
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Woman’s Place is in the House (of Commons) 
 
 

Helen Hanbidge 
Under the supervision of Dr. Patrick Fafard 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Major Research Paper 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs 

University of Ottawa, Faculty of Social Sciences 
Submitted Fall 2018





 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 i 

 
 

Table of Contents 
 

ABSTRACT	 II	

INTRODUCTION	 1	

THE	VALUE	OF	WOMEN	HOLDING	OFFICE,	AND	THE	BARRIERS	THEY	FACE	ON	THEIR	WAY	
THERE		 8	

CURRENT	STATE	OF	THE	REPRESENTATION	OF	WOMEN	IN	POLITICS	IN	CANADA	 19	

GETTING	WOMEN	TO	THE	STARTING	LINE	–	CANADIAN	INITIATIVES	 27	

SURVEY	AND	DISCUSSION	 	 44	

CONCLUSION	 	 53	

BIBLIOGRAPHY	 	 58	

APPENDIX	I:	SURVEY	QUESTIONS	 	 63	

APPENDIX	II:	SURVEY	RESPONSES	 	 78	
 
 
	

  



 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 ii 

Abstract 

In 2015, Canadians elected the most gender-balanced House of Commons in national history, with 

just under 27% of the MPs elected in the 42nd Federal Election being women. In spite of this record 

number of woman parliamentarians, Canada has slipped in international rankings for gender parity 

in legislative bodies and remains below the United Nation’s target of 30% of legislatures being 

female. Given that women make up 51% of the Canadian population, and given that women win 

elections at similar rates to men, the question remains as to what is keeping Canadian women out 

of public office. By focusing on the nomination process as the chokepoint at which women’s 

political ambitions are most frequently stalled, this paper seeks to evaluate what is being done to 

help increase the number of women running for office, and the effectiveness of such initiatives at 

achieving this goal. Through a lens of the supply and demand sides of running for office, this paper 

uses existing academic literature and firsthand accounts of the experiences of women in politics to 

examine the benefits to having women in public office and the barriers women encounter in the 

political arena, to assess the current state of women in politics in Canada, and consider the 

initiatives currently at work in Canadian politics. This paper then explores responses to the author’s 

survey from women who ran in nominations in the 2015 federal election cycle exploring their 

backgrounds, experiences, and perspectives as women engaged in the political process. By 

considering these responses alongside the academic and popular theories of female engagement in 

politics, this paper identifies the most effect areas for initiatives to support women running for 

public office, potential disconnects between theory and the realities of the 2015 election, and 

recommends the use of external pressures to encourage political parties to take tangible action to 

support potential candidates at all stages of the electoral process. 
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1) Introduction 

In the 21st Century, Canada is unarguably a mature democracy. 2017 marked 150 years 

since Confederation in 1867, and in 2018 it has been one hundred years since the first women were 

granted the right to vote, seventy years since voter discrimination based on race was outlawed, and 

fifty-eight years since full voting rights were extended to Indigenous persons in Canada. In spite 

of this, legislatures across Canada continue to be, in general, sorely lacking in diversity. These 

“people’s houses” often appear to be “male and pale” - or made up of a majority of cisgender white 

men. For many, this is not seen as extraordinary or unusual, but is instead just the norm in elected 

governments. When these bodies are meant to represent and legislate on behalf of the entire 

country, however, this lack of diversity presents a problem – how can a legislature understand the 

concerns and impacts of legislation on all those they govern if groups that make up a significant 

part of the population are not adequately represented within the governing bodies themselves? 

 Whether in terms of gender, race, age, religion, or sexual identity, Canadian governments 

and particularly the federal government of Canada has consistently fallen short of effectively 

representing the diversity of Canadians. In 2018, 3% of MPs were Indigenous, 13% were born 

outside of Canada, 20.6% were visible minorities, less than 2% identify as LGBTQ2, and 27% are 

women. While these numbers are all improvements over the 41st Parliament of Canada, they are 

all at least somewhat lower than the presence of these groups in the population as a whole – 4.9% 

of Canadians are Indigenous (Statistics Canada 2017), 20.6% born outside Canada, 19.1% visible 

minorities (Statistics Canada, 2011), 3% LGBTQ2 (Canadian Community Health Survey 2014), 

and 51% of Canadians are women. Where these identities intersect, representation is even worse 

– only 15 visible minority women and three Indigenous women sat in the House of Commons after 
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the 2015 federal election. Each of these examples of underrepresentation means a gap in the ability 

of the House of Commons to thoughtfully and thoroughly represent the concerns, experiences, and 

needs of Canada’s diverse population.  

 While each and every one of these gaps limits the voices that get to be represented in our 

elected bodies, the continued underrepresentation of women elected to office is a continuing crisis 

in the Canadian, and indeed international, political scene. In the period in which the number of 

female premiers in Canada drop from an all-time high of six in 2013 to a low of one in 2018, in 

which Hillary Rodham Clinton lost the presidency of the United States to the openly misogynistic 

Donald Trump, and in which UK MP Jo Cox murdered by a constituent, it is becoming increasingly 

clear that women in politics face a different reality from their male counterparts. And while public 

and political attention is increasingly being drawn to the underrepresentation of women in politics 

both in Canada and abroad, the question of what can be done to help increase the number of women 

holding office – or indeed whether policy or concerted efforts ought to seek to do so – remains. 

 In Canada, a number of initiatives and party positions have sought to address gender 

inequality in our legislatures. As Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau publicly committed to 

maintaining a gender balanced Cabinet (the first Canadian government to do so), elevated Status 

of Women Canada to a full ministry, and implemented the use of Gender Based Analysis in federal 

budgets (Status of Women Canada 2017). MPs and prominent members of all three major national 

parties have taken part in events and campaigns to discuss the underrepresentation of women in 

politics, to discuss gender-based discrimination in the political realm, and to encourage mentorship 

and networking among women within the political field. And yet, in spite of this, the fact remains 

that women make up only 27% of MPs elected to the House of Commons, and Canada has slipped 
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to 61st in the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s (IPU) ranking of gender balance in legislatures (Inter-

Parliamentary Union 2018).   

 As data from the 2015 federal election becomes more readily available and as Canada 

prepares for the 2019 federal election, it is worth considering what barriers, whether systemic or 

institutional, continue to influence whether women are running for and winning seats in office. 

Research in the field has already demonstrated that once nominated, women tend to win elections 

at similar rates to men (Tremblay; Norris and Lovenduski; Fortin-Rittberger and Rittberger). This 

would suggest that the political gender gap does not exist directly as the result of either the general 

election process or of the views of the electorate on the whole. Instead, it suggests that the 

nomination process plays a significant role in determining whether women run for office and, by 

extension, whether women are getting elected in Canada.  

 This paper will examine the barriers women encounter when running for federal office in 

Canada, and the degree to which party and civil society initiatives succeed in helping women 

overcome those barriers. This will include a consideration of the benefits of increasing the number 

of women in office and the barriers women face in politics, an overview of the current state of 

women in politics in Canada and the initiatives currently at work in the Canadian system, and an 

analysis and discussion of a survey of former Canadian female candidates. This paper will base its 

findings on literature in the field, evaluating publicly-available information on Canadian initiatives 

seeking to increase the number of women running for office, and analyzing survey responses from 

women who ran in a nomination in the 2015 Canadian federal election. From these sources, this 

paper will seek to identify the successes and gaps in the degree to which such initiatives meet their 

goal, and will provide recommendations as to the most effective paths forward in the ongoing work 

to improve gender representation in Canadian legislatures.  
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In Canada, political parties have domain over how their nominations are run (as long as 

they are in compliance with the Elections Act), with some running initiatives to encourage and 

support women running within their party. Civil society organizations also contribute, running 

non-partisan or multi-partisan events and initiatives to encourage more women to get involved in 

politics. Both types of actors have a role to play in the rate at which women are running for and 

winning seats, and as such the policies and initiatives of both will be the focus of this paper. 

 Building on the current body of work in the gender politics field, there is disagreement as 

to whether the underrepresentation of women in politics is an issue of supply or demand – that is 

to say, whether women are not running for and winning nominations because there are not enough 

women who want to and are willing to run for office (supply) or whether it is the result of political 

parties and/or voters do not support women running for office (demand) (Norris and Lovenduski 

1993, 379-80). Which side of the debate an initiative seeks to address says a great deal about both 

the organization’s views on the source of the deficit, and may contribute to the success of the 

initiative itself. In addition to evaluating the success both partisan and non-partisan initiatives have 

in addressing the self-perceived barriers women face in running for office, this paper will consider 

to what extent the barriers being perceived and addressed fall on the supply and demand sides, and 

will consider whether parties and civil society may be better placed to address one side or the other 

of the debate. 

A central part of evaluating initiatives seeking to increase the number of women running 

and getting nominated to run for office in Canada is understanding the experiences of women who 

have actually run for office. By surveying women who ran for nominations in the Canadian federal 

election of 2015, this paper will consider the perspectives of women who have seen different levels 

of success in the political arena and who hold differing ideological views about policy, 
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representation in politics, and the role and capacity of Canadian democratic institutions. 

Considering the roles their identities played in their candidacy, the differences they felt between 

their experiences and those of their male colleagues and competitors, and the elements of support 

that they felt were most integral or lacking in their experiences will all help to determine to what 

degree the partisan and non-partisan initiatives that exist today in Canada are adequately 

addressing the needs of the women who are choosing to run for office in our current political 

climate.  

 

Methods 

 To consider the current state of women in politics in Canada and the extent to which 

initiatives are effectively helping women overcome barriers to being elected to public office, this 

paper is based on a critical review of published academic literature on the topic and a survey of 

women who ran in nominations during the 2015 Canadian federal election cycle. This combination 

of existing analysis in the gender politics field and first-hand accounts of the most recent Canadian 

general election allows this paper to use a broad scope of scholarly literature to further inform 

public and academic understandings of the experiences of candidates within the contemporary 

electoral system.  

 In order to include as many women’s experiences in the 2015 Canadian election, a survey 

was circulated that sought to create a fulsome representation of candidates’ experiences, including 

their socioeconomic, demographic, and political positions during the election, their partisan 

identity and previous experience, and, of course, their views on the supports that were available to 

them throughout the process and the responses they saw to their candidacies (Appendix 1).  

Respondents were asked questions to establish a thorough profile of their situation during their 
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nomination, including answering questions about their geographic location, their age, and their 

caregiving situation and marital status. They were also asked a number of questions about their 

political experiences prior to running for a nomination, including whether they had previously held 

public office at any level, and about their reasons for running in the 2015 election. They were 

asked to answer questions about their experiences as candidates and about any experiences with 

political training programs. Finally, respondents were asked about the outcome of their nomination 

and their overall views on how women are treated in politics in Canada. Given both the difficulty 

of reaching unsuccessful former candidates, due largely to the fact that those who ran in 

nominations do not all currently have significant public presence, and the limitation created by 

having the survey only available in English (rather than in both official languages), this is a non-

representative sample of the experiences of former candidates. Instead, responses represent a 

cross-section of the experiences of women who saw different outcomes in their nomination and 

general campaigns across Canada. 

 Elections Canada’s Nomination Contest Database was used to identify potential 

respondents. This database lists all party nomination contests, including the names of all 

nomination contenders. Given the interest in the experiences of women nation-wide and in major 

parties, only nomination contestants from the three major, Canada-wide parties (the Conservative 

Party of Canada, the Liberal Party of Canada, and the New Democratic Party) were contacted. 

From that list, all candidates with publicly accessible contact information were sent a link to the 

survey – sitting MPs through their official legislative email accounts, unsuccessful candidates 

through email addresses listed on public websites and profiles, or through public Twitter accounts 

with open direct messaging options. The survey link was also shared on social media and directly 

with individuals connected to political and advocacy organizations, some of whom are professional 
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or personal contacts of the researcher. In total, 45 responses were received from all three major 

political parties and candidates from nine provinces and one territory. 

 To encourage open and candid responses, the survey was conducted anonymously, without 

respondents asked for identifying standalone personal information (e.g. name, riding, etc.) and 

with respondents assured that combinations of answers that, together, could identify the respondent 

would not be included in this paper (an aggregate of responses can be found in Appendix 2). All 

questions were optional and respondents were given a number of opportunities to expand their 

answers or provide more specific responses through comment box response options. The survey 

was conducted and responses stored using a paid SurveyMonkey account, with funds provided 

through the research budget of research supervisor Dr. Patrick Fafard, Associate Professor of 

Public and International Affairs with the University of Ottawa’s Faculty of Social Sciences. Both 

the survey questions and research methods were approved by the University of Ottawa Office of 

Research Ethics and Integrity (Ethics File Number S-06-18-740). 

 

  



 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 8 

2) The value of women holding office, and the barriers they face on their way there 

 In evaluating initiatives working to get more women running for office in Canada, there is 

an implicit assumption that there is value in increasing the number of women elected to public 

office in Canada, and that there are barriers that women in particular face in running for office 

with which their male counterparts do not have to contend. In order to effectively consider these 

initiatives and the experiences of women they seek to address, it is important to understand both 

the rationale for the goal of increasing the number of women holding officer and the barriers such 

initiatives seek to overcome. 

 

Why have more women? 

 In order to accept that legislatures ought to be representative of the population at large, 

there must be an implicit belief that there are inherent benefits in diverse legislatures. For some 

people, this has no weight on how they see the world being run or how our leaders make their 

decisions. There is, however, a significant body of research both in Canada and internationally that 

suggests that there are real benefits to having more women holding public office, and that 

increasing the diversity of our legislatures has the potential to impact both how the legislatures 

function and the topics that are actually discussed in these legislatures.  

 First and foremost, research in Canada and abroad suggests that legislatures with a greater 

proportion of women holding seats may prioritize issues differently than those that are male-

dominated. Even more, the presence of a greater proportion of women may result in a different 

consideration of the effects a particular piece of legislation may have on different groups and 

people. Women, for example, “are more likely than men to ‘prioritize the protection of the 

vulnerable and support government intervention on ‘compassion’ issues’” (Thomas 2013, 221). 
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The research of UN Women suggests that “countries with more women in parliament tend to have 

more equitable laws and social programmes and budgets that benefit women and children and 

families” (Bachelet 2011). Although this may be connected to the fact that women may be more 

likely to run for more left-leaning parties (due in part to a combination of the policy interests of 

those parties appealing to women and to those parties being perceived as more open to electing 

women), governments with higher numbers of women in their benches are more likely to take 

action on issues tied to second-wave feminism, including violence against women, gun-control 

legislation, or child care (Bashevkin 2009, 16). 

 And while socialization may be part of what makes women more open to these 

“compassion issues”, legislation that is not overtly gendered may still have a disproportionate 

effect on women or other underrepresented groups. As Trimble and Arscott put it, “neo-liberal 

deficit-reduction efforts, cuts to programs and services, privatization, and deregulation have 

significant consequences for women’s social status, economic independence, and political 

citizenship” (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 64). For those women most affected, and even harmed by, 

such policies, “find themselves with fewer sites of resistance within the state” when they do not 

have a proportionate voice within legislatures (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 65). In short, “by 

nominating few women, and electing even fewer, the perspectives and insights women could bring 

to the political table may not be considered” (Thomas and Bodet 2013, 153). 

 

Difference in how the legislature functions 

 In addition to a shift in the policy focus of a legislature, there is evidence that suggests that 

an increase in the number of women sitting in a legislature can actually shift interactions and the 

tone of discussion within the legislature. When women form a critical mass in a governing body 
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(defined by UN Women as holding at least one third of seats), they are no longer token minorities, 

compelled to “conform to dominant models while also suffering stereotypes in line with […] 

perceived differences” (Kanter 1977a, 971-2). Forming a critical mass within the legislature, then, 

creates the opportunity for women to pursue interests and interaction styles more in line with their 

own natural preferences. 

 Higher levels of female representation in legislatures, whether it be the UN-defined 30-

35% of the legislature or whether the legislature approaches gender parity, is associated with 

“lower levels of political conflict, greater emphasis on collective consensus-building, and higher 

standards of interpersonal respect” with a “more reasonable and more collegial, less adversarial 

and less conflictual tenor of debate” observed in such legislatures (Bashevkin 2009, 14-5).  

 

Normalization of women in politics 

 Finally, as women hold public office at increasing rates, their place within those 

legislatures and in other public roles becomes more normalized. The continued 

underrepresentation of women sends a message to potential candidates – “if women who are well 

positioned to run for office think the system is biased against them, then the empirical reality of a 

playing field on which women can succeed is almost meaningless” (Lawless 2009, 75). The 

underrepresentation of women in politics also has an impact on the perception of the magnitude of 

women’s losses – regardless of overall trends in female representation, the losses suffered by 

prominent women dominate much of the discussion around the realities facing women running for 

office (Bashevkin 2009, 44). If the idea of women running for and winning office is normalized, 

they are no longer seen as an anomaly and may be less directly compared to individual women 

who have run before them. 
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 The presence of women in public office also has the capacity to shift how women are seen 

within society as a whole. “Their presence can shape cultural perceptions in such a way as to 

undermine stereotypes that say only men belong in public roles, while women are properly 

restricted to private ones” (Bashevkin 2009, 14). There is an idea that, for any underrepresented 

group, “the more elected, the more selected, meaning that as women are elected at greater rates, 

they become visible in other ways – as leaders in other government realms […], as potential 

appointees, and indeed as deserving senior appointments within legislatures as well (Trimble and 

Arscott 2003, 34).  

 The normalization of women in politics also has an aspect of justice and equality. As it 

currently stands, affirmative action policies are consistently perceived by some as undemocratic, 

with opponents feeling that those who benefit from them did not gain their successes through merit. 

This has been true in everything from Justin Trudeau’s 2015 election promise that his Cabinet 

would be gender-balanced, to internal policies within political parties to intervene in nominations 

to appoint women as candidates, circumventing the grassroots nomination process. To suggest 

this, however, “is to imply that women, who comprise more than half the population, do not merit 

their fair share of political power” (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 123). There have always been 

politicians who were nominated or appointed to Cabinet because of who they know, the region 

they represent, or any number of reasons unrelated to their personal merit or suitability for the role 

in question, however the normalization of the older, white, male politician has meant that they are 

seen as the natural fit for such roles. It is only by changing what is perceived as “normal” for these 

types of roles that we can work toward achieving legislatures that better represent the diversity of 

the Canadian population, including representing the 51% of Canadians who identify as female 

within our legislatures. 
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Barriers faced by women 

Moving beyond whether the underrepresentation of women has a negative impact on the 

Canadian, or indeed any, political system, there remains the inevitable question as to why women 

continue to run for and get elected to public office at lower rates their male counterparts. If an 

initiative, organization, or policy seeks to address this gender gap, understanding the barriers that 

have led to the gap is integral to examining the effectiveness of such initiatives. 

 

Sexism 

 The first, and perhaps the most seemingly obvious explanation for the continued 

underrepresentation of women in Canadian legislatures is sexism on the part of the electorate, 

media, or political parties (or some combination of the three). Given that studies have suggested 

that “women elected to office in Canada possess qualities that are at least comparable, if not 

superior, to those of their male colleagues” (Tremblay and Trimble 2004, 99), arguments 

suggesting that women are simply less qualified or well-suited to hold public office do not align 

with the reality. As a result, it is plausible to consider that a preference, either explicit or implicit, 

for male representation plays a role in the persistent gender gap in Canadian politics. 

 On the explicit bias front, this argument seems tenuous at best – once nominated, women 

tend to be elected at similar rates to men, and voters “express a willingness to support a qualified, 

female party nominee” (Lawless and Fox 2010, 25) at higher rates than ever before. The 

expectations around what a “qualified, female party nominee” would look like, however, may still 

be rooted in stereotypical gender norms that are reinforced by the media’s portrayal of female 

candidates and their suitability to hold office. As Sylvia Bashevkin explains, there is an idea that 

“women plus power equals discomfort” – that there exists “a specific normative climate that says 
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either no woman is good enough to be a public leader, or else no normal woman is (or would want 

to be) powerful” (Bashevkin 2009, 11). This discomfort is tied to gendered comments on the 

appearance, “tone”, parenting, and overall behaviour of female candidates, as well as to gendered 

and sexualized attacks by the public, opponents, and the media, and even the tendency to ignore 

the leadership qualities and policy ideas of female candidates (Bashevkin 2009, 31-2). This sexism 

certainly plays a role in both how women are treated when they run for office and in whether they 

put their names on the ballot at all, but it is also rooted in broader societal norms and cannot be 

eradicated through any individual policy or initiative. We must therefore also consider other 

barriers that women encounter when they run for office in Canada. 

 

Pipeline 

 Another explanation for the underrepresentation of women in the political field is the so-

called “pipeline” explanation, which attributes part of the gender inequality among elected officials 

to the similar gender disparities within the professional fields and occupations which precede 

careers in elected office (pipeline fields) – law, business, education, and politics. This implies that 

because women are not found in these professions at high rates, they are less likely to have the 

networks conducive to successful runs, are less likely to fit the mold and be considered as an 

eligible candidate, and may not be achieving the higher socioeconomic status that is often 

associated with successful politicians (and the means to risk careers by running for office) 

(Lawless and Fox 2010, 30).  

 Setting aside the important question of whether there may be benefit to having elected 

officials who come to politics with diverse experiences, professional, socioeconomic, or otherwise, 

it is difficult to suggest that the pipeline is a major reason as to why women continue to be so 
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severely underrepresented in Canadian legislatures. Although the gender imbalance in the higher 

echelons of such fields have, to varying degrees, persisted over time, the proportion of women 

entering and remaining in such fields in Canada has increased significantly since the 1970s, with 

women now making up at least half of some of these fields (Bashevkin 2009, 6), and with women 

in Canada now having equal or more educational credentials than Canadian men (Thomas 2013, 

222).  

 In addition to the fact that the increase in the representation of women in these “pipeline” 

fields has outpaced the increase in women being elected to public office in Canada, contemporary 

Parliaments have demonstrated that the women who are successful in runs for office may not have 

the same professional backgrounds as male elected officials. Although the top occupation for 

Canadian Parliamentarians in 2011 was “businessman” (a gendered term in and of itself), business 

did “not appear in the top ten for women Parliamentarians”, with women more likely to be 

“teachers and consultants” (Thomas 2013, 225). This suggests that the types of women who may 

be attracted to, and successful in, politics may have different backgrounds than successful men, 

and that the pipeline theory does not fully explain the political gender gap.  

 

Finance 

 A third explanation for the underrepresentation of women in Canadian legislatures is the 

financial strain of a campaign, both due to the perception that women have greater difficulty in 

successfully fundraising for a campaign and the fact that it may actually be more expensive for 

women to run for office. The former is often connected to the idea that women may have fewer 

potential large donors (individual or corporate) than men do, due in part to broader socioeconomic 

gender gaps and in part to the idea that women may not be as comfortable asking those in their 
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network to donate to their campaigns (Baer and Hartmann 2014, iii). As will be discussed 

throughout this paper, this factor is less impactful in Canada than in the United States, due a 

combination of stricter campaign finance laws in Canada and to the fact that nominations are far 

less costly in Canada, with only 3% of candidates in the 2011 federal election campaign reporting 

spending money in their nomination (Thomas 2013, 229). 

 The latter of the above-mentioned financial barriers, that it may be more expensive for 

women to run for office, may have a more significant impact on whether women feel able to run 

for office in Canada. Women are more likely to be the primary caretakers for children or sick or 

ailing relatives and taking time away from those caregiving roles often results in the candidate 

and/or candidate’s family incurring costs – either as a result of paying for a non-family caregiver 

to fill the gaps or in lost income due to a co-parent taking more time away from their work to take 

up the caregiving role (Canada. FEWO-109 2018). As long as women continue to “perform more 

of the unpaid caregiving for children, vulnerable adults, and elders in the home”, running for office 

will have associated costs that disproportionately affect the cost of a woman’s potential candidacy 

(Canada. FEWO-110 2018). 

 

Gatekeeping 

 Given that this paper focuses on the nomination process as a significant flash point in the 

success of women in politics, it is important to consider the barriers potentially posed by political 

parties, including both local Electoral District Associations (EDAs) and the party overall, as the 

gatekeepers who determine whether a woman is ultimately able to run for office in a general 

election. There are three major ways in which parties, as the gatekeepers to candidacy, can impact 

a woman’s candidacy: whether the party/EDA recruits and supports women as potential 
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candidates; whether parties are considered to be supportive of female candidates, including 

providing resources to female candidates once elected that enable them to run a competitive 

campaign,; and whether parties nominate women in ridings in which the party has a competitive 

chance of ultimately winning the seat. 

 All three barriers are linked to an individual party’s willingness to select and support 

female candidates. Party-wide policies of affirmative action in nominations, funding and training 

women as potential candidates, recruitment drives and search committees to identify women who 

may not have the same traditional “political capital” as their male counterparts (Pitre 2003, 103), 

and policies or party-wide rules of gender equality may all signal a party’s willingness to support 

women as candidates. If the ultimate goal is to see more women actually elected to public office 

(as it ought to be), parties must also nominate women in ridings in which a given party is 

competitive.  

There has been some debate as to whether “ sacrificial lambs”, or women who are run by 

parties in less-competitive ridings as a way of improving the party’s gender imbalance without 

impacting the persistent gender gap in legislatures, is an issue in the Canadian system. Some 

research determining a party’s competitiveness by using “a static measure” of subtracting a 

candidate’s share of the vote from that of the winner has concluded that “there is ‘little evidence 

of a reluctance within parties to nominate women for winnable seats’” (Thomas and Bodet 2013, 

155-156). However, research from Melanee Thomas that “takes into account the balance of forces 

among parties around election time, and the stability of electoral support over longer time periods” 

(Thomas and Bodet, 2013, 157) suggests that women are more likely than men to be nominated as 

sacrificial lambs, and that “women are disproportionately nominated in districts they cannot win” 

(Thomas and Bodet 2013, 163). In all three cases, parties serve a significant gatekeeping role in 
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the nomination and election process. As long as parties continue to hold the power they currently 

do in Canada, then, their willingness to work actively to increase the number of women running 

for office will impact the total number of women in our political system.  

In addition, “women are more likely to be a candidate in a contested nomination” (Thomas 

2013, 228). While many nominations are low-cost or even uncontested, women are 

overrepresented among individuals running in contested nominations. In 2008 and 2011, women 

made up 28% of all nomination candidates but made up 33% and 42% of candidates in contested 

nominations, respectively (Thomas 2013, 228). Not only are women more likely to run in more 

difficult election races (either as incumbents or as challengers), they are in fact perhaps less likely 

to get to the point of even being nominated in the first place. It is, therefore, not as straightforward 

as simply increasing the number of women running for office to continue the trend of electing 

approximately 16% of women nominated to run. Even a change in the distribution of women across 

competitive districts would likely do wonders to shift the gender balance in Canadian politics 

(Thomas and Bodet 2013, 163). The question, then, is how to go about getting more women 

nominated to run in more competitive districts. 

 

Self-selection 

 The previously discussed barriers all have to do with impacts the current electoral and 

nomination system have on a woman’s ability to mount a successful campaign, either due to a lack 

of support for their candidacy (“demand”) or their ability to carry out the actual campaign 

(“supply”). The likelihood that women will see themselves as a potential candidate or MP and 

make the steps to actually put their name on the ballot certainly also has an effect on the gender 

disparity in the Canadian political system. A woman’s decision-making process in weighing a run 
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for office differs from that of a man. Women are less likely to be interested or experienced in 

politics, (Thomas 2013, 223) and women are statistically more likely to underestimate their 

qualifications and experiences to enter politics, while men are more likely to overestimate theirs 

(Lawless and Fox 2010, 119). Women also choose to run for different reasons, with women 

running for office to affect particular policies or issues, as opposed to men seeing politics as a 

logical career step (Canada. FEWO-109 2018). As a result, the perceptions about the political 

realm that persist in part due to the continued underrepresentation of women within it impacts 

whether women even see politics as a viable option. This supply-side barrier is distinct from those 

previously discussed, and may require different approaches in order to address it. 

 Ultimately, these types of barriers contribute to the gendered makeup of Canadian 

legislatures. As long as Canadian women continue to make up less than a third of Parliament, the 

potential benefits of having a representative legislature cannot possibly be reaped. In the following 

sections, this paper will consider the measures currently being explored to address the above 

barriers and the degree to which such measures are responding to the needs of women who ran in 

the 2015 federal election. 
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3) Current state of the representation of women in Canadian politics 
 
 Before we look at how change is (and is not) being effected in the Canadian political scene, 

it is important to take stock of the current reality facing women in politics. The rates at which 

women are running for office in Canada and the reality of the current state of women in the 

Canadian political realm are all integral to considering whether initiatives are effectively 

addressing the continued underrepresentation of women within our legislatures. It is similarly 

important to understand the current situation as a benchmark in the path toward gender parity in 

public office in Canada.  

 

Women holding office 

 The current state of gender representation in Canadian legislatures is mixed – we are 

currently experiencing historic highs in some areas of women in politics while also seeing 

precipitous decreases in other areas. At the time of writing, there is a historic high of women sitting 

as MPs in the House of Commons – 92 of the 338 total MPs, or 27.2% of the House of Commons. 

This is an increase even from the outcome of the 2015 federal election in which 88 women, or 

26% of the House, were elected, with by-elections in the 42nd Parliament being dominated by 

women. According to United Nations Women, 22.8% of national parliamentarians were women 

as of June 2016 (UN Women 2017), so Canada is slightly ahead of the global rate of gender 

representation. 

 In addition to the increase in the mass of women elected to office in Canada, female MPs 

are holding more prominent roles at higher rates than ever before. Half of all federal Cabinet 

ministers are women, the result of a much-publicized initiative by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 

to maintain gender parity in Cabinet. The impact of what has been called virtue signalling by some 
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is particularly notable when one considers the central positions being occupied by women in 

Cabinet, including Chrystia Freeland as Minister of Foreign Affairs (only the second female 

Minister of Foreign Affairs in Canadian history, after her Cabinet start at International Trade) and 

Catherine McKenna as Minister of Environment and Climate Change. The increase in women 

holding prominent positions is not limited to the governing Liberals, however. For the first time in 

Canadian history, the house leaders of all three parties with official party status are women – 

Bardish Chagger for the Liberals, Candice Bergen for the Conservatives, and Ruth Ellen Brosseau 

for the New Democrats.  

 Unfortunately, this progress is not universal across the Canadian governing bodies. 

Although both the total number of women elected and the proportion of female MPs elected have 

increased, the increases have been gradual. The increase in women elected in Canada has been 

extremely slow, with women holding 20.8% of seats after the 2006 election, 22.1% of seats after 

the 2008 election, and 24.8% of seats after the 2011 election. While the increase in the proportion 

of women elected has continued to grow, this rate of growth has been outpaced by many other 

countries, resulting in Canada slipping in the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s world classification of 

women in politics from 40th in 2011 to 60th in 2018. And in spite of the continued increase in the 

number of women elected in Canada, Parliament has yet to reach the United Nations’ critical mass 

of 30%. 

 And while federal representation slowly but steadily increases, female representation at 

other levels of government in Canada is decreasing. If, as some theorize, municipal and provincial 

politics act as “pipelines” for the normalization of women in politics and positions of prominence, 

then this is a particularly concerning trend. Female leadership at the provincial level has decreased 

over recent electoral cycles, and woman-led parties have suffered significant defeats in provincial 
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elections in New Brunswick (2018), Ontario (2018) and British Columbia (2017). At the municipal 

level, women make up less than one fifth of Canadian mayors and only 28% of municipal 

councillors were women as of 2015 (Globe and Mail. Taber 2016). These decreases are reminders 

that women’s political gains in any given political cycle cannot be assumed to demonstrate that 

the presence of women in Canadian legislatures will continue to increase and progress. A change 

in government, the defeat of a prominently pro-woman leader, even a shift in party policy, could 

all result in a significant decrease in the proportion of women elected (O’Neill 2015). Canadian 

legislative bodies continue to fall short of the UN target across jurisdictional levels and, as a result, 

women in politics continue to be seen as exceptional.  

 

“Run like a girl” – Women running for office 

According to the Library of Parliament’s records, women, once nominated, have been 

elected at a similar rate since the 1997 federal election, with between 15 and 16% of all nominated 

women elected to seats in the House of Commons (Cool 2011, p. 4). This means as the number of 

nominated female candidates has increased (from 408 in 1997 to 535 in 2015), the number of 

women elected has also increased. What is also true, however, is that in the 2008 and 2011 federal 

elections women made up only approximately 30% of major party candidates (Thomas and Bodet 

2013, 155) On the surface, this suggests a fairly easy solution to the continuing underrepresentation 

of women – dramatically increase the number of women running for office in order to nudge 

Parliament closer to gender parity. 

What such statistics hide, however, is the reality of where women become nominated to 

run, and how they get to the nomination process. Although a contentious suggestion, there is a 

body of research that indicates that women are less likely to be nominated in so-called “competitive 
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ridings”, or ridings where the riding and/or local party association believes that their nominated 

candidate will stand a good chance of ultimately winning the seat (Thomas and Bodet 2013, 155). 

In the winner-takes-all style of the Canadian first past the post electoral system, many candidates 

will not be running in their own party’s most “competitive” ridings, however, research suggests 

that a majority of women – 62% in 2011 – and only a plurality of men – 42% - run in another 

party’s “stronghold” (Thomas and Bodet 2013, 160). From the outset then, there is a trend in 

Canada for women to be nominated in ridings in which they are not anticipated to win. 

This is true both of ridings in which there is an incumbent (a current MP re-running for 

their seat) and in so-called “open” ridings. Those running in ridings with incumbents, however, 

face a more difficult nomination and election process. Many parties protect their incumbents, 

allowing them to run in uncontested nominations if their fundraising or engagement rates meet 

party-set targets. When considered alongside trends suggesting incumbents are more likely to be 

elected than those fighting for an unheld seat, women are doubly disadvantaged – not only are 

women less likely to be nominated in a riding in which they are likely to win, women start from a 

place of being underrepresented among sitting MPs, the largest single group of candidates who are 

likely to win an election. Although there is no single or clear explanation for why this is the case, 

women are both less likely to run for re-election (although some of the factors creating this 

phenomenon will be discussed below) and are less likely to be incumbents in their own party’s 

strongholds. As a result, women face more difficult paths to re-election as well as initial election, 

reinforcing the continued underrepresentation of women in Parliament (Thomas 2013, 229). 
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“Demand” for women – the role of leadership in getting women nominated to run for office 

 Although the specifics of party and civil society initiatives that seek to address the chronic 

underrepresentation of women in politics will be further discussed in section four, it is worth 

considering the external, or “demand side” factors that may improve the outcomes of female 

candidates. If one assumes that “supply side” factors, whether explicit choices or socialized 

expectations and norms, generally affect whether a woman feels that she can or should run for 

office, the “demand” side represents something external to the candidate herself, and therefore 

something that can have an effect on candidates across types of nominations.  

 Starting from the premise that nominations may, in the Canadian context, be one of the 

most decisive points in the potential that a candidate has to win a nomination (Thomas and Bodet 

2013, 154), the power that parties and local riding or electoral district associations (EDAs) have is 

hugely influential in who ultimately becomes candidate for that party in the election. The tone and 

expectations set by the party and EDA have been demonstrated to have a significant effect on the 

types of candidates who run for that party, with shifts in leadership at either level resulting in 

changes in the pool of candidates between elections.  

 The gender balance at the top (of either EDA or party) has been demonstrated to affect the 

number of women who win nominations. When parties or leaders set goals or expectations for 

representation levels, they are often met or exceeded. Whether it was the Liberal Party in the 1993 

election, with a target of 25% of candidates being women, or an individual “gender champion” 

like BC NDP leader Mike Harcourt or Manitoba NDP leader Howard Pawley, the total number of 

women running for those parties increased in those elections. What these efforts did not always 

produce was sustainable change. The federal Liberals nominated fewer women in the 2000 

election, and all three examples saw leaders and parties choosing to bypass the traditional 
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nomination process and “parachute” women into ridings to meet their goals (Trimble and Arscott 

2003, 60). These types of interventions are seen to bypass a party’s grassroots and may create 

resentment toward the candidate who was “appointed” to that position, leading to critiques that 

these women did not “earn” their nomination through merit – ignoring, of course, the overall 

privilege many men have in the nomination process (Trimble and Arscott 2003, p. 61). 

 More effective, however, are increased efforts at the EDA level to increase the diversity of 

their candidates. Where party constitutions require it, or where EDAs opt to do so, supporting 

broad search committees to nominate candidates may have an impact on the number of women 

who run in nomination races. Given that women in politics may come from different professional 

and community engagement backgrounds than their male counterparts (Thomas 2013, 225), and 

that women, statistically, are more likely to run for office if they have been asked or encouraged 

to do so (Keith 2014), search committees tackle the problem both of identifying and encouraging 

a greater variety of candidates (Thomas 2013, 228). 

 Search committees’’ ability to identify members of underrepresented groups to run for 

office is amplified when women are in decision-making positions in EDAs (Thomas and Bodet 

2013, 155). This may be in part tied to the role local leaders’ networks play in selecting candidates, 

with women in politics more likely to be familiar with other women engaged in community or 

politics, but may also be more likely to signal to potential candidates that a riding may be more 

welcoming to women and other underrepresented groups (O’Neill 2015). Either way, grassroots 

efforts and attitudes are perhaps among the most influential factors in getting women nominated 

to run for office. 
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“Horror Stories” – Dissuading women on their way 

 If a party’s “demand” for female candidates is one of the largest “external” factors in the 

representation of women in nomination battles, then the examples of the experiences women have 

had while running and elected to office may be one of the most influential “external” factors 

affecting the “supply” of female candidates. Put simply, women may base part of their decision of 

whether or not to run for office on their observations of the experiences of other women in public 

office. Due in part to the ongoing underrepresentation of women in politics, there is a tendency to 

see any woman in politics as indicative of all women in politics (Bashevkin 2009, 50), a 

phenomenon that may extend to the experiences of women in elections and in office. 

 When considering their prospects for success, “losses incurred by prominent female 

politicians [may] exacerbate women’s reluctance to put themselves forward as candidates” 

(Lawless 2009, 75). Recent and prominent losses, such as those suffered by the likes of Hillary 

Rodham Clinton or Canadian leadership contestants like Niki Ashton, an unsuccessful candidate 

in the 2016 NDP leadership race and an outspoken proponent of women’s rights, or Lisa Raitt, an 

unsuccessful candidate in the 2017 Conservative Party of Canada leadership race, and those longer 

ago including Sheila Copps’s leadership runs (Copps 1986, chap. 5) and Kim Campbell’s short 

tenure and devastating loss as Prime Minister, may increase women’s perceptions that politics is 

not a viable option for them. Although there have been some significant wins in recent years as 

well, the attention paid to prominent losses may stay with those considering their own potential 

candidacies. 

 The treatment of women across jurisdictions and the political spectrum may have an even 

more severe effect. Instances of misogyny and harassment have been well-publicized, and have 

continued in spite of the perception that society on the whole is becoming more progressive and 
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equal. Women from all parties have complained about the insults they receive while on the floor 

of the House of Commons during Question Period, including when Sheila Copps was called 

“baby” by one opposition MP (Copps 1986, p. 169) and may have been called “slut” by another 

(Lipad 1991) during House of Commons debates and when Belinda Stronach was called a “dog” 

following her decision to cross the floor in 2006 (CBC 2006).  

 In the era of social media, all politicians face around-the-clock potential for public and 

private attacks, however the attacks on women tend to be more violent, more personal, and more 

persistent. Cathy Bennett, the former Minister of Finance in Newfoundland and Labrador, stepped 

down after receiving emails and social media messages containing, among other things, messages 

encouraging her to kill herself. A man was convicted of criminal harassment and uttering threats 

after using twitter to send abusive messages to Conservative MP Michelle Rempel. Women of 

colour and LGBTQ2 women face even worse attacks. For example, Liberal MP Selma Zahid, was 

verbally attacked by a fellow MP for choosing to wear a headscarf while recovering from cancer 

treatment (CityNews. Massa 2018). Similarly, Joanne Bernard, Nova Scotia’s former Minister of 

Community Services, was frequently the target of hateful attacks tied to her public identification 

as a lesbian. (CBC 2017) 

 These attacks are often gendered, and may be tied to persistent stereotypes about women 

in public life – that they are unintelligent or underqualified (as suggested by the use of the term 

“Climate Change Barbie” to describe Environment and Climate Change Minister Catherine 

McKenna) (Maclean’s. Panetta and Rabson 2017), or tied to threats of physical or sexual violence 

against MPs or their families. With the prominence of violence against women that continues 

within our society, and particularly in light of physical attacks against politicians including the 
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murder of UK MP Jo Cox, these threats may be a real barrier to women choosing to run for office, 

or to re-offer as incumbents (Canada. FEWO-108 2018).  

 Both long-term social change and immediate responses may help to mitigate the 

viciousness and impact of such attacks. Strong mentorship, as will be discussed later, may promote 

safe spaces for women to discuss their experiences and learn from the coping mechanisms of 

women who have been through similar experiences (Canada. FEWO-108 2018). An increase in 

the number of women in a legislature may help to temper the types of attacks that occur within the 

workplace, while the normalization of women in politics may help to make women seem like less 

of an anomaly, and therefore public target, within the political world. These will not address all 

the barriers women may face, however they may be starting points in supporting women and 

convincing them to consider running for office in the first place.  
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4) Getting women to the starting line – Canadian initiatives 
  
 When considering initiatives aimed at increasing the number of women running for, and 

being elected to, public office, the most prominent organizations are those based in the United 

States. EMILY’s List (standing for Early Money Is Like Yeast, referring to the importance of early 

funding for the “rising” of a candidate) is perhaps the best-known of such organizations, founded 

in the wake of the Clarence Thomas hearings to support pro-choice Democratic women. PACs 

(Political Action Committees) like EMILY’s List, including the Republican Susan B. Anthony 

List and the non-partisan Barbara Lee Family Foundation and the Women’s Campaign Fund, are 

widespread across the United States, due in no small part to the central role campaign fundraising 

plays in the American political system. Given the centrality of campaign finance in the American 

system, PACs and training initiatives exist to promote and support the campaigns of diverse 

communities, whether they are young women (She Should Run), black women (The Collective), 

or any special interest group. Significant funds and time have been devoted to creating a political 

machine to ensure potential candidates are trained, funded, and well-advertised in their campaigns. 

 The Canadian political training and funding system, however, is notably different from that 

of the United States. Canadian corporations are forbidden from donating money to political 

campaigns and parties at the federal level, and individual donation limits are relatively low in 

Canada, limiting the amount of money being spent on campaigns. That, combined with the reduced 

role finance plays in most nomination races, means that training, networking, mentorship, and 

other such supports are the most common approaches to providing support to political candidates 

and potential candidates. This section will explore both the theory of the effectiveness of different 

types of initiatives aimed at supporting underrepresented groups, and women specifically, running 

for office and the types of initiatives that are currently at play within the Canadian system.  
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Theory 

 Outside of the theories regarding bias – whether implicit or explicit – among both the 

electorate and party bodies responsible for conducting nomination processes, the majority of 

theoretical approaches to increasing the number of women running for office are based around 

either increasing the supply of women running for office or working to create a demand for more 

woman politicians. Among those aimed at supply, many of the theories around support aim to 

reach potential candidates as individuals and improve their individual chance at success within the 

electoral process, whereas those aimed at demand usually focus on political parties and policies 

that guide their nomination processes. 

 

The intersection of supply and demand – candidate recruitment 

 Recruiting potential candidates, one of the most fundamental aspects of increasing the 

supply of female candidates, however, is one component of increasing the number of women 

running for office that can often be best addressed at a systemic level, either through party 

initiatives or broader guidelines and/or regulations around nominations and elections. As 

previously discussed, women are, in general, less likely than men to see themselves as potential 

candidates or politicians, and women may need more support from those around them in order to 

put their name forward in a nomination. The candidate emergence process and the differences in 

the process between men and women, as theorized by Lawless and Fox, likely plays a significant 

role in a reduced supply of women running for office (Lawless and Fox 2010, 35).  

As Lawless and Fox discuss, the candidate emergence process is, on the whole, different 

between men and women, with significant differences particularly evident at the earliest stages of 

the process. Due in part to differences in gender socialization between men and women, including 
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different attitudes around the acceptability of ambition and confidence between the two genders, 

women may be less likely (or take longer) to consider a candidacy and ultimately enter a race 

(Lawless and Fox 2010, 36). Not only are women less likely to decide that they want to hold office 

at some point, they are also more likely to make the decision to run only under favourable 

circumstances, with suggestion or prodding from others involved in the process (Lawless and Fox, 

2010, 36). In their survey examining political ambition, Lawless and Fox identified a gender gap 

in political ambition – in spite of having similar levels of political engagement and education, 59 

percent of men responded that they had or were considering running for office, while only 43 

percent of women said the same (Lawless and Fox 2010, 51). Men were also at least 50 percent 

more likely than women to have taken concrete steps to run (including placing their name on a 

ballot or discussed running with potential donors or party leaders), and “20 percent of the men, 

compared to 15 percent of the women, who considered running for office actually chose to seek 

an elective position” (Lawless and Fox 2010, 55). Although this study was conducted in the United 

States, it quantifies a trend that has been similarly observed within the Canadian system – men are 

more likely than women to consider running for office and to see themselves as a potential elected 

official (Anderson and Coletto 2014).  

This means that in order for more women to be elected to public office, more needs to be 

done to help women see themselves as potential candidates and to make the decision to put their 

name on a ballot. This is something that can be done by political parties and non-partisan (or multi-

partisan) organizations alike. In the United States, women’s organizations play an “important role 

in mitigating the gender gap in political recruitment” – “an eligible candidate who has contact with 

a women’s organization is more than 34 percentage points more likely to be recruited to run for 

office by an electoral gatekeeper” (Lawless and Fox 2010, 105). 
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This same research demonstrated that being encouraged or recruited to run by party or 

electoral officials has the potential to affect the candidate emergence process, and in particular the 

decision to take the decision to put one’s name on a ballot. In the American representative group 

studied by Lawless and Fox, “women who have not been recruited by a gatekeeper have only a 

0.22 likelihood of considering a run for office. Women who receive support have a 0.59 

probability” (Lawless and Fox 2010, 110). Although likely not an exact representation of the effect 

of political recruitment within the Canadian context, both this and the effect of contact with 

women’s organizations suggests that the act of identifying candidates and communicating the 

possibility of a candidacy has the potential to increase the number of women running for office 

overall. In the Canadian context, men surveyed by Dr. William Cross “were 40% more likely [than 

women] to say that federal office was the next logical step in their political career, and on average, 

to have decided to pursue a life in politics at a considerably younger age than female candidates” 

(Cross, FEWO, 1640). His evidence suggests that, like their American counterparts, the impact of 

political recruitment is “considerably more important for female candidates” than for men 

(Canada. FEWO-108 2018). When paired with the statistics suggesting that women are elected at 

similar rates to men once nominated, increased and improved recruitment could move toward 

closing the gender gap in Canadian politics. 

What then are specific initiative activities that can help improve the recruitment of women 

to run for office? In addition to a body of research in both Canada and the United States, testimony 

presented to the House of Commons Standing Committee on the Status of Women (FEWO) as 

part of a Committee study examining Barriers Facing Women in Politics provides insight from 

both former candidates and academics working in the field. This same question will also be further 



 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 32 

examined in section five’s look at this paper’s survey of nomination candidates in Canada’s 42nd 

general election. 

 

Recruitment 

As Lawless and Fox imply, identifying potential female candidates and suggesting that 

they run may be one of the most fundamental ways to encourage more women to run for office. 

Given that women are less likely to consider running in the first place (Lawless and Fox), it follows 

logically that asking women to run can be one of the first steps to making her consider the option 

and to encouraging her that she has an existing support base. As William Cross testified to FEWO, 

“women who actually run are less likely to see themselves as being self-starters […] They want to 

be recruited in” (Canada. FEWO-108 2018). 

This, of course, requires that parties make a concerted effort in recruitment to ensure that 

women and underrepresented groups actually are being encouraged to run. Party gatekeepers, 

whether they be at the national or local level, are likely to recruit potential candidates from within 

their own networks, whether those are political, professional, or social networks. Party EDAs that 

have women in leadership positions are more likely to nominate female candidates, presumably 

due to a combination of women being more likely to have women within their networks and the 

perception that a female-led EDA is more likely to be supportive of a female candidate. Indeed, in 

2015, when half or more of EDA executive members were female, 62% of EDAs had a female 

nomination contestant (across all political parties). The reality, however, is that three-quarters of 

EDA presidents in Canada are male, and approximately 6 in 10 party members are as well, meaning 

it will take a similar effort to increase internal female leadership as it continues to take to increase 

the number of women nominated and running overall (Canada. FEWO-108 2018). 
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Quotas and Targets 

Following Justin Trudeau’s public announcement that his Cabinet would “look like 

Canadians”, including maintaining gender parity, discussions around the role and effectiveness of 

quotas have dominated discussions of underrepresentation within politics in Canada. For those 

who believe that the continued underrepresentation of women is due to a lack of demand for female 

candidates and elected officials, a quota or incentive approach is key to changing the gender 

makeup of our legislatures. Whether a carrot or a stick, such initiatives have to change the 

behaviour of political parties, either from inside or through an external approach that could impact 

multiple parties’ approaches to gender and nominations. 

Externally, legislatures could establish either quotas or incentives to force the hands of all 

parties. A quota would represent a “stick” approach to changing the gendered makeup of electoral 

slates, imposing penalties (most often suggested as financial penalties, but could include 

preventing parties from participating in future elections as is done in Belgium when parties fail to 

provide gender balanced electoral lists) (IDEA) on parties that fail to nominate women in 40-50% 

of ridings in which they run candidates. Such punishment-based attempts to increase representation 

in politics are already in place in other jurisdictions. This approach was also suggested, and 

defeated, under 2016’s Bill C-237, a private member’s bill introduced by MP Kennedy Stewart, 

under which the Elections Canada reimbursement of campaign expenses would decrease from the 

current 50% for parties that fail to nominate women in at least 45% of ridings (Maclean’s. 

Proudfoot 2016).  

Stewart’s idea could, with minor adjustments, also be presented as an incentive system 

rather than a penalty system. In New Brunswick, a 2017 change to electoral finance laws mandated 

that the province’s per-vote subsidies would be 1.5 percent higher for votes cast for female 
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candidates. This incentivizes parties to run more women in general, but also to run women in more 

competitive ridings, as they are likely to receive a higher number of votes in those ridings and 

therefore would benefit more financially from those candidates (CBC. Poitras 2017). In New 

Brunswick’s September 2018 election, this was correlated with an increase in the number of 

women running (up to 38.6% of candidates from 2014’s 32.2%) and elected (11 MLAs, or 22% of 

the legislature, up from 8, or 16% in 2014), however the candidate list remained below gender 

parity (CBC. Fraser 2018 and CBC. Ibrahim 2018). A single election is, of course, too little and 

too early to determine whether the initiative has had the desired impact. However, it is certainly 

an encouraging result. 

Parties can also set quotas or targets internally although such targets are often met with 

mixed views at the party level. Where the national or regional party bodies are seen as “interfering” 

in the EDA’s nomination process, whether by promoting a particular candidate or by-passing the 

open nomination system entirely, there is often a perception that this interference is 

“undemocratic” and that the female candidates who ultimately run under the party banner did not 

gain their nomination through “merit” (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 61). While the electorate may 

not be explicitly sexist in that women are not less likely to be elected once nominated, there 

remains threads of systemic sexism in many attempts to increase the number of women running 

for office. As Trimble and Arscott point out,  

The negative response to the appointment of women candidates reveals a presumption that 
the over-representation of men, assisted by a nomination process that favours them, is 
democratic and fair while any effort to increase the representation of women constitutes 
“special treatment”. (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 61) 
 

Between these perceptions, the defeat of Bill C-237 in the House of Commons, and the lukewarm 

results of New Brunswick’s changes in electoral finance laws, it is clear that a single target or 
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initiative change cannot singlehandedly change the number of women being nominated to run for 

office. 

 

Election policies 

 For many who study the supply side of the underrepresentation of women in politics, the 

electoral process itself has the potential to pose barriers to women choosing to run for office. In 

the 2015 federal election, nomination contests that occurred earlier before the writ were more 

likely to have at least one female contestant, as were longer nomination contests. This correlation 

could be due to the additional time this would give female candidates to organize their personal 

lives and responsibilities, may have created the perception of a more even playing field among the 

nomination contestants, and may have created the perception of more time to build support and 

finances in advance of the nomination itself (Canada. FEWO-108 2018). 

 Similarly, fixed date elections are correlated with an increase in the number of women 

contesting nominations. As a Lisa Murphy of the P.E.I. Advisory Council on the Status of Women 

commented prior to the province’s 2007 adoption of fixed election dates, “To be free to campaign, 

women often need to make arrangements not only around their paid work, but also around their 

unpaid work, such as child care or elder care. Knowing an election date in advance allows them to 

make these plans” (Campbell 2018). This is based on the understanding that the unpaid and care 

responsibilities that are most likely to fall to women, including childcare and household 

responsibilities, are more difficult to put on hold when snap elections are called or when 

nominations precede an election period of unknown length. 

 

 



 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 36 

Financial support for female candidates 

 Women running in nominations tend to spend more on said nomination than their male 

counterparts (Thomas, pp. 228), and over the course of an entire election, women tend to either 

raise less money overall or raise the majority of their campaign funds through a greater number of 

smaller individual donations, as opposed to the male tendency to raise campaign funds through 

fewer, but larger, donations (Lawless and Fox 2010). Clearly, then, finances have some impact on 

a woman’s ability to run as successfully as her male counterparts. 

 Because US-style PACs are illegal in Canada how can financial support for woman 

candidates be a targeted initiative to increase the number of women running for office? For one 

thing, political parties have more flexibility in how they choose to direct funds during and leading 

up to campaigns. By creating funds specifically earmarked to support campaigns of women 

candidates, and promoting them as a donation option to party donors, parties can hold themselves 

accountable to supporting women running for office. And in much the same way as offering 

support to female candidates sends a message about the party’s openness to woman candidates, 

supporting and promoting a woman-specific fund may make potential candidates feel that their 

candidacy would have the potential to succeed. 

 In the non-partisan realm, Canadian options are more limited. In terms of providing 

financial support, the primary option for civil society is to run awareness events and highlight the 

female candidates during their runs for office. But electoral finance policies hold the potential to 

impact the gendered financial divide in campaigns. Bill C-76, introduced in April 2018, includes 

measures to allow “candidates to use their own funds, in addition to campaign funds, to pay for 

disability-related expenses, childcare expenses, or other relevant home- or healthcare related 

expenses”, and increases “the reimbursement rate to 90% for expenses in the aforementioned 
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categories” (Government of Canada 2018). Given that the burden of care falls more heavily on 

women, if passed this bill will help set the groundwork to allow women to have the support they 

need in taking time away from home responsibilities in order to campaign while running for office. 

What this bill does not cover, however, is the nomination period, and increasing the availability of 

care options, in particular childcare, could have a significant impact on women’s ability to run for 

and succeed in a nomination. 

 

Overall support for women who decide to run 

In addition to supports to help women come to the decision to run for office and policies 

to increase the likelihood of women being able to mount a competitive campaign, the availability 

of supports and training as women run for office may have significant impact on whether women 

feel they will be able to mount a successful campaign for office. If, as is often suggested, you 

“have to see it to be it”, then having access to training and networking and mentorship 

opportunities seems to help women feel supported and confident enough to put their names 

forward and continue a run through some of the more difficult points in a campaign. As Rosie 

Campbell of the University of London describes to the Standing Committee on the Status of 

Women, “there’s increasing and very convincing evidence of a role model effect […] when women 

see more women involved in politics, a new generation of women is more likely to come through, 

so you can create a virtuous circle” (Canada. FEWO-108 2018). 

For one thing, networking and mentorship, whether partisan or not, gives potential and 

current candidates the opportunity to learn from the experiences of those who have been there 

before. Women may be encouraged by the successes of current or former MPs with whom 

networks give them the opportunity to meet, and women may be able to get advice on dealing with 
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systemic barriers of running as a woman, from sexist media approaches to their campaigns to the 

childcare and family challenges resulting from the time required to mount a campaign (Canada. 

FEWO-107 2018).  

The networks can exist as standalone bodies, or may result from political training programs 

(both party-run and civil society-run). When training bring together women who are interested in 

running for office, or are already doing so, they create networks of women experiencing similar 

challenges at the same time who are able to share their tactics and feel a sense of support and 

camaraderie throughout a campaign, a period which can become very isolating as a candidate 

(Canada. FEWO-109 2018). 

Training also serves to prepare potential candidates for the realities of campaigns. Given 

the fact that women are less engaged in politics than men (Thomas 2013, 219-20), this may be key 

to building the confidence and abilities of women to run a campaign. They teach the skills of 

campaigning, and may help prepare candidates for the more foreign aspects of campaigning, 

including fundraising and preparing a sort of “stump speech” to be used when introducing oneself 

to voters. And given the “confidence gap” between women and men (Thomas 2013, 220), 

providing both training and the examples of mentorship and networking may help to convince 

women that not only could they be a candidate, but that they could be successful in doing so. 

 

Canadian attempts to get more women elected to public office 

 Having considered the types of initiatives that could benefit women running for office, it 

is worth taking the time to examine what is currently being done on the Canadian political scene 

to encourage and support women running for office. Compared to the types of initiatives present 

in the United States, there is relatively little being done in Canada with the specific target of 
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increasing the number of women running for public office. But what is perhaps most interesting 

in the Canadian context is the variety in types of initiatives and the differences between what 

individual groups, and particularly political parties, are or are not doing to increase the number of 

women running. 

 

Partisan approaches 

 The three major political parties in Canada (CPC, LPC, and NDP)1 all take different 

approaches to promoting women running for office, and all have different levels of gender 

representation among both their caucuses and electoral slates. Although the approaches of each 

party have shifted over the course of time, and although these historical shifts may have had an 

impact on the affiliation women feel to each party, for the purpose of this paper their policies and 

initiatives leading up to the 2015 federal election will be the focus. 

 Both the Liberal Party and the NDP have made concerted efforts in recent elections to 

increase the number of women running for office. Both have a women’s commission with seats on 

their national boards, both have funds dedicated to supporting woman candidates (the Judy 

LaMarsh and Agnes MacPhail funds, respectively), and both run internal campaign training 

programs for women running as their candidates. How they increase the number of women on their 

slates, however, differs. 

The Liberal Party has established a goal of running 33% female candidates in a general 

election. In the 2015 campaign, part of achieving that goal was instituting an “Invite Her to Run” 

                                                
1 Here, major political party refers to a party that holds more than one seat in the House of 
Commons and that runs candidates across Canada, thereby excluding the Green Party and the 
Bloc Quebecois.  
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campaign, based around the tagline “Add Women Change Politics”. Through this campaign they 

encouraged (and offered pre-made graphics and messaging to do so) party members to “invite” 

women they know to run in a nomination. (Liberal Party of Canada 2018) 

 The NDP’s 2015 campaign looked a little different, as the party has an “equity seeking” 

policy in nominations. With the intention of fielding a representative and diverse slate of 

candidates, the NDP requires that when a man retires from an NDP-held seat, their “replacement” 

must be a woman or an “equity-seeking” man, including members of visible minority groups, 

persons with disabilities, or people who identify as LGBTQ2 (Postmedia. Smith 2018). Looking 

to the 43rd election, current MP and former NDP leadership contender Niki Ashton has also 

launched a campaign school for “women, femmes and non-binary candidates” called Our 

Movement. The initiative is being funded by the NDP and will cater primarily to potential NDP 

candidates, however non-NDP members who show interest in participating in the program will not 

be prevented from doing so (National Post. Smith 2018). 

  The Conservative Party of Canada takes a distinctly different approach to women in 

politics. They have no dedicated women’s organization, no woman-focused fundraising campaign, 

and no rules around representation within slates. Many prominent female MPs and party members 

have expressed their support for ensuring that all appointments and nominations are “merit-based”, 

with the either explicit or implicit meaning that people should not be promoted or supported by 

virtue of part of their identity. Within the current policy framework of the CPC, there is also 

significant focus placed on “free speech”, including reinforcing the idea that women who do not 

support the more progressive issues traditionally seen as “women’s issues” should also be 

encouraged to run. With that said, former Conservative MP and interim leader Rona Ambrose and 

Laureen Harper, wife of former Conservative Prime Minister Stephen Harper, announced their 
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support for the “She Leads Foundation”, an organization aiming to support conservative women 

running for office, in July 2018 (Globe and Mail. Cryderman 2018). As of the writing of this paper, 

however, there was no official web presence for the organization, so initiatives that will come out 

of the initiative and their potential impact are not yet clear. 

 Although all parties are increasing the number of women both running for and elected to 

office under their banners, there are marked differences in the outcomes of their initiatives. On 

Election Day 2015, 43 percent of NDP candidates were women (meaning 145 candidates), 31 

percent of Liberal candidates were women (104 candidates), and 20 percent of Conservative 

candidates (67 candidates) were women. Sitting in the House of Commons following the election, 

18 of the NDP’s 43 MPs were women (42%), 53 of the Liberals’ 188 MPs were women (28%), 

and 20 of the Conservatives’ 105 MPs were women (19%) (Parliament of Canada). All three 

parties saw women elected at similar rates to the number of women nominated, although the 

Liberals underperformed slightly, suggesting there may have been cases where women were not 

nominated in ridings in which the Liberals were competitive. 

 

Civil Society 

 On the civil society front, Equal Voice, founded in 2001, dominates the political gender 

equality field in Canada. They have provincial and territorial chapters, and run programming 

focused around their motto “Be Her. Support Her. Celebrate Her”. They host events across the 

country focused on training women for political engagement (both as candidates and volunteers), 

run speaker series attempting to normalize women in leadership positions, publish research and 

op-eds on gender inequality in politics, and have an online campaign school available to self-

identifying interested individuals. 



 
Major Research Paper   Helen Hanbidge 
Graduate School of Public and International Affairs  
 

 42 

 In preparation for the 2019 federal election, Equal Voice has overhauled much of its 

programming. They received funding from Status of Women Canada in 2018 to support their 

Daughters of the Vote initiative, sponsoring young women to represent their federal ridings in a 

weeklong conference on civic engagement. This funding was provided to support Equal Voice in 

their work to “empower the next generation of women leaders, and increase women's participation 

in politics with a view to creating more gender-balanced governments” (Status of Women Canada 

2018). At an event to launch their 2019 campaign, Equal Voice announced a number of updates to 

their website, the creation of a chat bot to connect interested volunteers and supporters with the 

campaigns of women in their areas, and an improved “Getting to the Gate” pre-election training 

and guidebook available through the Equal Voice website.2 

 While Equal Voice is the only national-level organization operating across the country, 

local organizations and sub-groups of broader organizations are also working to increase the 

number of women running for office in Canada. As part of their mandate to make sure women’s 

issues become part of governments’ plans and increase gender equality, provincial advisory 

councils on the Status of Women, funded primarily by provincial governments, run a variety of 

campaign schools for candidates running for all levels of government. These training programs 

providing candidates opportunities to form a network of likeminded women and learn from the 

experiences of women who have run previously, in an atmosphere separate from partisan 

ideologies and tactics. The Canadian Women’s Foundation and various branches of the YWCA 

have similarly offered training and networking opportunities for female candidates, and groups 

like the Federation of Canadian Municipalities and Ask Her YYC (in Calgary, Alberta), run 

                                                
2 This event was attended by the paper author and operated under the Chatham House Rule of 
attribution. 
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training programs for potential municipal candidates. If the idea of “political pipelines” holds true, 

then many potential federal candidates may get their start running at or being elected to local or 

provincial office, meaning that the training available at different levels of government may 

ultimately impact the number of women running for office at the federal level in Canada.  

 As illustrated by the many types of supports that seek to help women succeed in running 

for office, in the number of avenues through which these supports can manifest (whether those are 

political parties, civil society organizations, or government-wide legislation), and in whether they 

are seeking to address the supply of women running or demand for women to run, there is not a 

single silver bullet that can resolve the underrepresentation of women elected to office in Canada. 

All the aforementioned initiatives have a role to play, and the approaches and initiatives existing 

in Canada all seek to address the barriers explored in section 2. But are the Canadian initiatives 

succeeding in addressing the most pressing barriers faced by women running for office in Canada? 

The following section will consider the experiences of female candidates in Canada’s 42nd General 

Election (the 2015 federal election), and evaluate whether that which is being done currently is 

successfully reaching candidates and addressing their needs.  
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5) Survey and Discussion 
 
 The previous sections have explored the theories seeking to explain the continued 

underrepresentation of women in Canadian politics and the work being done at this point in time 

in the Canadian political landscape. But is this work reaching women who might be interested in 

running for office? Are Canadian women aware of the initiatives that currently exist, are they 

participating in the initiatives, and do they feel that the initiatives have any impact on their ability 

or perception of ability to run for office? 

 Clearly, any research examining the effectiveness of such initiatives involves a degree of 

participant bias, and no causal link can be explicitly drawn between the work of initiatives and the 

success of its participants. Bearing in mind the breadth of research in the field and the focus in 

Canadian research on first-person accounts of the general election process, rather than 

nominations, there is value in considering the experiences of Canadian women who have run in a 

nomination and, most importantly, the barriers they felt did or did not impact their own campaigns. 

Taking the 2015 Canadian federal election as a case study, this section will examine the 

experiences of women who ran in a nomination in that cycle. 

   

Analyzing responses 

 Although the survey sampling methods were not done in such a way as to produce a 

representative sample, the makeup of the response group mirrored the actual makeup of the 

Canadian female political body in a number of ways. As is broken down in the following charts, 

the proportion of respondents from each of the three major parties is similar to the proportion of 

women who ran under each party banner in the 2015 election. Similarly, the lack of diversity in 

the group of women who responded is similar to the lack of diversity that exists among women 
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elected to public office in Canada. While this sample is by no means representative of candidates 

for public office in Canada on the whole, it is worth noting that the responses of the women 

surveyed may reflect similar experiences and opinions to those of the broader population of women 

in the Canadian political realm (outside Quebec).  

Figure 1. Party representation among respondents 
Political party Proportion of 

respondents 
Proportion of 
2015 candidates 

Proportion of party 
caucus post-
election 

Conservative Party of Canada 15.91% 20% 19% 
Liberal Party of Canada 31.82% 31% 28% 
New Democratic Party of Canada 50% 43% 42% 

 
Figure 2. Diversity among respondents 

Self-identification Proportion of 
respondents 

Proportion of Female 
MPs post-election 

Proportion of MPs 
post-election 

LGBTQ2+ 6.38% 1.14% 1.78% 
First Nations, Indigenous, or 
Métis 6.38% 3.41% 0.89% 

Visible Minority 4.26% 17% 14% 
Disabled3 4.26% 2.27% 0.88% 

 
 
Barriers faced by respondents 
 First and foremost, it is important to consider how the barriers theorized in academia align 

with the barriers with which respondents felt they had to contend during their campaigns. Were 

there to be barriers that are emphasized in the field that were not perceived as playing a 

predominant role in respondents’ experiences, or vice versa, this would suggest that there may be 

a disconnect within the research that may be informing the work of political parties, policy makers, 

and civil society. By examining the responses of the women surveyed and comparing them to the 

                                                
3 It should be noted that the survey allowed respondents to self-identify as a member of any of 
the listed identity groups, including disabled, meaning that some respondents could be 
identifying as having a physical and/or intellectual disability, whereas only physical disabilities 
can be confirmed through public record for sitting MPs. 
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barriers outlined in section 2, we determined that perceptions, at least, did not always align with 

research in the field. 

 Addressing sexism first, many of the women surveyed felt they faced sexism, either 

explicitly or implicitly, during their run for office. Nearly 68% of respondents felt that they were 

treated differently, by the media, by their opponents, by the electorate, or by their party, than men 

running for office, and 55.526% of respondents felt that women are treated unfairly compared with 

how men are treated when running for office. When given the opportunity to comment, 

respondents pointed to both explicit and implicit bias from all sides, with one respondent saying 

that the media mistook her husband for the candidate at a public forum, and many relayed 

experiences of being asked about who would be caring for their children and how they would 

“manage it all”, pointing to gendered approaches to their candidacy. Although explicit bias, 

particularly from the media and voters, was experienced by respondents, many of their written 

comments reflect Sylvia Bashevkin’s “discomfort equation”, with one respondent commenting 

“there was too much focus on gender rather than the qualifications (knowledge, passion, expertise) 

of the candidate”. Perceived sexism, then, is impacting Canadian women’s campaign experiences. 

 A second barrier often discussed is the so-called pipeline theory. Although respondents 

were not asked about their professional backgrounds, they were asked questions about their 

political experiences. These responses allow us to examine the degree to which political experience 

and being elected at other levels of government creates a sort of political pipeline. Research has 

suggested that women were previously more likely to build their political capital through work at 

other levels of elected office (Tremblay and Trimble 2004, 107), and that women may have less 

overall political experience than men (Thomas 2013, 226). Survey respondents, however, indicated 

a significant amount of political experience prior to the 2015 campaign: although 51.11% ran for 
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the first time in 2015, 31.1% of respondents had run for or been elected to a different level of 

political office in Canada, and 40% of respondents had been involved in politics for ten or more 

years prior to running in the 2015 campaign. And as demonstrated in Figure 3, the majority of 

respondents had been involved in politics in some way prior to running. This does not necessarily 

support with arguments against the pipeline theory, but does suggest that the types of women who 

get to the point of actually putting their name on a ballot tend to come to their campaigns with 

significant political experience, as discussed by Tremblay and Trimble. 

Figure 3. Respondents’ political experience 
Type of political experience Proportion of respondents 

with experience 
Campaign volunteer 78.57% 
Member of party EDA or Campus Association 59.52% 
Member of party executive or board, or party commission executive or 
board 35.71% 

Employed by a provincial/territorial representative 7.14% 
Employed by a political party or MP in a constituency role 11.9% 
Employed by a political party or MP on Parliament Hill 7.14% 
Previously elected at another level of government 23.81% 
Student Politics involvement 33.33% 
Previously elected or incumbent MP 2.38% 

  
 Finally, although some respondents discussed the positive impact of their parties’ policies 

around female recruitment (discussed in the next section), many also felt that party gatekeeping 

affected the success of their campaigns. When given an opportunity to comment on what they felt 

were the greatest barriers in their campaigns, seven of the 35 women who chose to answer pointed 

to issues with the party, including a lack of support from their EDAs, “insider party politics” in 

their nominations, a sense of an “old boys club” and even one response relating to barriers put in 

place by their party. In commenting that she was not the candidate preferred by her EDA, one 

respondent explained that her campaign received poorly formatted membership data and her EDA 

“lost” “batches of memberships sold by [herself]”. Although these barriers are not all inherently 
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related to the candidates’ gender, their presence in the experiences of so many women suggests 

that the parties continue to exert significant gatekeeping control over the nomination process, as 

research suggests. 

 

Training and Recruitment 

 In addition to better understanding the barriers encountered by women in the Canadian 

political system, survey responses provided insight into the role training and recruitment 

campaigns played (or did not play) in respondents’ candidate experiences. Respondents were asked 

a series of questions about their knowledge of candidate training programs, the type of knowledge 

they were interested in gaining through training, barriers they encountered to participate in 

training, and the impact recruitment had or did not have on their decision to run. These responses 

prove informative in terms of the impact and accessibility of initiatives aiming to support women 

running for office in Canada. 

 In terms of engagement in training programs, many of the respondents did not engage in 

any kind of training during the 2015 campaign – only 15% of respondents participated in non-

partisan training and only 43.9% participated in party-organized training. Even more, only 50% of 

respondents felt that they were able to find training or candidate preparation programs suited to 

their needs and identity/identities. There were a number of barriers respondents felt they faced in 

attempting to participate in training programs, with timing of training (40.74%), travel burden 

(40.74%), and financial barriers (33.33%) topping the list, however a repeated barrier was a lack 

of awareness of training targeted to them. Although most respondents were familiar with the major 

non-partisan training programs, with 76.5% indicating they had heard of Equal Voice and 55.9% 

indicating they had heard of Status of Women, 10 respondents commented that they were either 
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unaware of or unable to find appropriate sessions available to them at the time they would have 

required training. It is clear, then, that the training available to potential candidates is not reaching 

many of the women interested in running for office, regardless of whether the training itself is 

effective.  

 Part of that may be due to a disconnect between what women want to learn more about and 

what they felt training programs are able to offer them. As indicated in Figure 4, some of the 

aspects of running for office they would have most liked to have learned about were also the ones 

they felt non-partisan training was ineffective at delivering. Support in mentorship, specific skills, 

and knowledge of the parliamentary system were perceived by respondents as being the least 

effectively covered topics in non-partisan training. Older respondents also often felt that these 

initiatives were either explicitly or implicitly geared toward younger candidates, and that they were 

not as welcome as their younger counterparts. Respondents also indicated that party-run training 

was overall the most effective at preparing them for their campaigns – 44.83% and 37.93% of 

respondents felt that general party training and party training for women, respectively, were the 

most beneficial to address their needs as candidates. 

Figure 4. Candidates’ views on the non-partisan training 
Subject Proportion of 

respondents who 
wanted to learn 

Proportion of 
respondents who felt 
training were effective 
at delivering 

Proportion of 
respondents who felt 
training were 
ineffective at delivering 

First steps to running 46.15% 31.25% 17.65% 
Fundraising 23.08% 37.5% 11.76% 
Mentorship 38.46% 31.25% 41.18% 
Specific skills (e.g. 
debate, etc.) 38.46% 12.5% 29.41% 

Knowledge of 
parliamentary system 38.46% 18.75% 23.53% 

Networking  38.46% 37.5% 17.65% 
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 As previously discussed, research in the field has suggested that recruitment may be a 

major part of increasing the number of women running for and getting elected to public office. 

Survey responses seemed to support this – although only 56.76% of respondents felt they were 

recruited by their party to run, over 84% of respondents felt they were asked or encouraged in 

some way to run for public office, with 68.42% of respondents indicating this encouragement came 

from members of their political parties. When asked to comment on the effect this encouragement 

(or lack thereof) had on their decision to run, half of those who responded indicated they would 

not have run for office had they not been asked, with some even commenting that they did not 

decide to run until they had been asked or encouraged multiple times. Some respondents who were 

not initially asked/encouraged to run commented that they did not realize at the time that not being 

asked was an indication of the EDA’s support for their candidacy.  

 The role played by recruitment varied between respondents from the three major parties 

(Figure 5). These responses suggest that the parties’ different approaches to recruiting female 

candidates had a significant impact on how candidates felt they had come to run in a nomination. 

NDP respondents overwhelmingly felt they had been both encouraged and recruited to run, 

suggesting the party’s affirmative action approach of seeking out underrepresented groups is 

having an impact. Liberal respondents, by contrast, were far less likely to feel they had been 

recruited by the party but a small majority felt they were encouraged to run, suggesting that their 

“Ask Her to Run” campaign did not lead to candidates feeling there was a notable party backing 

behind the encouragement they received to run for office. Finally, Conservative respondents were 

the least likely to have felt they were recruited or encouraged, suggesting their “candidate 

emergence” process may have differed from those of their counterparts in other parties.  
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Figure 5. Impact of recruitment broken down by party 
Question Conservative Party 

respondents 
Liberal Party 
respondents 

New Democratic Party 
respondents 

Encouraged to run by 
members of political 
party 

40% 53.85% 85% 

Felt recruited to run by 
their party 20% 33.33% 80% 

 
 

Overall Views 

 In addition to targeted questions about their experiences on the 2015 campaign, 

respondents were asked about their general views on women in politics, particularly on quotas and 

the role initiatives to get women nominated to run for office ought to play. The overwhelming 

majority of respondents (91.89%) felt initiatives to increase the number of women running for and 

elected to public office are needed, however when asked about quotas, respondents’ views varied. 

30% of respondents indicated supporting quotas, 16% were opposed, and 21% supported alternate 

targets to increase the number of women running. Perhaps surprisingly due to the assumptions that 

more conservative politicians may be less likely to support affirmative action-type initiatives, these 

responses transcended party lines – the majority of all parties’ respondents indicated supporting 

initiatives, and opinions on quotas varied within each party’s respondents. This may indicate that 

the political rhetoric on such topics is not entirely reflective of grassroots feelings on the topics, or 

that the voices of some women are not informing party policies on the topic.  

 Although most questions and responses in the survey focused on training programs and 

parties’ roles in supporting and encouraging candidates, when asked what changes they felt might 

make it easier for women to run, a minority of respondents indicated that clearer and longer 

timelines would make it easier for women to plan their campaigns. Several respondents also 

suggested that decreasing the paperwork burden and increasing the clarity of publicly-available 
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information on nominations and running for office would help woman candidates. That former 

candidates commented on the impact of systemic barriers as well as partisan barriers and overt 

sexism indicates that the role of formal structures may be an area for future study in the gender 

politics field. 
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6) Conclusion 

 It is undeniable that women continue to be underrepresented within the Canadian system. 

Although the number of women running for and elected to public office, and in particular federal 

office, in Canada has increased, this increase has been gradual and outpaced by increases in female 

representation across the majority of professional fields. Given that it has been suggested that 

legislatures may run in a more cooperative or collegial way when more than 30% of legislators are 

women, that women and man may prioritize issues and effects differently, and that an increase the 

representation of women in a legislature may be a self-perpetuating cycle, it is concerning that the 

underrepresentation of women persists. 

 Addressing the underrepresentation of women requires understanding why women 

continue to run for and get elected to public office at lower rates, through examining both the 

barriers women face as candidates and the ways in which the experiences of male and female 

candidates differ. These barriers and experiences affect both the supply of women running for 

office, or the rate at which women self-select to actually put their names on a ballot, and the 

demand for female candidates and legislators from political parties and EDAs, the electorate, and 

the media. Although it certainly plays a role, it is not simple enough to say that gendered 

stereotypes and sexism have prevented the electorate from voting for female candidates, or women 

from having roles that would allow them to run for office. In order to address the barriers produced 

by these norms, it is important to dig deeper and consider how initiatives address the products of 

these beliefs. 

 In Canada, much of the attention to increasing the number of women running for office has 

been directed at increasing the recruitment of female candidates, providing training targeted to the 

needs of female candidates, providing financial support to female candidates, and making changes 
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to our electoral system that make it easier for women to run for office. Political parties, civil society 

organizations, and legislatures all have a role to play in these areas. Due to the necessity of a party 

nomination to run a competitive campaign in Canada, political parties are perhaps the most 

impactful partner and act as gatekeepers to the electoral process. Parties having the option to force 

an increase in their own “demand” for female candidates (through setting internal quotas, putting 

in place recruitment processes, and providing funding specifically for female candidates) and 

supporting an increase in the “supply” of women willing to run under their banner (through woman 

friendly policies and processes and running training and mentorship programs to help women feel 

more able to run). Canadian civil society organizations, particularly Equal Voice and Status of 

Women, have primarily targeted the “supply” of female candidates, running awareness and 

training initiatives to help women feel capable of running and advocating for public and party 

policies that make it easier for women to run and get elected. And although they can only indirectly 

impact parties’ policies or processes, legislatures have begun to make changes that may increase 

the number of women nominated in competitive ridings, either in providing financial incentives 

for parties that nominate higher proportions of women (as New Brunswick has done), or by 

introducing penalties for parties that fail to do so (as was suggested in Bill C-237). 

 Because there is not a direct causal relationship between any of these individual changes 

and the number of women nominated or elected through them, it is difficult to pinpoint the degree 

to which they are meeting their goals. By surveying women who ran in a nomination in Canada’s 

42nd General Election, however, we were able to better understand both the impacts of these 

programs and policies on their candidate experiences and the general views of women who have 

participated in Canadian elections. Many of the candidates’ experiences aligned with theories in 

the field – the majority of respondents felt they had encountered sexism and gendered bias in their 
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campaigns, many felt they had not been supported by their parties and EDAs throughout their 

campaigns, and many felt that recruitment was an integral part of their “candidate emergence” 

process. What was striking, however, was how few of the respondents had taken part in non-

partisan training programs, preferring the training initiatives run by their parties, and how many 

felt the training was ill-suited to their needs and worries as candidates. The majority of these 

women, who saw different levels of success in their campaigns and who ran for different parties, 

in different types of ridings across Canada, were not participating in a significant way in civil 

society organizations’ training programs. 

 What this clearly demonstrates is that there is a disconnect – although there are relatively 

few civil society training programs in Canada, those that do exist were not reaching many of this 

survey’s respondents during their candidate journeys. This does not mean that civil society is 

ineffective in the ultimate aim of working toward gender parity in politics – civil society formed a 

strong lobbying base in support of the 2016 legislative changes in New Brunswick and presented 

research to the Standing Committee on the Status of Women, and initiatives like Equal Voice’s 

Daughters of the Vote may, in the long term, be successful in encouraging more women to start 

thinking about running for office at a younger age. What this does suggest is that, in the context 

of the 2015 federal election, civil society training programs were not deciding factors in candidate 

emergence process for the women surveyed. And although parties are making a more concerted 

effort to increase the diversity of their candidate pools, including increasing the number of women 

running under their banners, many respondents felt that they were not adequately supported by 

their parties apart from the recruitment process. Respondents’ comments suggested that they 

encountered barriers to their own desire to run (supply) and to the support they felt from parties 

and voters when they did run (demand).  
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 This demonstrates that there is no simple response to the continued underrepresentation of 

women – parties are not yet doing enough to encourage or support more women in running for 

office, and women continue to face economic, social, and structural barriers when they do run. 

Particularly in light of the deep differences in each party’s approach to supporting women running 

for office, this points to a need for more external pressure on parties to change their approaches, 

with the New Brunswick provincial policy change in 2017 providing a model that has produced 

positive results in the first election in which the changes were in place. As the Canadian political 

system continues to shift toward “constant campaigning” and high advertising spending, any 

external force affecting the funding parties receive has significant political impact. By 

incentivizing both nominating women and running women in competitive ridings, external 

pressures modeled after that of New Brunswick (or similarly targeted legislation) may be able to 

overcome internal apathy within some political parties and EDAs that continues to limit the 

effectiveness of existing initiatives. 

By all accounts, from existing research in the field and the opinions of the women who 

responded to this survey, responsibility and the potential for change is most pronounced at the 

party level. As evidenced by the results of their different internal policies, change within the parties 

also has the potential to have an impact on the number of women running for and elected under 

each party’s banner. And as respondents’ comments suggest, how a party behaves can have a 

significant impact on an individual candidate’s experience and likelihood of even running in the 

first place. External pushes, including the advocacy of civil society organizations, have the 

potential to force parties’ hands, and civil society programming, whether it is networking, 

mentorship, or training, can complement the work being done by parties. But by and large, the 
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current system in Canada requires change on the part of political parties in order to see a shift in 

the underrepresentation of women in elected office.  
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Appendix 1: Survey Questionnaire
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Appendix 2: Survey Responses
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