procurement processes (Henriques et al., 2024; Office of
the Procurement Ombud, 2024; Office of the Auditor General of Canada, 2021).!3

Meijer, Curtin, & Hillebrandt (2012) advance a framework for examining the
interconnections between transparency and participation that broadly parallels the bifurcated
structure of the above concerns. Their framework distinguishes between a transparency element

emphasizing the visibility of government actions to citizens and other stakeholders (i.e., vision),

13 See also, GoC, Office of the Procurement Ombud, Reviewing Government Contracting Practices, November 28,
2024. https://opo-boa.gc.ca/examen-reviewing-eng. html
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