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Abstract

Canadian politicians have long been tasked with how best to communicate with their
constituents, with new digital communications tools being utilised as they have become
available. Constituency communications as currently practised offers an alternative to and
exists in tension with the centralization of communications within parties, a centralization
that has come with the shift to a brand-focused, political marketing approach to political
communication. Such centralization complicates an MP's capacity to communicate with
constituents in a way aligned with the MP's own values and authenticity. In their constituency
communication, MPs already have an opportunity to deploy two-way symmetrical
communications methods and foster communicative rationality; moreover, such
communications offer part of the solution to the democratic deficit. Based on interviews with
MPs and office staff, as well as a survey of MPs across the federal parties, what emerges is a
draft of a potential new model for constituency communication, one thus to actualize the
potential already available in such MP-to-constituent contact at the riding level. This model,
the Constituency First Communications model, would among other benefits de-mystify the
role of the politician by making them more accessible to their constituents and less of a

“party-mouthpiece” who repeats talking points.
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Introduction

As communication methods have evolved and citizens consume news and media,
politicians have adapted to communicate with their constituents. The locally elected
politicians’ role in Canadian democracy is to give a voice to their constituents’ views and
reflect the values of the community (Loughlin, 2013). Further, Members of Parliament
(MPs) come from many differing backgrounds, with MPs representing the typical fields of
law and policy, but also originating in engineering, or health care and more—however few
come from the communications or digital communications area (Chan, 2014). In doing so,
many turn to both traditional and digital communications methods to reach their constituents;
however research into the best digital communication practices in Canadian politics has
mostly focussed on national campaigning (Small et al., 2014). In this respect, research into
the communication methods of Members of Parliament with their constituents outside of
traditional elections provides an opportunity to offer insights into how communication
advances have impacted the democratic process in Canada. Further, many do not know that
the Canadian democratic system functions as a series of local elections. The party that wins
the largest share of the ridings or seats is given the first chance at forming a government
(Kendall & Rekkas, 2012). Communication while in office is so important as incumbents in
these local elections have anywhere from a 9% to 11% higher probability of winning, despite
how the party might be polling (Kendall & Rekkas, 2012).

This research will examine the role of constituency communications—wherein
politicians begin to use digital communications tools to engage more holistically with their
communities— in the broader political communications landscape. Traditionally, MPs use
their social media for a range of activities, with a major focus on ensuring their messages are

in line with their parties' messaging, and responding to their political opponents. There does
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exist however a lack of research on how MPs can best engage with their constituents online,
and their role as elected officials online. The research will make use of Grunig’s two-way
symmetrical communication model and the public sphere concept developed by Jurgen
Habermas, using these as theoretical resources to consider the nature, function, meaning and
improvement of MPs’ digital communication with their constituents (Grunig & Hunt, 1984;
Habermas, 1982). Grunig and Habermas provide a solid theoretical framework for moving
beyond the standard model of political digital communications and marketing, and by
applying these perspectives, we see a more holistic approach for MP communications, one
that focuses on the two-way symmetrical model, and understands the public sphere's function
in society. The paper also employs the concept of the democratic deficit to offer MPs'
constituency communication a context within the larger political culture. The democratic
deficit can be described as the disconnect between Canadians’ expectations of their political
institutions and politicians, and what they believe they are actually receiving from both in
terms of function and performance (Aucoin & Turnbull, 2003).

This paper puts forward a different model for MP communications, one in which the
needs of the constituent come first. Whether they act on it or not, the MPs have the
opportunity and abilities to speak directly to their constituents, and this power should not be
taken lightly. In doing this research, there are three main questions that I will attempt to
answer:

e What is the place, scope and reach of constituency communications in the
broader political communications landscape?

e What key tactical and strategic considerations do MPs and their staff make as
to using digital media for constituency communications? What considerations

should they make?
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e How might constituency communications be done better to ensure that the
democratic deficit is reduced, the public sphere is restored, and Grunig's two-
way model accounted for?

With the research questions thus stated, my thesis statement is as follows.
Constituency communications as currently practiced offers an alternative to and exists in
tension with the centralization of communications within parties, a centralization that has
come with the shift to a brand-focused, political marketing approach to political
communication. Such centralization complicates an MP's capacity to communicate with
constituents in a way aligned with the MP's own values and authenticity. In their constituency
communication, MPs already have an opportunity to deploy two-way symmetrical
communications methods and foster communicative rationality; moreover, such
communications offer part of the solution to the democratic deficit. Based on interviews with
MPs and office staff, as well as a survey of MPs across the federal parties, what emerges is a
draft of a potential new model for constituency communication, one thus to actualize the
potential already available in such MP-to-constituent contact at the riding level. This model,
the Constituency First Communication model, would among other benefits de-mystify the
role of the politician by making them more accessible to their constituents and less of a
“party-mouthpiece” who repeats talking points.

Methodologically, and in conducting this research, I interviewed Members of
Parliament and staff who provided insights into digital communication tools and strategies to
connect with their constituents. Following these interviews, social-listening software—online
tools that analyze the effectiveness and reach of social media messages—was used to analyze
the politicians’ digital communication tools, thereby to examine the effectiveness of the

strategies put forward by the interviewees. Here, I partnered with the Samara Centre for
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Democracy in Toronto to conduct survey questions among parliamentarians. Samara is a
Canadian not-for-profit organization that works to foster a greater understanding of the
democratic system through data-driven analysis and outreach to politicians (Samara Centre
for Democracy, n.d.).

Literature Review

In preparing this research, the importance of investigating the current state of digital
communication was apparent, as the term is somewhat nebulous. Does it refer to just social
media? Or is it more? Understanding the historical and theoretical underpinnings of digital
communication strategies allows this study to look at how these theories have been applied to
emerging technologies. This literature review will be divided into three sections: digital
communication; the theoretical approaches that will guide my research; and finally, what
current literature tells us about the role of local politicians in the digital communications
landscape.

What is Digital Communication?

Digital communication is a new term that has emerged with the computer’s invention
and is continuously in flux. In developing this research, it was essential to define what is
meant by digital communication. Proper definitions of digital communication are difficult to
come by, but we see emerging themes from different scholars.

The digitalization of communication technologies has gone from the first computers
in the 1940s to the World Wide Web in the 1990s to today’s smartphones. With this
technological change, communication has evolved (Linge, 2013). In this brief period,
communication technologies have rapidly grown to allow for more significant connections
between people worldwide (Linge, 2013). Since the early 2000s, social-media networking

sites have developed to connect further people in the digital world (Edosomwan, 2011; Taras,
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2015). These sites have further consolidated to relatively few platforms in the last decade,
such as Facebook and Twitter, with large followings and power (Taras, 2015). From 2011 to
2018, Canadians embraced these digital tools, with 71% of respondents saying they used
social media applications more than once a day, up from 41% in 2011 (Sevigny & Scholz,
2019).

David Taras (2015), in introducing his book, Digital Mosaic, discusses some of these
tools as having a destabilising effect on previous conceptions of media (Taras, 2015). He
describes digital media as not only social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, etc., but as the interconnected mosaic of “web-based media” that is readily
accessible to Canadians, such as social media, instant messenger applications (like Telegram,
Parler, etc.) and other online tools (Taras, 2015, p. 2). Taras spreads a wide net for digital
media and communication, as these media are continually evolving, and their evolution is an
intrinsic part of their continued success (Taras, 2015).

According to a 2022 publication from the Privy Council Office (PCO), the
government agency which links the Prime Minister’s Office and cabinet to the non-partisan
civil service in support of the government's agenda, digital communication needs to be at the
forefront of all government communications, meaning communications plans and strategic
vision should be optimised for digital methods. This recognition has been reinforced in
recent years by naming a Minister for Digital Government, followed by a Minister of Citizen
Services, tasked with ensuring services are provided to Canadians online (Privy Council
Office, 2022; May, 2023). The PCO advises government departments how to adapt their
outreach to a digital environment, and encourages the use of both social media and new

emerging means of communicating online.
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In recent years, polarization on social media has become a significant issue on social
networking sites, with the emergence of so-called “echo chambers” on Facebook and
Twitter—meaning the users' beliefs are echoed back to them by fellow users in online
communities, reinforcing their thoughts algorithmically and often emotively, rather than
challenging them in open dialogue (Quattrociocchi et al., 2016; Gruzd & Roy, 2014). These
echo chambers develop from users selecting information to consume and the associated
outlets and sources of such information, based upon what already aligns with their
preconceived notions, ideas, and beliefs; they are thus led by confirmation bias, that tendency
of human beings to crave and seek information that ratifies existing views (Bessi, 2016).
Social media’s polarisation has fostered the spread of mis- and disinformation as such
confirmation biases take hold (Bessi, 2016; Quattrociocchi et al., 2016; Gruzd & Roy, 2014).

In a recent Pew Research Centre Report (2020), experts looked at how digital
strategies might evolve over the next ten years (Vogels et al., 2020). The results were that
most communication experts felt that emerging technologies would lead to a mitigation of
problems relating to social and civic innovation, including a new focus on democracy and
engagement (Vogels et al., 2020). The study concluded that there is optimism in how
technology will evolve to foster democracy globally. Simultaneously, civic engagement and
literacy would be increased by emerging communication technologies and those
democratically elected should be working to promote civic literacy among their constituents
(Vokels et al., 2020). While this research provides a potentially dramatic shift in the polarised
nature of today’s communications, as discussed above, there would need to be a more
cohesive way to ensure polarised mindsets do not dominate the online discourse.

The Pew Research Center Report closely reflects a view of digital communications

that is focussed on fostering conversations and democratic engagement among citizens.
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Ensuring the continued involvement of constituents in communications would allow for
greater understanding between those across the political spectrum. As evidenced by current
social media trends, the level of civil discourse online has become incredibly divisive and
polarised, with many politicians leaning into the rhetoric of polarization and partisanship
(Overgaard, 2024). The role of the individual politician then, is one of high importance, as
they are looked upon for information, and could serve to add civility into the political
discourse.
Theoretical Perspectives
Grunig’s two-way symmetrical communication model

In James Grunig and Todd Hunt’s (1984) seminal work Managing Public Relations,
Grunig and Hunt defined the four models of public relations:

1. Press Agentry: A one-way model that focuses on using persuasion and half-
truths to sway public opinions;

2. Public information: Still a one-way communications model, but relies less on
persuasion and half-truths, and instead on press releases and other methods to
distribute information;

3. Two-way asymmetrical: Uses data, such as polling data, to deliver messages
with some degree of persuasion. Frequently seen in advertising;

4. Two-way symmetrical: A two-way model that tries to bridge the gap between
communicator and the public they are trying to reach. This model views the
practitioner as working for the benefits of all parties (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).

In subsequent works, Grunig elaborated on his belief that the two-way symmetrical
method of communication—which tries to foster greater understanding and knowledge of one

another, and views organizations and their publics as equals, rather than the organization
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above the public — is the one that should be preferred by the communications practitioner
(Grunig & Hunt, 1984; Grunig, 2009). According to Grunig, organiszations should strive for
the two-way symmetrical communication model, as it allows for the equal transmission and
receiving of information between the communicator and the audience (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).
Under this model, the communicator and audience are on equal footing, meaning that they
both inform one another.

In Grunig’s other writings, he spoke of the need to evolve the models as new
communication forms emerge (Grunig, 2009). Grunig suggests that digital communication
platforms lend more to the two-way symmetrical communication model, as they allow for
more voices to provide input their feedback and thoughts on a given idea (Grunig, 2009, p.
7). Two-way symmetrical campaigns on social media are arguably best practices, giving
organizations the ability to connect directly with their target publics and build a mutual
understanding, as they allow for the flow of communications and provide the ability to adapt
to the needs of the target public (Duhe & Wright, 2013).

Stephen Waddington (2013) discussed how organizations currently use the four
models of public relations described by Grunig (Waddington, 2013). Waddington looked at
how organizations deploy social media and whether they are striving for Grunig’s two-way
symmetrical communication methods (Waddington, 2013). He found that few organizations
actively engage with their audiences, as Grunig described, and most organizations use some
form of imbalanced, or asymmetrical, communication models (Waddington, 2013).
Waddington concluded that while Grunig’s ideal model is not adhered to by organizations, it
is important to contextualise it as assisting communications practitioners in their work

(Waddington, 2013). In this view, two-way symmetrical communication is something to



Running Head: REACHING CONSTITUENTS IN THE DIGITAL AGE 15

understand as a best practice, not necessarily a model to comply with fully (Waddington,
2013).

For this research, we will view two-way communication technologies as a best
practice in digital communication. The Grunig model supports a conversational, relationship-
based communication model that offers this project a standard to model and evaluates digital
communication, at the level of practice, between MPs and their constituents. Grunig’s two-
way symmetrical communications model is only possible when there is a desire from both
sides to engage meaningfully; in a constituent communications model, this provides a way for
both politicians and citizens to communicate in a fulfilling way.

Habermas’ Public Sphere

Jurgen Habermas developed his theory of the public sphere in his book The Structural
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society
(Habermas, 1982). Habermas posited that the public sphere is that space, both institutional
and discursive, where individuals can openly discuss societal matters. Public opinion can
both form and express its influence relative to democratic bodies and their representatives.
Emerging in the 18th century Enlightenment era, the public sphere has provided a
communicational basis for modernity and democracy, channelling what Habermas calls
“communicative rationality” first through coffee houses and salons where citizens gathered,
and in the contemporary period, in mass and digital media (Habermas, 1982). While the
public sphere still exists, as the world embraces digital communication, it has moved from the
coffee shop to the Facebook page, but not without complications.

Christian Fuchs (2014) juxtaposed the public sphere with the continued development
of digital communication platforms, and viewed social media as being run by large

corporations with politically charged agendas and a lack of ethics (Fuchs, 2014). Fuchs
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theorises that an online community could act as a public sphere, but in order to do so we must
see a decorporatisation of the online world and a move to a public service-based model for
the internet. With such a public service-based model, the internet is viewed as a public good
which is needed to ensure its smooth functioning—thus allowing for the community to be
accountable and beneficial to the public it serves (Fuchs, 2014). Influenced by Habermas'
work, Manuel Castells (2008) looked at the role of globalisation and digital media in the
evolution of the public sphere, discussing the prospects for the public sphere within a newly
networked global communication culture he has famously deemed the “network society”
(Castells, 2008).

Where Grunig’s two-way model provides a means to assess MPs’ communication
with constituents at the level of immediate practice, Habermas’ public sphere concept offers a
perspective on the societal context in which such practice is situated. Both Grunig and
Habermas together, as primary theoretical sources for this project, promise concepts and
standards against which such constituency communication’s effectiveness, value and
significance, amid more extensive changes in both the background political culture and the
technological infrastructure through which this specialised form of public communication is
done, can be considered and critiqued.
What is the Role of Local Politicians in Canada?
Local Politicians in Canada

Once in office, elected officials in Canada are expected to fulfil a role that provides a
voice to their constituents (Loughlin, 2013; Kaushal, 2017). Elected representatives at all
three government levels—municipal, provincial, and federal-have a duty to consult their
constituents, as their power comes from their constituents (Loughlin, 2013). The elected

representatives in local elections are given the ability to act on behalf of their community.
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Still, that power is dependent on listening to and promoting the needs of their communities
(Loughlin, 2013).

As previously discussed, in our democracy, our institutions have seen an increase in
the democratic deficit, stemming from dissatisfaction with how governments make decisions,
including the disengagement of citizens and a lack of confidence in elected officials (Savoie,
2019). A 2019 report from the Samara Centre found that Canadians had continued to be
overall dissatisfied with their elected representatives, and believed that they were out of touch
with their constituents (Mordon & Anderson, 2019). Solutions for easing Canada’s
democratic deficit include reforming our democratic institutions, empowering constituents,
and allowing for enhanced access to democracy (Aucoin & Turnbull, 2003; Savoie, 2019). In
this case, a relationship-based communication strategy from elected officials could lead to
increased citizen engagement and a reduced democratic deficit, as the communities who are
communicated to would feel they are being meaningfully engaged by their politicians in a
way that is meant to build trust and engagement. A relationship-based communications
strategy is one that views people as unique, and acknowledges that in order to engage them,
you must appeal to them as they are, and where they are, and make them feel as though you
are listening to their concerns.

In recent years, the expectation that MPs and their staff utilise digital communications
to reach their constituents have become greater (Marland & Power, 2020). This change has
been both mandated by the political parties, and by the constituents themselves, who are
searching for civic information online more and more. As Marland and Power discuss, the
rise of digital methods of communications are potentially disruptive to the norms of party-

based communications strategies, as digital communications can be used to reduce the
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barriers and impediments to communications between constituents and politicians (Marland
& Power, 2020).

Recent studies have looked at why citizens follow politicians on social media, and
have found that they are looking for news unfiltered by journalists, and would then pass this
news on to their low-information— meaning those who do not actively pay attention to news
and politics—friends and family (Fisher, et al., 2019; Marquart, et al., 2020). This type of
information-sharing is key to growing the audience for the politician, as it increases the
participation of those in the political process (Koc-Michalska & Lilleker, 2017). Further,
politicians are often viewed positively and as authentic when they use digital communications
tools, compared to when seen in traditional media, such as radio, television, etc., as they are
using a medium where they are more likely to be honest, or show their true and authentic
selves (Enli & Rosenberg, 2018). For example, many who viewed Donald Trump favourably,
felt that he was “telling it like it is” compared to Hillary Clinton who they felt was insincere
in her thoughts (Fordahl, 2018).

The reasons for adopting digital communication tools for politicians are often that
they wish to reach those who are on these social networks, or the politicians believe that they
cannot solely rely on traditional media to reach their target audience (Sobieraj et al., 2020;
Strauss, 2013). Ensuring they are engaging constituents where they are is a driving motivator
of politicians who are trying to find the most effective ways of ensuring their messages are
heard by their constituents.

The connection between politicians and their constituents through different media is
essential in citizens’ satisfaction with their elected representatives, and in many ways how
they view their effectiveness in their communities (Soo et al., 2020). The key for these

communications between politicians and their constituents, whether they are through
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traditional or new media, is simple messages that try to connect with the constituents in
honest ways—such as photos with their family, or providing opinions without what are taken
to be the traditional manipulative politics of the past (Soo et al., 2020; Malloy & Pearson-
Merkowitz, 2016). These styles of messages, which attempt to show MPs as their “real”
selves, are often viewed more positively than the more prescriptive political content. When
elected officials know and understand their constituents’ opinions, the politicians are shown
to augment their voting patterns in line with their constituents (Butler, 2011).

Additionally, studies looking at how politicians use digital communications tools have
shown they are likely to use these tools to promote their own causes as well as the causes
promoted by their party, including in using their sometimes substantial reach to make appeals
for local causes and issues, whether online or in their roles within government. As Norton
says, “MPs use it [digital communication] to promote their own cause and that of their
parties, essentially as an extension of what they already do: it is used as a medium for making
speeches, press releases and details of the MPs' activities available to constituents” (Norton,
2007). This version could be seen as a two-way asymmetric model, as while they may be
seeking reviewing data to see the effectiveness of different types of posts, they are not
actively engaging their community.

Politicians in Canada are afforded staff who are tasked, in part, with communicating
the politician’s message (Dicken, 2016). These staffers are often tasked with running social
media accounts and communicating directly with constituents (Dicken, 2016; Ben-Porat et
al., 2020). In my experience, politicians either run their social media, posting their political
and personal content, with some support of staff, or their team is fully responsible for the

content creation.
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In recent years, Canada’s campaigns have become emblematic of the United States’
permanent campaign style—wherein electoral concerns are interwoven with governing, and
decisions and communications resemble those made during the formal campaign cycles
(Marland et al., 2017). The perpetual campaign in Canada is viewed as a mixing of the
governing between the elections and active marketing during a writ period when an election
is underway. By way of example, we had the 2019 controversy with former Minister of
Finance Bill Morneau, when he brought along a candidate to an event he hosted as Minister
of Finance, contravening the Canada Elections Act that forbids government officials from
undertaking election-related activities while they perform their public duties (Marland et al.,
2017; Tunney, 2020). In this new reality, emerging in the last decade, elected officials never
stop campaigning, but are frequently expected to be selling themselves to their constituents,
including those at the local levels (Marland et al., 2017). In a permanent campaign then, the
value of MPs staying engaged with their communities is incredibly important. The incumbent
MPs have the advantage over their election opponents, as they are expected to communicate
with their community, and are given the tools to do so, while candidates are not in between
campaigns.

The incumbent's 10% advantage, as mentioned above, can be seen as one that tests
whether the party or candidate is stronger, considering the latter's local popularity, name-
recognition, or general likability (Kendall & Rekkas, 2012; Stevens et al., 2019; Blais &
Daoust, 2017). In these local contests, a section of the population is generally known as the
“swing” vote—who will choose whom to vote for based on their local candidates’ opinions,
rather than out of partisan habit and loyalty (Blais & Daoust, 2017). Take the 2015 Canadian
federal election, for example, where 70 ridings were won by five percent or less. These

closely-fought local races and candidates can determine who will win the overall election,
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highlighting the need of incumbents to communicate effectively during their time in office to
earn the trust and support of voters who do not vote on party lines. This qualifies effective
digital communications at the riding level as a difference-maker in many ridings across the
country (Rana, 2017). Incumbency brings an advantage, certainly, but it's one that if
cultivated through digital outreach to constituents can be made more than a statistical artifact,
and provide an actual direct electoral benefit to the sitting MP.
Digital Campaigning in Canada

Analysis of the state of digital political communication practices in Canada has
focused on national campaigning, while not concentrating on the ways local politicians, such
as Members of the House of Commons, provincial legislators, or municipal politicians, use
digital communication either in or out of the official campaign period. Since being elected in
2015, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has been active on social media, promoting an inclusive
brand, and attempting to appeal to a younger generation of voters (Lalancette & Raynauld,
2017). Other leaders, such as Conservative Leader Pierre Poilievre, use tactics that are based
on criticising the government, and making segments of the populations feel as though their
grievances are being heard by politicians (Blais, 2022). Campaigning for office, compared to
governing, has different needs and considerations for politicians to take into account. While
campaigning, digital communications tools may be used for activating users towards a set
goal (voting, volunteering, donating, etc); meanwhile, communications done while not in an
election period would provide more leeway for politicians to actively engage their
community in a model that more closely aligns to Grunig’s two-way symmetrical model.

In recent elections, on all government levels, we have seen an increased use of digital
communication tools—such as Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and more social

media, along with constituency relations software (Liberalist for the Liberals or the
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Conservatives’ Constituent Information Management System, or CIMS)—to contact voters
and a refocused effort on connecting with Canadians online (Giasson et al., 2019; Lalancette
& Raynauld, 2017). Susan Delacourt (2016) chronicles the shift of political communications
towards a consumer-marketing model, which she sees as being a response in part to the
evolving 24-hour news cycle. As she quotes a conversation with former Trudeau advisor
Gerald Butts:
“The idea of being a consumer has become such a fundamental way of being
that it’s absorbed into who we are,” Butts said. “You can lament it, you can
applaud it, or you can celebrate it, or you can hate it. It is what it is. Whether
you’re trying to win an election, convince someone to go to your university, or
sell them a tube of toothpaste, at the end of the day you have to take into
account how they see the world and themselves within it." (Delacourt, 2016, p.
9)

Further, Delacourt reflects on politicians treating citizens as consumers of media and
trying to market their messages to them, notably as the political realm significantly now
overlaps with and is defined by social media platforms. In viewing constituents as more
consumers, rather than active participants, politicians can be seen as trying to dictate their
thoughts and beliefs to the constituents, rather than building trust with them through mutual
understandings.

During the 2011 federal election many politicians were actively utilizing Twitter as an
alternative to traditional communications tools (Small, 2014). In examining the federal party
leaders’ use of Twitter, Tamara Small found that while many were successful in terms of
using Twitter to broadcast news to those who were already actively involved or watching

Canadian politics, she noted however that this method could lead to a widening of the
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democratic divide. According to Small, “The very targeted nature of social media
technologies such as Twitter may contribute to a democratic divide by creating more
opportunities for the politically engaged to access politicians and participate in politics,”
while leaving out those who were not social media users (Small, 2014, p. 107). Years later,
this has led to a subset of the polity that, as the current idiom has it, is “very online,” and
whose politics are significantly shaped by online political codes—often culture war and
trolling-oriented--and debates not understood or very meaningful to the wider public. At
times, the “very online” style of discourse and related debates can crash into mainstream
political culture, and create some degree of confusion for those not able to code-switch.

This critique of digital communications strategies, which is based on leaders' use of
Twitter, should be viewed as a potentially negative outcome of attempting to use digital
communications tools, while not embracing them for their two-way communications style. In
speaking of the style and use cases that the politicians used Twitter for, Small saw that they
were primarily using Twitter as an alternative for traditional broadcast-style information—
such as how TV news shows are not an engagement tool, but rather a way to receive
information. To counter this, politicians should be encouraged to look to use the
communications tools in ways that allow for expanded engagement with the users of digital
communications tools, such as Twitter (now officially known as “X”).

Since the 2011 election, spending on digital campaigning in Canadian elections has
steadily increased. The 2019 federal election had a strong focus on spending online, with the
2019 national election seeing the three main parties spending a combined $9.7 million on
digital advertising (Bennett & Gordon, 2020; The Canadian Press, 2020). It’s expected that

the focus will continue to shift to digital communication practices, with those like Delacourt
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arguing the marketing-driven communications practices are increasing with each passing
election cycle (Bennett & Gordon, 2020; Delacourt, 2016).

Politicians are now using data-driven communication in their campaigns, including
their local campaigning (Belfry Munroe & Munroe, 2018). We now see that politicians target
their voters by location, demographic, and ethnicity, and use social media to speak to specific
voters through micro-targeted advertising (Delacourt, 2016). This drive further adds to
Delacourt’s model of marketing-style political communications, with parties engaging voters
based on their market analysis and using this information to drive messaging and policy
decisions. As an alternative to this marketing style of political communications, the proposed
Constituent Communications model views the constituents as a part of the communications,
rather than targets as marketing often does.

A study of European voters during a campaign showed that voters were more likely to
become politically engaged when they felt they were appealed to online by their local
politicians. Further, digital communications from their local politicians have been found to be
especially useful in motivating disengaged voters (Vaccari, 2017). The need for politicians to
engage with their constituents is further evidenced by the recent rise in online disinformation.

The Samara Centre for Democracy’s report, Investing in Canadians’ Civic Literacy:
An Answer to Fake News and Disinformation (2019), discusses the need for informed civic
literacy in digital communications. The report defines a civically literate person as a person
who has strong knowledge within four areas: institutional and topical knowledge, political
ability, and media literacy, with a person being able to navigate these quadrants and have
solid knowledge on how to translate the knowledge to action (Morden et al., 2019). The
report looks at the rise of social media disinformation and how elected officials can use the

same tools to promote civic literacy (Morden et al., 2019). The result is a call to local
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politicians to combat disinformation by promoting civic literacy (Morden et al., 2019). With
this in mind, the local politicians’ role should be viewed as one that should be actively
communicating with their constituents while providing their voters with evidence-based
information on ongoing government initiatives. Communications style based on this, and
focussed on enhancing civic literacy, would help politicians engage more meaningfully with
their constituents. This is where the proposed view outlined below would be of value, as
gaining and building trust with their constituents through social media can allow for a greater
understanding and appreciation of the democratic systems at play, and the roles of
government in the everyday lives of the citizens.

Throughout this research, a view of communications formed that I refer to as
“Constituent Communications.” Under a Constituent Communications model of digital
communications, politicians would be using more forms of communications that are driven
by engaging and connecting with their constituents, and look to provide opportunities for
their constituents to engage with them online. By employing a two-way symmetrical view of
communications, politicians will have the ability to more robustly connect with their
constituents by ensuring the communications channels they use are employed in a way that
provides information and receives feedback in a community-based and informed method.
This method of communications, to be discussed further, is one that would assist in
combatting disinformation, by ensuring that their constituents feel heard by those in power,
and using the built trust over time to ensure that this disinformation is countered. Through

this, we could see a more civil online politics arise.
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Methods and Data Gathered
Definitions
Digital Communication

As discussed in the literature review, digital communication refers to the whole suite
of technologies and tools to connect with people online (Taras, 2015). Using a broad
definition, this study will look at a wide range of “web-based media” tools that connect
people (Taras, 2015).

Political Staffers or Staffers

A catch-all term refers to staff who work for politicians in their constituency,
Parliament Hill, or Ministers’ offices. These staffers have many responsibilities, including
communications for the MPs and Ministers (Robson, 2015).

Data and Data Gathering

This research will employ several forms of data-gathering: semi-structured in-depth
interviews with federal Members of Parliament and their staff; the use of social listening tools
to evaluate the effectiveness of their digital communication strategy; and a survey that was
distributed by the Samara Centre for Democracy to MPs and which featured a set of
questions that were posed on behalf of this research.

Tools such as Sociallnsider and Vaizle were used to analyze both the success and
content being created by the MPs, and thus to test whether the tools the politicians have
suggested as being successful are genuinely the best practices (Sociallnsider, n.d.; Vaizle,
n.d.). These tools analyze the social media accounts' usage, including engagement rates,
followers, and growth, to provide a snapshot of the effectiveness of the social media strategy.
For this research, Sociallnsider and Vaizle were utilised to examine the frequency and

success of different politicians’ digital communications. Further, as shown in the coming
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sections, these platforms were used to compare the different digital communications methods

against the demographic data of the 43rd Canadian Parliament.

Ethical Considerations

Following Royal Roads University’s ethical guidelines for research that involves
humans, my research was reviewed and approved by the Royal Roads University Ethical
Review Board (REB) (Royal Roads University, 2020). In allowing for ethical research, the
RRU REB encourages research that adheres to the following principles: respect for persons,
concern for welfare, and justice; these are values that will guide my research proposal (Royal
Roads University, 2019, para 8).

In striving to adhere to the REB’s ethical standards, I disclose my personal bias (laid
out in the next section) and go over how the collected data will be used and destroyed.

In doing this research, I feel it is essential to recognize that I have biases that exist,
primarily due to my time as a political assistant and campaigner, dating back to 2011.
Through the process of reflexivity, I have looked at how my personal biases could affect my
research (Merrigan et al., 2013, p. 97; May, 2003). The motivation in conducting this
research is not to benefit any specific party, but to help all political actors better connect with
their constituents and understand how the connections are fostered. My relation to the subject
matter, and the lack of research on the intersection of constituent work and digital
communication, could lead to significant potential for new knowledge in this topic. To allow
for ethical research gathering, I disclosed to participants that I have worked for political
organizations and have previously been the builder of several politicians’ social media

strategies.
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Limitations and Scope

In creating this research, the goal was initially to look at multiple government levels,
and investigate similarities across all politicians to see whether, amid other variables and
issues, the constituency’s size affects their digital presence. To avoid any scope creep, it was
decided to limit this research scope to the federal level and the politicians who are federal
Members of Parliament because of my proximity to the system's targeted participants and
knowledge.

Interviews

For this research, seven different politicians and staffers who work with digital
communication tools, who represent different parties, demographics, and regions were
interviewed. In interviewing the participants, a semi-structured interview method was
utilised, with some predetermined questions, while listening actively, and asking for further
clarification for points (Brinkmann, 2014). Many of the questions evolved, which allowed the
participant to articulate their thoughts on digital communication and how their views have
changed (Brinkmann, 2014).

A list of over 20 MPs, representative of the regional, gender, and political makeup of
the 43rd Parliament, along with about 10 current and former staffers, were contacted to
inquire about their willingness to participate in the research (Appendix A). In general, MPs
either did not respond to decline the request, instead leaving the request unanswered, while
staffers were more willing to decline directly. One MP, who was unable to do the interview,
instead offered their Staffer in their place.

In total, four past and current MPs were interviewed (two Liberals, one NDP, one

Conservative) along with three staffers specialised in communications (two Liberals, one
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NDP). These interviews occurred in 2021, before that year's election, with MPs and staff
residing primarily in BC and Ontario. Of the MPs, three had served in multiple levels of
government, with two of them having been elected officials for over 15 years.

The meetings’ average time was between 30-45 minutes to allow for the participants’
schedules (van Gorp, 2014). Below are some sample questions for the participants:

e How do you use digital communication tools, both professionally and personally?
o Has this changed over time?
e Have you had success with specific tools or messages?
o Are there tools you have tried that have not worked well?
e Before running for office, what was your experience using digital communication
tools?
e Who controls your social media accounts? Is it you, your staff, or a combination?
e How do you interact with your constituents online?
o Do you find it is a meaningful connection?
e Have you used digital communication methods to consult your constituents?
e s there such a thing as too much social media usage?
e What best practice models do you follow?

In conducting semi-structured, in-depth interviews with selected candidates, my aim
was to reveal the preconceived notions and assumptions that the participants have about their
use of social media and its applications in connecting people with their political institutions,
including whether their belief in the most effective tools is grounded in statistical outcomes

(Merrigan et al., 2013; Cole, 2017).
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Samara Centre for Democracy Partnership

At the outset of this research, it was important to incorporate work that has been done
to look at improving our democracy. The Samara Centre for Democracy is a non-partisan
organisation that works to enhance Canadian democracy.

For this research, I partnered with Samara in order to share resources and through
their connections on the Hill, better enable me to reach all currently elected Members of
Parliament. Each year, Samara undertakes their yearly survey of MPs, and authors numerous
reports into the nature of politicians work.

At the outset of this research, an agreement to collaborate on this research was
discussed. Questions co-developed in concert with Samara for this research were included in
Part 1 of the Annual Survey (Appendix C); the survey questions asked of the ways MPs use
and perceive their use of digital communications tools. This was done by connecting with the
Research Manager with the Samara Centre and discussing the research scope and focus. The
responses helped build a baseline for how MPs from different parties utilise digital
communications to connect with constituents. The results provided a picture of the current
state of MPs’ digital communications strategies, and broader insight into the social media
usage of the MPs and their offices. The questions posed included their goals for and their
history of using social media. Of note, as the survey was distributed shortly before the 2021
election, only 47 of the 338 sitting MPs completed the survey.

This first question provides some insight into members' goals in using digital tools for
their outreach initiatives (Table 1). Nearly 30% of the MPs responded that they used their
social media to “[t]o provide updates on your work in the constituency,” followed by “[t]o

provide factual and trusted news” at 17% and “[t]o enhance your profile/reach” at 16%. The
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need to showcase work in the constituency is a core part of the role of the MP, as they are
expected to be the national voice of their constituents (Loughlin, 2013). These results align
with my understanding of communications practices within the offices of MPs. MPs believe
that social media is their best tool to speak directly to their constituents and showcase their
work, whether it’s directly in their community or their work within Parliament.

By contrast, in Alex Marland’s Brand Command, he details the work of the Stephen
Harper government in centralising all party and MP messaging through his PMO to ensure
that the messages were amplified, and MPs stayed on message (Marland, 2016, pp. 7-9). In
this version of political communications, the communications are viewed as marketing-
driven, with consumer behaviour modelling used to entice votes by manufacturing leadership
and heuristic cues through digital media (Marland, 2016, p.141). This view of
communications in politics is reliant on the premise that political digital communications is
an extension of party control, rather one that is driven by distinct views of MPs from across
the country, and puts forward a much more centralised version of communications. The
Constituent-based communications model here proposed is one that separates the MP from
the party-driven communications, and instead pushes MPs to listen to their constituents'
views, rather than the party’s edict, and asks them to proactively engage with their
constituents online.

Table 1

Goals of Social Media Use

Online engagement What is your primary objective for using social
media? (Please select up to three answers.) Percentage
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To hear from constituents 11.3%
To enhance your profile/reach 16.0%
To provide updates on your work in the constituency 29.3%
To provide updates on the work of your party 12.3%
To provide factual and trusted news 17.0%
To share your opinion on an issue 13.2%
Haven’t given it much thought/I don’t know 0.0%
Other (please specify) 1.0%

Other (responses)

To provide updates on both my individual parliamentary work and our
government's work

The next questions, when posed together, examine the different roles within an MP's
office. As discussed previously, an MP is given the discretion to hire, fire, and contract
different assistants, as well as provided a budget by the House of Commons to engage with
their constituents and fulfil their parliamentary functions (Dicken, 2016). MPs and their staff
take turns posting and responding on social media accounts, with most MPs relying on staff
to speak on their behalf on social media. If this is seamless, the public would never know if
the post or comment was from the MP themselves or their staff.

In examining the results, we see that the majority of MPs are now deferring the bulk
of their posting to designated staff and that they are charged with posting frequent updates, as
well as posting at least every week personally. Additionally, only 6% of MPs surveyed
responded that they never personally posted on social media.

Meanwhile, most MPs reported that they would personally respond to any messages
or comments on their social media rather than a staff member. Within an MP’s office, this is

quite common, with many staffers being reluctant to engage in a prolonged conversation with
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constituents in their boss's name. This is also in line with the interviews conducted, where
MPs discussed how they deploy staff to post on their behalf, while trying to maintain their
own level of involvement, whether it be through approving the posts, or regularly posting
themselves. Further, staff reported how MPs could better utilize their staff for digital
communications activities, such as data gathering, social media monitoring, and direct
engagement. In these discussions, they discussed how strategically utilizing digital
communications through periodic communications planning sessions could benefit many
offices, with MPs setting the vision and direction of the messaging, while staff would go
about executing the strategy.

Figure 1

Who is posting?

How often do the following people post on your social media accounts?

Yourself (the MP)

Parliamentary Office
Staff

Constituency office
staff

Designated/dedicated
social media staff

B More than daily [l Daily | Weekly [l Monthly [ Lessthan monthly [ Never

Figure 2

Responding on social media
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How often do the following people respond to messages and posts you
receive on social media?

Yourself (the MP)

Parliamentary Office
Staff

Constituency office
staff

Designated/dedicated
social media staff

B More than daily [l Daily Weekly [ Monthly [ Lessthan monthly [ Never

Data Analysis

Social media have become the dominant form of communication by Members of
Parliament, with many using their followings to promote their work in their communities,
spread party messaging, or provide updates to government services (Delacourt, 2016). To
provide a baseline for the discussion on social media usage, I used social listening tools to
examine the MPs’ social media (Mayr & Weller, 2016). Social media analytics, including
sentiment and post-performance analysis, will inform how politicians use social media and
what methods are most effective in reaching their constituents (Thelwall, 2016). In
researching the reach of MPs, there existed a need to quantify the followings of the MPs. By
accessing publicly available following counts, demographic data, and party representation,
clear patterns emerged (Table 1). The channels reviewed included Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, YouTube, and LinkedIn, in addition to TikTok (which was left out of the final
data set, as there was a low number of MPs using the app, and with the decision to ban the

app on Government of Canada devices (Government of Canada, 2023)). The data was
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compiled for those MPs who were sitting at the end of the 43rd Parliament (2019-2021), with
the median used for the analysis, as there exist outliers in each demographic group (MPs with
much higher engagement than the average MP, which disproportionately increased the
averages, i.e., party leaders). With YouTube, wherein the views measurement is more
accurate to their reach when compared to the subscribers, the followers (or equivalent)
measurement was used in these calculations.

Some clear patterns emerged in examining the followers segmented by the party
(Figure 1). Members of the Bloc Québécois have a minor following, attributable to their lack
of a national presence, with most of their following coming on Facebook. Interestingly, while
Conservatives have relatively low follower counts across most of the platforms, they are
incredibly active on YouTube, with their MPs having median views higher than most other
parties and seven of the top 10 accounts belonging to Conservative MPs, including their
current leader, Pierre Poilievre (Table 2).

Figure 1

MP Social Media Following by Party

= Facebook = Twitter = Instagram = Youtube (views) = LinkedIn
20,000

15,000

10,000
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Bloc Québécois Conservative Liberal NDP Other
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Meanwhile, the Liberal Party is focused on Facebook and Twitter; few Liberal MPs
have a meaningful following on YouTube, and few again are actively posting on their
accounts. Another factor in their relatively strong following is that their party is currently in
government, meaning that they would have more Members who have a national presence due
to their cabinet positions (such as Harjit Sajjan, currently Minister of Emergency
Preparedness, for example) (Korzinski, 2017).

When viewing the NDP, they seem to focus on their Twitter accounts, with their
followings rivalling those of the Liberals. In addition, they see strong viewership on
YouTube, but this can be attributable to having two MPs (Leader Jagmeet Singh and Charlie
Angus) who account for the vast majority of their views: 1.4 million of their 1.9 million
views. These politicians have built a following through their use of social media and their
work to showcase their personalities online.

In examining the gender divide in social media followings, it is observed that on most
platforms, female MPs have a higher median social media following than their male
counterparts (Figure 2). The exception is YouTube, where male members experience a 50%
higher following than their female counterparts. Given that most party leaders are male, it is
interesting that female accounts had higher median social media followings. This is likely due
to the median age of female MPs being younger than males, and thus having greater
understanding of social media.

Figure 2

MP Social Media Following by Gender
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Regionally, we see variations in the most used networks, with Facebook being the
preferred network among those in the western provinces (Alberta, BC, Manitoba and
Saskatchewan) and Quebec. At the same time, Twitter is the most used network of Ontario
and Atlantic members of parliament (Figure 3). We also see far higher YouTube views for
MPs from the West, which can be correlated with six out of the top ten MPs in YouTube
views coming from those provinces.

Figure 3

MP Social Media Following by Region
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Finally, the use of social media among generations provides an insight into where
different age groups focus their online engagement efforts. In looking at the data, it shows the
decreasing reliance on Twitter among younger MPs (Figure 4). One thing of note is that most
of the party leaders and cabinet ministers are from Generation X (1965 to 1979), which
explains why that age bracket has relatively high social media use. Meanwhile, Generation Z
(1995 to present) has only one sitting MP, Eric Melillo, a backbench Conservative from rural
Ontario. This explains why there is a low following for a generation known for their social
media usage. Another observation is that the younger generations prioritise growing their
YouTube and Facebook followings. Meanwhile, Millennial MPs (1980-1994) have some of
the highest social media followings, which follows the logic that their generation was the first
to experience the transition to more digital tools.

Figure 4
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MP Social Media Following by Generation
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In summary, when examining the social media demographics of the 43rd Parliament,
clear trends among party lines begin to emerge. These trends can be observed in how the
different parties encourage their MPs to communicate with their constituents. When
interviewing current and former staff of MPs from different parties, they all expressed that
there was some level of training and guidance given to them on what networks will most
effectively reach their audience. By examining how different subsections of MPs use social
media, we see how they use their social media presence to target their constituent messaging.

Interestingly, while other research into political communications has illustrated a
communications pattern that starts at the centre (such as the Prime Minister’s or party leaders'
offices), the MPs surveyed seemed to be more focused on using their digital channels to
engage and interact with their constituents.

This is of note, as most studies into the communications of party MPs have focussed

greatly on the centralisation of communications messaging within the party leadership, but in

both interviews and the surveys, MPs can be seen as pushing back against (Delacourt, 2016).
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According to one MP, while the party may provide resources and messaging for them to
amplify in their ridings, these messages would come secondary to their work. They believed
that “so many politicians sound like they're reading a script, and I don't think that inspires
confidence in people.” They pointed to the need for authentic communications, describing
that “it's very important to figure out how to be authentic and how to portray your
authenticity” (MP3, personal communications, October 20, 2021).

Analysis

Throughout the interviews several themes emerged. Among these were social media
as a values-based networking opportunity, one where MPs are asked to reflect on their own
values and those of their communities, and the place of authenticity in constituency
communication. The following analysis draws from several prevalent theories of political
discourse, including from Hannah Arendt, Donald Savoie and others.

Theories of Discourse

Political discourse has drastically changed with the advent of social media. Things
like stump speeches, local debates, and meticulous press releases have given way to quote
tweets, live videos, and speeches structured to provide the best online clips (Delacourt, 2016).
The changing nature of political discourse has led many to struggle to understand the context
with which to judge the efficacy of communications; however, traditional theoretical
perspectives on discourse can still be of value.

Many have viewed the rise of social media as being correlated with the ability of
some politicians to spread mis- and dis-information, especially in deliberate attempts to
motivate their own political bases (Hameleers, 2020). This, however, is not a new
phenomenon. German political philosopher and Holocaust survivor Hannah Arendt

discussed the place of truth and lies in politics in her essay “Truth and Politics,” during which
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she discussed why so many see politicians as dishonest (Arendt, 1967). She further discussed
the idea that there are many types of truth, but factual truth is the one that can spur the most
change, suggesting that truthful politicians have the most significant potential impact. Truth
in politics, in essence, is a needed but rare occurrence, with Arendt suggesting that while
lying is sometimes necessary within the political sphere, when the truth would be more
damaging than the lie, we cannot live in a world surrounded by lies. MPs can be seen as
having an important role in the public discourse, with their ability to spread messages as
trusted messengers to either spread truth or disseminate lies and propaganda. Arendt further
says:
The chances of factual truth surviving the onslaught of power are very slim
indeed; it is always in danger of being maneuvered out of the world not only
for a time but, potentially, forever. Facts and events are infinitely more fragile
things than axioms, discoveries, theories — even the most wildly speculative
ones — produced by the human mind; they occur in the field of the ever-
changing affairs of men, in whose flux there is nothing more permanent than
the admittedly relative permanence of the human mind’s structure. Once they
are lost, no rational effort will ever bring them back. (Arendt, 1967, p. 231)
We see this in today’s discourse, as MPs are relied on for their commentary; but as more
deceitful politicians have used digital communications to spread lies, it has become
incumbent on traditional journalists to rigorously fact-check them (McCann, 2021).
In his book, Democracy in Canada, Donald Savoie discusses the situation of the
traditional media in Canada as undergoing massive upheaval, whether from budget cuts or a
rise in so-called “citizen-journalists” (Savoie, 2019). Savoie says that Canada is undergoing

the “deinstitutionalization, denationalization, and de-regionalization of the media,” which he
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believes is a root cause of the decline in the trust in democracy among Canadians (Savoie,
2019, p. 258). Savoie explains that as we see a shift from fact and evidence-based local and
regional reporting, with its internal checks-and-balances approach to reporting, to a faster and
less ardent structure of reporting, the average citizen who previously relied on media for their
unbiased take on events is now left to the whim of their social media feed, often to
disastrous results. The traditional media's role in holding politicians to account has
evaporated. Whether it is due to their focus on punditry or the need for commentary in the 24-
hour news cycle, journalists are now being forced to focus more on user-driven
considerations, rather than perhaps on the need to hold power to account that was once an
imperative of journalism (Rosenberg & Feldman, 2008). In this paradigm, social media has
led to a growing distrust of institutions—whether that is political parties, media, or
government as a whole—which is often amplified by the political and pundit class on social
media.

Throughout the interviews with MPs and constituency office staff, these themes
continued to play a large role in the conversations, with the idea of politicians having a large
role in the legitimization of beliefs being prevalent. MPs and staff from all parties spoke at
length about how politicians need to be held to account. While political views and opinions
may differ, the next sections show some of the commonly held beliefs among the political
class when it comes to digital communications. In order to preserve the anonymity of the
MPs and staff, I have chosen to label them based on their appearance in this work (MP 1, 2, 3
and Staffer 1, 2, 3, etc).

Values vs. Action in MP Communications
In communicating to their constituents, MPs discussed the need to deliver their digital

communications in a way that is in sync with their personal, professional, and party values.
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This was clear in all the interviews conducted, with the participants believing that the values

are equally as important as the message being communicated. According to MP 1, the values

you espouse should be well-aligned with both your community and personal beliefs, saying:
People care why you do what you do, more so than what you do. And if there
is an action, that's greater than a good set of values that reflect honesty and
integrity, and a willingness to listen and to be a part of things, then that's fine,
and people are okay to disagree with you. As long as you're being authentic
about reflecting that and reflecting on how you see things. (MP 1, personal
communication, July 26, 2021)

Communicating for MPs is about delivering a message, whether that is the message of
their party, their community, or their own ideas, depending on how the MP has decided to
engage with their constituents and stakeholders. When interviewing the politicians, there was
a wide variety of views on ensuring their communications were effective in reaching
constituents. Some wanted to ensure their digital communications met the needs of the
communities they represented (for example, if there were a local issue of note, that issue
would be prioritised before a national issue). One MP described the party’s values, policies,
and principles as a “draft set,” for them to begin assessing their work, and that their job as a
local representative is to take those values and shape them in a way that accurately reflects
both their own values and more importantly, the values of the community they represent. For
others, they felt the need to balance their communications between so-called “party
messaging,” which would often be delivered by their research bureaus, and their own local
focussed messaging (MP 2, personal communication, July 20, 2021)

In this sense, Habermas’ theory of communicative rationality can be applied, in that

the theory posits that there are certain base assumptions and understandings of reasons that
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define our communications. As described by Thomassen, communicative rationality is the
belief that rational decisions can be come to through public discourse that focusses on shared
understandings and beliefs. Thus, in order for the values the MPs discuss to be meaningful,
there must exist some level of truth, truthfulness and rightness—as defined by Thomassen—
that will be understood by both the messenger and audience (Thomassen, 2010).

According to one former staffer with a Liberal MP, the research bureau would
frequently provide them with updates and recommended messaging, including posts they
could adapt to their audiences (Staffer 1, personal communication, June 15, 2021). The
research bureaus monitor, analyze, and disseminate social media messaging to their party’s
MPs in order to amplify party messages across a broad range of channels. As they described
it, these posts would sometimes come with editable graphics and be focussed around specific
government initiatives. These communications directives include both digital and physical
communications collateral, including providing MPs with pre-made mailing products, to be
sent out through the MPs’ office budget. This process is described by Canadian political
scientist Alex Marland as being closely directed by the Prime Minister’s Office to ensure
brand cohesion across all party MPs (Marland, 2016, p. 155). In this version of political
marketing, in a way resembling Delacourt’s account of the "turn" to such a style of political
communication in Canada beginning in the 1980s, the majority of the communications from a
party is centralised, with the voices of individual MPs provided with lines and talking points,
while the message and brand is set by the party leadership (Marland, 2016; Delacourt, 2016).

As a more centralised communication strategy has evolved, many MPs have
embraced it, while others see it as supplemental to their local work. According to MP 2, a
sitting NDP member, the push for central messaging is at odds with the digital environment,

saying:
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I think what digital democracy does is it decentralises the mythology around
the charismatic leader as being solely invested in the party leaders, which
traditionally orthodoxy says all comms goes to the party leaders. And that is no
longer the case. I can have my brand of leadership and politic, without having
to cut and paste our central directed communication strategies. (MP 2, July 20,
2021)

This further reinforces the belief of those interviewed in a need to provide MPs the
space to create their own voice online. Politicians also discussed that they are competing for
the attention of their followers in a meaningful and engaging way, in a social media
landscape that is ever evolving. With these considerations, they are also faced with the fact
that the vast majority of their constituents do not pay attention to politics every day. In the
words of MP 3, a recently retired long-time Conservative:

The majority of the people you serve are just not political, they're busy with
their lives. They're consumed with their day-to-day livelihoods, their kids,
school jobs, and demands upon them financially, who knows, I mean, it's a
whole range of things, but politics isn't necessarily in their top-of-mind
consideration at the start of the day. (MP 4, personal communication, June 3,
2021)

Put another way, politicians need to consider how the audience will receive their
political communications, especially given politicians are competing for attention online with
endless other groups. Politicians could then see their communications as being a part of
conversation online, and not necessarily the driver of the topic, but rather a respected voice

among many. Using a rhetorical style and voice, one that projects an authentic, collaborative,
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or community-focussed orientation, can then provide politicians a way to engage their
constituents on their level, which will be discussed in the coming sections.
Authenticity

In speaking with the different politicians and staffers, they frequently spoke of the
value of being authentic in communications. Many felt the need for authenticity in today’s
political discourse, reflecting that the traditional ways of communicating using party lines or
messages do not resonate within their communities.

Authenticity is a difficult-to-define phenomenon of modernity, arising from a belief
that there is virtue in acting in a way that is true to your inner values instead of what is
personally or politically expedient. Charles Guignon comes to a succinct definition that
authenticity “is to be clear about one’s own most basic feelings, desires and convictions, and
to openly express one’s stance in the public arena” (Guignon, 2008, p.288). In this sense,
Guignon offers an easy-to-understand definition of authenticity, where one can be viewed as
acting authentically when you are being true to your innermost beliefs and expressing them
publicly.

One of the early definitions of authenticity in this respect comes from Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s seminal Emile, ou de I’éducation, where Rousseau discusses the importance of
authenticity, and discusses that the way to authenticity lies within how one acts. He says “[t]o
be something, to be himself, and always at one with himself, a man must act as he speaks; he
must always be decisive as to what course to take, he must take that course proudly and
follow it to the end” (Rousseau, 2008). This view of authenticity would suggest that
authenticity is related closely to the need to be aligned in your actions and in your outward

communications.



Running Head: REACHING CONSTITUENTS IN THE DIGITAL AGE 47

In another view of authenticity, in her book At the Existentialist Café: Freedom,
Being, and Apricot Cocktails, Sarah Bakewell discusses the idea of phenomenology and
existentialism as it relates to authenticity (Bakewell, 2016). Using the conceit of a supposed
cafe with some of the great existentialist thinkers around a table, Bakewell summarises the
existentialist idea of authenticity as being that we are free to make decisions for ourselves and
live authentically if we make decisions based on our individual conscience and will. When
we self-deceive or are not true to ourselves, we are inauthentic, or what existentialists call
living in "bad faith." Existentialists view authenticity as refusing to use scripts, meaning here
societally approved and normative ways of being and behaving, rather than living your life
and making your decisions by choosing your path. Freedom lies in self-creation and action
that is not driven by such scripts. In politics, if we are not being true to ourselves, we are not
acting authentically, and those around us observe that. Thus, any definition of authenticity
would be tied closely to both perceived inner struggles, and one's ability to act in public as
though you are living a life free from contradictions.

Many politicians are now attempting to access their authentic inner self, believing it is
valuable to their public image. Donald Trump is an example of a politician who often rejected
the idea of the polished politician and sought to be seen as authentic. In examining Trump,
Clayton Fordahl remarks that “the authentic politician constantly projects the sordid and
mercurial inner workings of the self, with little thought to exterior truth or convention”
(Fordahl, 2018, 310). While this is a rather pessimistic view of authenticity, it begins by
examining truth's role within authenticity.

In Umbach and Humphrey’s Authenticity: The Cultural History of a Political
Concept, the authors link three politicians viewed as authentic--Trump, independent US

Senator Bernie Sanders, and former UK Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn--as having a
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great deal of support due in large part to their perceived authenticity (Umbach & Humphrey,
2017). They further discuss that authenticity in politics is often closely related as refusing to
do “politics as usual” and demanding new forms of ways of doing politics “differently”
(Umbach & Humphrey, 2017, p. 74-75). In this respect, authenticity is highly tied to political
movements, with authenticity and rebellion closely linked to political action, with many
politicians being highly successful at engaging and benefiting from their youth engagement
via their authentic leadership (Umbach & Humphrey, 2017, p. 73).
According to MP 1, politicians need to connect with their constituents. He discussed
that the most moving and persuasive communicators could meaningfully connect and find
commonalities between themselves and those who disagree. According to them:
In many ways, in politics, we are seeing that negativity, and we are starting to
define “I do not want to vote for that person,” rather than “I want to vote for
that person.” And so, how are we able to make people connect? How can we
make people feel authentic and real? And how can social media help that
happen? I think that the more we can do that, the more we can ensure that
people are authentic, real, caring, positive, and engaging, and recognize that
there is a sameness throughout the world. (MP 1, personal communication,
July 26, 2021)

Further, he also discussed that he was elected to represent his community, and both his name

and the party are represented on the ballot, so he needed to balance the two, sometimes

conflicting, positions effectively.

When evaluating the leadership of former Conservative Party of Canada leader Erin
O’Toole, we can see a politician who struggled with the narrative that he was inauthentic, and

it became a central talking point in the days leading up to and following the 2021 election.
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(Raj, 2021; Yakabuski, 2021). O’Toole struggled—partly because he was pulled between the
two sides of his caucus, the more extreme right-wing populist base and the moderate fiscal
conservatives that he was seen to more closely represent—and because he was often seen as
not acting as his authentic self, leading him to fail in garnering support among undecideds.

In speaking with MP 2, the key for politicians now is that people are begging for
authenticity and leadership. “I would say that there has been a generational shift, and people
seeing through [traditional political communications], and the things that make these
mediums, like the medium being the message, is the authenticity,” they said (MP 2, personal
communication, July 20, 2021). Continuing, they went on to discuss how he felt that if he
was authentic and honest in his digital communications, they could stand by any statement
they made, and they do not believe that is possible when being inauthentic or following a
party line. A further conflict here is whether or not by trying to seem authentic online, you
may struggle to truly be authentic. This phenomenon can be seen with social media
influencers, who will often claim to be authentic, while taking their direction from the brands
that actively pay them to promote their products, leading some to question their perceived
authenticity.

Staffer 2 discussed the need to ensure that the communications are faithful to the party
but that sometimes the party's position is at direct odds with what the community believes
(Staffer 2, personal communication, July 14, 2021). In one case, he described how the MP
went out of their way to ensure that they communicated with the Prime Minister's Office
about the views of the community, including how they were at direct odds with the
government’s position. They strove to ensure that their communications expressed an

understanding of the issues of the community, while not directly attacking their government.
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According to Staffer 1, these situations are rare but can lead to distrust from the PMO if not
handled with genuine authenticity and openness by all involved (Staffer 1, June 15, 2021).

Liberal MP, and recently appointed Housing, Infrastructure and Communities
Minister Nate Erskine-Smith has spoken quite openly about the need for greater authenticity
and principled leadership in politics, and has built a following through his perceived authentic
and honest approach to tackling the issues that matter to his constituents, even when those
beliefs go against his party (Hepburn, 2023). Erskine-Smith’s form of communications, seen
as being authentic and open to honest political debate, is viewed as refreshing to those who
may have tired of the traditional avoiding answers of many in politics (Ling, 2024).

The struggle to find authenticity in our politicians' communications is something that
has led to dissatisfaction with political discourse in Canada, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic. A renewed focus on authenticity is challenging, given the push to standardise
communications via party-line messaging, but it is in line with doing communications in the
spirit of the Constituency First Communications approach, which would allow MPs to hear

the concerns and advocate for their community.

Conclusion

In examining the communications practices of Members of Parliament, an obvious
problem we see is a lack of strategic and coordinated communications across party lines.
Most MPs are not communications experts, but rather come from a wide range of
backgrounds, and are drawn into political life for a wide variety of reasons. Similarly,
political staffers are often picked for their expertise in campaigning, but may not have a

communications background. While they may receive some levels of training and assistance
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from their research bureaus, MPs and staffers are often not experts in digital communications
strategies, and rely on either their personal beliefs, or anecdotal methods of engagement.

This paper’s purpose, having identified and considered problems with MPs'
communication with people in their home riding at the level of practice and strategy, is to
suggest a new way of communicating, broadly called Constituent Communications. This
model, one of my own inventions, posits that the best way for MPs to engage with their
constituents online is to do so in an authentic and reciprocal fashion. This method, which is in
contrast to a centralised approach that has arisen in Canadian politics and is tied to the shift to
a political marketing model for party and MP communications, views the needs of
constituents and the MP's role in advocating on their behalf as the primary responsibility of
the MP, rather than as an extension of their party. In speaking with politicians and staff, this
new ideal in communications seems like it is direly needed, and would be supported. The
idea of decentralising communications from party control has strong support, with many
feeling as though the traditional methods are no longer of value to their constituents.

By interviewing MPs and their staff, this research attempts to bridge the gap between
the perception of the theorists and the people who are actively working in the field. This
provides a holistic view of the uses of social media by political actors. This research is also
unique, as it looks more directly at the methods and reasons of MPs when they are not in an
active campaign, instead focussing on their work within their communities. In doing so, it
illustrates the clear need to view digital communications from MPs outside of election cycles
as unique—in that they have different functions and drivers.

In proposing a communication style informed by the two-way symmetrical methods
described by Grunig, this research argues that politicians and constituents would be better

served in using digital communications tools and methods that actively promote allowing
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constituents to use their voices to drive the work of the MP. This model provides MPs the
freedom and autonomy to discuss and build communications strategies based on their work
within their communities.

In this environment, the need for better communications and engagement between the
elected officials and their constituents is clearly key. Under the proposed Constituent
Communications model proposed, the needs and methods of communication of the
constituents would be a key driver of any communication method. Rather than using social
media as a broadcast opportunity—such as the use cases described by Small—the politicians
would instead look for ways to actively engage their constituents online (Small, 2014). These
methods, further described below, focus on engaging in an authentic and values driven way,
which allows for two-way communications to be prioritized over the traditional broadcast
methods of communications. While broadcast methods will always have a place in the
communications arsenal of politicians, two-way symmetrical communications tools, such as
those described below, provide MPs the opportunity to engage with their constituents on what
matters to them, while building relationships with those who may not be actively engaged
with the traditional political communications.

The tools laid out below are just some of the practices that came out in the course of
the research conducted. While these tools may be the best practices today, the ever evolving
suite of digital communications tools will continue to present new and exciting ways to
engage with constituents. In order to evaluate whether the method fits within the Constituent
Communications model, politicians should review ensure that any method is:

e [s able to be accessed by a wide portion of their constituency.
e Allows for two-way symmetrical communications between the politicians and their

constituents.
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e Provides opportunities to listen to what the constituents are focussing on.
e Allows the politicians to showcase their authentic self.

If the emerging digital communications methods can generally adhere to these ideals,
the next step will be for the politicians to ensure their communications strategies are built to
align with the needs of their constituents. In doing so, politicians can better engage their
constituents where they are online, and provide for a place for those who may not
traditionally engage with their elected officials an opportunity to have their voices heard.
Best Practices

In evaluating the uses of digital communications to engage with constituents, we can
see best practices that emerge. The interviews with the staff and MPs show a wide range of
successful strategies that have been used by the politicians. Many of them described their
methods of learning to do their work a certain way as coming from a process of trial and
error, and what has worked. Further, many described how they lean on their colleagues to see
what methods work best.

In reviewing this research, several methods stood out as having the potential to allow
for greater development of reciprocal two-way communication between politicians and their
constituents. They include Virtual Town Halls, collaborative decision-making tools, using
social listening tools to understand the needs of the community, and blogging or podcasting.

One of the long-serving MPs who was interviewed expressed that the COVID-19
pandemic was a time in which they were forced to try new things in order to communicate,
and found that using existing tools, such as Facebook’s Live feature, helped them to conduct
Town Hall conversations virtually (MP 4, personal communication, June 3, 2021). While
traditional Town Halls may have required a large amount of advanced labour (booking

venues, sending invites, setting agendas, etc.) their virtual cousins are seen to be much easier



Running Head: REACHING CONSTITUENTS IN THE DIGITAL AGE 54

to organize and allow for wider audience participation. Others expressed a similar drive to try
new methods to communicate differently both during, and after the pandemic.

While not interviewed, Liberal MP Nathaniel Erskine-Smith has cultivated a
following online, both for his perceived authenticity—developed in part from his refusal to
follow a “party line” and voting his conscience on many issues—but also from his podcast
Uncommons, which explores a variety of pressing issues, and invites politicians and
stakeholders from across the political spectrum (Erskine-Smith, n.d.). This work was
identified by MP 2 as having a big effect on demystifying the work of MPs. Further, as
podcasts are increasingly the way in which people consume news, this practice is in effect
going to where the audience is consuming content (Blair, 2024).

Another emerging method of communications being utilised is MP blogs. MPs, like
Conservative Michelle Rempel Garner, have taken to expressing their personal views via
long-form blogging. These blogs, which are often written similarly to a classic Op-Ed—
though often more unfiltered—provide constituents with a more transparent view into their
political decision-making (Rempel-Garner, n.d.). This type of direct digital communications
is ideal for MPs who wish to provide long-form, but less formal forms of communications, as
they are able to express their opinions on policy and current events to their constituents.

One MP interviewed discussed how they ran an online decision-making survey, one
that was done using a third-party vendor to provide better understanding of the thoughts and
opinions on certain issues, such as affordable housing, the opioid crisis, and local issues
affecting the community (MP 1, personal communication, July 26, 2021). Through this
process, which involves asking the respondents to provide their opinions on issues, then have
others further refine and provide feedback on issues, the views of the community, including

those who may not normally interact with their local politician, were uncovered. This allowed
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the MP a greater sense of the views and values of the community than would have been
possible with a normal sentiment analysis-style survey.

Of note, while these tools were seen as valuable, the rapidly evolving digital
communications landscape means that these tools could be quickly eclipsed by other more
impactful tools. Politicians and staffers must then be ready to try new forms of
communications to ensure their constituents are able to connect with them in meaningful
ways.

Next Steps

This research is not considered in isolation, but can be viewed in context of the future
of digital media. Since this research began in 2021, there have been major changes in the
social media landscape. From the height of TikTok to its banning by many organizations and
in federally-owned devices, to the changes in Twitter use following its acquisition by Elon
Musk, to the Online News Bill’s (C-18) effect on local news sharing online, how Canadians
use social media is changing very quickly (Holpuch, 2023; Bogost, 2022; Robertson, 2023).
As our social media trends change, it is important for politicians to be nimble in their social
media usage; however, without a strategically sound base of how to conduct their use, the
likelihood of successful engagement is low.

This research could be further expanded by doing a more wide-ranging sentiment
survey among citizens of the ways in which their MPs communicate online. This survey,
which would be beyond the means of master’s level research, could be conducted to look at
how citizens engage with their MPs, if they follow them online, and how they perceive their
communications styles. This survey would help paint a clearer picture on what is or is not
actively working for MPs; are the party-line messaging or the constituent communication

method more effective? Or could there exist a merging of the two forms that would help
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blend the styles to create something new? Further research might look at the use of digital
communication tools by provincial and municipal politicians to provide a holistic view of the
state of political constituent communications.

Another potentially fruitful further investigation would be to do in-depth research into
the communications methods of a very small handful of MPs from different political, ethnic,
and geographic backgrounds. This would likely involve having the researcher shadowing the
MP and their staff and discussing closely with the staff members how they do their
communications, and the choices they make in terms of content generation. This could lead to
a more robust understanding of their practices, as well as the feedback they receive from their
constituents, as well as a clearer picture of their strategic communications planning.

In the end, the realm of constituency communications remains an untapped and
potentially vast area of study that could lead to further research into the impact of digital
communications tools in informing the public, and providing the necessary tools for

constituents to meaningfully engage with their elected officials.
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Table 1

Social Media Followings of the 43rd Parliament

Demographic Facebook Twitter Instagram Youtube (Views) LinkedIn
Average Median  Average  Median Average Median  Average Median Average Median

Party
Bloc Québécois 5,111 4,246 4,345 2,093 1,183 771 1,183 1,271 822 462
Conservative 19,523 5,600 11,653 4,330 4,333 1,745 4,333 11,075 2,630 1,488
Liberal 67,094 7,510 54,444 7,723 34,028 3,982 34,028 3,856 82,269 1,685
NDP 22,530 4,485 33,208 7,628 38,846 1,731 38,846 18,974 2,373 659
Other 36,448 6,338 76,187 5,915 7,079 2,635 71,374 6,936 1,809 1,501
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Gender
Male
Female

Region

BC

AB, MB, SK

ON

QC

ATL

YK, NT, NU
Year of Birth

Pre-1946

51,058

15,657

24,371

11,863

17,007

113,932

7,563

3,618

7,917

6,155

6,780

5,900

6,600

6,097

6,928

6,155

3,618

6,953

39,942

20,153

33,759

7,270

18,449

92,998

8,683

18,055

9,430

5,474

7,406

5,821

4,690

7,483

4,399

7,051

3,450

7,811

28,556

5,597

27,318

2,749

6,871

68,293

3,293

13,366

4,477

70

2,501

3,242

1,814

2,164

3,643

1,827

2,860

4,464

3,891

408,663

157,486

33,759

64,783

626,120

31,241

9,766

N/A

11,054

7,254

4,613

13,814

15,585

8,109

2,649

2,277

N/A

4,388

64,573

2,013

2,436

1,798

5,524

171,933

1,799

530

2,799

1,468

1,483

1,114

1,435

2,000

1,559

613

530

1,483
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1980-1994

after-1995
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8,045

79,332

22,565

2,041

4,946

7,620

8,550

2,041

10,951

65,877

14,159

2,993

4,907

7,406

6,374

2,993

2,623

45,144

6,030

2,543

71

2,571

3,242

3,047

2,543

2,623

675,040

268,178

N/A

4,932

7,381

14,653

N/A

1,422

94,888

1,591

N/A

1,435

2,000

N/A

N/A
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Table 2

Top 10 Profiles by Channel

72

Channel Province Party Year of Birth  Total
Facebook
Justin Trudeau Quebec Liberal 1971 8,103,341
Pierre Poilievre Ontario Conservative 1979 476,525
Jagmeet Singh British Columbia NDP 1979 361,384
Michelle Rempel Garner  Alberta Conservative 1980 324,000
Andrew Scheer Saskatchewan Conservative 1979 302,774
Harjit S. Sajjan British Columbia Liberal 1970 233,251
Erin O'Toole Ontario Conservative 1973 133,152
Ahmed Hussen Ontario Liberal 1976 120,597
Elizabeth May British Columbia Green Party 1954 101,000
Derek Sloan Ontario Independent 1984 86,333
Twitter
Justin Trudeau Quebec Liberal 1971 5,713,677
Jagmeet Singh British Columbia NDP 1979 494,856
Elizabeth May British Columbia Green Party 1954 326,658
Chrystia Freeland Ontario Liberal 1968 228,623
Andrew Scheer Saskatchewan Conservative 1979 218,617
Harjit S. Sajjan British Columbia Liberal 1970 160,479
Erin O'Toole Ontario Conservative 1973 159,583
Pierre Poilievre Ontario Conservative 1979 158,820
Catherine McKenna Ontario Liberal 1971 155,354
Jody Wilson-Raybould British Columbia Independent 1971 143,918
Instagram
Justin Trudeau Quebec Liberal 1971 4,070,313
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Jagmeet Singh British Columbia NDP 1979 731,201
Harjit S. Sajjan British Columbia Liberal 1970 179,177
Pierre Poilievre Ontario Conservative 1979 92,663
Erin O'Toole Ontario Conservative 1973 56,749
Andrew Scheer Saskatchewan Conservative 1979 45,685
Chrystia Freeland Ontario Liberal 1968 33,719
Mumilaaq Qaqqaq Nunavut NDP 1993 33,063
Navdeep Bains Ontario Liberal 1977 27,455
Marci Ien Ontario Liberal 1969 26,212
Youtube
Pierre Poilievre Ontario Conservative 1979 50,091,280
Andrew Scheer Saskatchewan Conservative 1979 8,704,791
Michelle Rempel Garner  Alberta Conservative 1980 7,981,195
Jamie Schmale Ontario Conservative 1976 2,685,040
Dane Lloyd Alberta Conservative 1991 865,969
Justin Trudeau Quebec Liberal 1971 798,653
Charlie Angus Ontario NDP 1962 756,326
Jagmeet Singh British Columbia NDP 1979 646,183
Candice Bergen Manitoba Conservative 1964 526,229
Greg McLean Alberta Conservative Unknown 350,837
LinkedIn
Justin Trudeau Quebec Liberal 1971 5,451,400
Navdeep Bains Ontario Liberal 1977 142,480
Andrew Scheer Saskatchewan Conservative 1979 17,825
Erin O'Toole Ontario Conservative 1973 15,067
Jagmeet Singh British Columbia NDP 1979 11,234
Mary Ng Ontario Liberal 1969 10,953
Newfoundland and
Seamus O'Regan Labrador Liberal 1971 10,306
Jonathan Wilkinson British Columbia Liberal 1965 8,476

Mélanie Joly Quebec Liberal 1979 8,022
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Harjit S. Sajjan British Columbia Liberal

1970

7,023

74
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation

[Date here]
Dear [Prospective Participant],

I would like to invite you to be part of a research project that I am conducting. This project is
part of the requirement for a Masters of Professional Communications at Royal Roads
University. My name is Andrew Ikeman and my credentials with Royal Roads University can
be established by contacting Professor David Black at David.Black@royalroads.ca

The objective of my research project is to better understand how Members of Parliament use
digital communications tools to connect with their constituents, in their role as
representatives for their communities. In addition to submitting my final report to Royal
Roads University in partial fulfillment for a Masters of Professional Communications, I will
also be sharing my research findings with the Samara Centre for Democracy.

My research project will consist of an unstructured interview that will use open ended
questions to inform the research. and is foreseen to last 30-40 minutes. The foreseen
questions will include questions on how you engage with your constituents online, and

Your name was chosen as a prospective participant because of [reason they were chosen as
a prospective participant here].

For more information, please review the detailed information outlined in the Research
Consent Form

If you would like to participate in my research project, please contact me at:
Name: Andrew Ikeman

Email:

Telephone:

Sincerely,
Andrew Ikeman
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Appendix B: Research Consent Form

My name is Andrew Ikeman, and you are invited to participate in my research project,
Reaching Constituents in the Digital Age. I am a student in the School of Communication and
Culture at Royal Roads University.

The purpose of my research is to better understand how Members of Parliament use digital
communications tools to connect with their constituents. The project partnered with the
Samara Institute for Democracy. You may verify the authenticity of this project by contacting
Professor David Black at David.Black@royalroads.ca.

Your participation will consist of a semi-structured interview and your involvement is
foreseen to last 30-40 minutes. The questions will refer to your understanding of politicians'
use of digital communications tools. In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads
University in partial fulfillment for a Masters of Professional Communications,I will also be
sharing my research findings with the Samara Centre for Democracy.

The research results will be published in public outlets, including the thesis that will be
published in RRU’s Digital Archive, Pro-Quest and Library and Archives Canada. The
results might also be disseminated at public and academic conferences and presentations.
You will receive a copy of the research, and should any direct quotes be used, you will have
final approval on these quotes.

Data may be stored on or accessible by servers in the United States, and may be subject to
examination by government or law enforcement under the Patriot Act. While this likelihood
is small, I am required to let you/my participants know this possible risk.

Interviews will be recorded digitally via Zoom and summarized, in anonymous format, in the
final report. Your comments will remain anonymous, unless you agree to be identified. All
documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Please note that your valuable ideas and
opinions will appear in the report itself. However, no personal information such as your name
or personally identifiable information will be used to attribute those comments to you.

The data gathered will be retained for the duration of the research. It will be archived for
potential future use. Data will not be retained pertaining to an individual who has withdrawn
at any time.

Further, I wish to inform you that I previously worked on Parliament Hill as a Legislative
Assistant to Anthony Housefather, Karen Ludwig, and Gordie Hogg, as well as worked for
the Liberal Party of Canada. I have not had any involvement in partisan politics since leaving
the Hill in 2019, and this research is not intended for partisan reasons.

Your participation is completely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you are free to
withdraw at any time. Similarly, if you choose not to participate in this research project, this
information will also be maintained in confidence.
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This research project has been approved by the RRU Research Ethics Board. If you have any
questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact the Office of
Research Ethics at ethicalreview@royalroads.ca; 1-250-391-2600 ext. 4425.

By signing this letter or replying affirmatively to this email, you are indicating your
agreement to participate in this project. In doing so, you are not waiving any legal rights.

Name: (Please Print):

Signed:

Date:
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Appendix C: The Samara Centre for Democracy’s Member of Parliament Survey 2021

Introduction

Thank you for your interest in the Samara Centre for Democracy’s annual survey of MPs.
This year’s edition provides an opportunity for you to share your views on the effects of
online harms on Canada’s democracy. We have also collaborated with scholar Brendan Boyd
at MacEwan University to solicit your opinion on the role of public servants in government
(and to save you from answering two separate questionnaires).

Completing the survey should take no more than 15 minutes. You will have the
opportunity to elaborate on your answers at the end of the questionnaire.

Le sondage est aussi disponible en francais a . [link]

Please note that responses are anonymous. The survey has been sent to all MPs, and any
personally identifying information will be excluded from publication. A limited number of
demographic questions are included, but answers will only be used to identify high-level
trends, not to single out individuals.

Please complete the survey by DATE.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Part 1: Online engagement

1. What are your top three primary objectives for using social media? (Please select up
to three answers.)
- To hear from constituents
- To enhance your profile/reach
- To provide updates on your work in the constituency
- To provide updates on the work of your party
- To provide factual and trusted news
- To share your opinion on an issue
- Haven’t given it much thought/I don’t know
- Other (please specify)

2. Have you personally received any of the following types of communications training?
(Please select all that apply.)
- Party-led training
- House of Commons-led training
- External consultations/professional development
- Informal, self-directed training
- Other (please specity)
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[MATRIX] Excluding replies, how often do the following people post on your social
media accounts? [never, rarely, somewhat regularly, very often, posts exclusively, I
don’t know]

Yourself

Parliamentary office staff

Constituency office staff
Designated/dedicated social media staff
Other (please specify)

Who generally responds to messages and posts you receive on social media?

Yourself

Parliamentary office staff

Constituency office staff
Designated/dedicated social media staff
Other (please specify)

Which online platforms or digital channels do you find most effective for engaging
with your community? [open answer]

Part 2: Harmful comments, harassment, and hate speech online

6.

7.

[MATRIX QUESTION] Have you received online messages, either posted publicly
or sent as a private message, which are harmful, harassment, or hate speech? [Never,
rarely, somewhat regularly, very often]

Harmful (a comment meant to hurt or demean, often using explicit words, but
that is considered lawful)

Harassment (a threatening and directed comment that causes the target to fear
for their safety or the safety of anyone known to them)

Hate speech (a comment that willfully promotes hatred against any identifiable
group [any section of the public distinguished by colour, race, religion,
national or ethnic origin, age, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or
expression, or mental or physical disability])

[If yes to harmful or harassment] Have any of these comments mentioned your race,
gender, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or gender expression? [Yes, No, Don’t

recall]

Which actions have you and/or your staff taken to combat harmful comments,
harassment, or hate speech online? (Please select all that apply.)

Blocking accounts

Warning people that they will be blocked if they continue
Deleting or removing others’ posts on your account
Notifying law enforcement

Flagging inappropriate content to social media platforms
Calling someone out for inappropriate comments
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- Publicly supporting someone online who is being targeted by harmful
comments

- Other (please specity)

- Don’t know

9. During your time as a MP, has the civility of online political discourse changed?
- Yes, it has become more civil
- Yes, it has become less civil
- No, it has remained the same
- Idon’t know

10. Based on your own experience and what you have learned from your time in politics,
do you think the likelihood of being the target of online incivility significantly
influences an individual’s decision to run for office?

- Yes

- No

- Somewhat/it depends (please specify)
- Idon’t know

11. [MATRIX] How much do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
[strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree, I don’t know]

- Social media platforms hold most of the responsibility for taking down illegal
content

- Government should step in if social media platforms are not able to remove
illegal content

- Social media platforms hold most of the responsibility for taking down “awful
but lawful” content

- Government should step in if social media platforms are not able to remove
“awful but lawful” content

Part 3: Your views on public servants

12. How often do you interact with public servants in your day-to-day work?
- Daily
- Weekly
- Monthly
- Less than monthly
- Never

13. When government fails to operate as it should, who do you think is responsible most
of the time?
- Elected officials
- Public servants
- The press media
- Special interests
- All equally responsible
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14. [IMATRIX]How much confidence do you have in each of the following actors? [no
confidence at all, not much confidence, some confidence, a lot of confidence]

The federal public service
The provincial public service
The municipal public service
Private corporations

Labour unions
Environmental organizations
The United Nations

The press media

Elected officials

15. Under what circumstances is it appropriate for a public servant to refuse to implement
the direction of an elected official? (Please select the circumstances you think apply.)

Failure of an elected official to act on their advice

A value conflict with the elected official

Illegal activities or behaviour by the elected official

Interference with the administration of a policy or program by the elected
official

Concerns about safety or serious harm to citizens

Financial or fiscal mismanagement by the elected official

It is never appropriate for a public servant to refuse to implement the direction
of an elected official

Other (please specify)

16. [MATRIX] How much do you agree/disagree with the following statements?
[strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree]

To ensure an effective and legitimate government, public servants must
implement the directions of elected officials

To ensure an effective and legitimate government, public servants must
remain non-partisan in their day-to-day work

To ensure an effective and legitimate government, public servants must
remain non-partisan outside of work hours, in their private lives

Public servants should be anonymous and not subject to public scrutiny
Strong accountability requires more than just elected officials to be held
responsible when things go wrong

It is part of a public servant's job to talk to media and stakeholders about the
work they are doing

Public servants should focus exclusively on administrative matters and leave
politics to the politicians

12. Which of the following statements comes closest to your view?

Government would work better if there were more party-appointed positions
in the public service

Government would work better if there were more merit-based positions in the
public service
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- There is about the right balance of party-appointed and merit-based positions

in the public service

Part 4: Basic demographics

13.

14.

15.

16.

Which political party do you represent?

- Bloc Québécois

- Conservative Party of Canada

- Green Party of Canada
- Liberal Party of Canada
- New Democratic Party
- Prefer not to say / Other

What is your gender?
- Female

- Male

- Non-binary

- Prefer not to say

How long have you been a MP?
- 0-3 years

- 4-7 years

- 8-11 years

- 12+ years

Prefer not to say

What is your age?

- 18-24

- 25-34

- 35-44

- 45-54

- 55-64

- 65-74

- 75 or above

- Prefer not to say

Part 5: Final question

17. Is there anything you would like to expand on? [open answer]

Thank you very much for answering this survey!

With your support, we can build a stronger democracy for a better Canada.
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The Samara Centre for Democracy is committed to sharing its analysis of these responses
with all MPs once completed. If you would like to learn more about the Samara Centre,
please visit www.samaracanada.com.

&3
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