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Executive Summary
FINDI NG S

Although credibility was the most valuable
factor to MPs, how credibility is evaluated
varies across MPs.

In the current study, we conducted a series of
one-on-one interviews with Canadian members
of Parliament (MPs) to investigate how they gather
and use information. The study aimed to better
understand how MPs use research and evidence
in their work, identify potential gaps in the
process, and determine new ways that scientists,
researchers, and experts could support MPs.

»	
Some of the ways in which MPs evaluated

Key findings:

»	
Several MPs expressed a preference for

There was a lot of variability in the
process of how MPs gathered information.
However, MPs valued information that
is credible and relevant.

»	
MPs got their information from a wide variety
of sources, and the process varied widely,
depending on MP focus areas, needs, etc.

»	
However, most MPs (94%) view the Library

a source for credibility included checking the
credentials of the source, evaluating whether
expertise matched the content of information,
assessing for bias, double-checking with
trusted individuals, and tracking down the
original information source. For example,
several MPs expressed that institutions
or universities were trustworthy sources.
information that was free of bias, including
partisan or political bias.

Research and evidence were considered
valuable to MPs (e.g., to make arguments

stronger, shed new light on information, verify
or check information). However, MPs did
not have a unified perspective of what
“research” was.

of Parliament as a trusted source of credible,
relevant information.

»	
Most broadly, they defined it as information

»	
Google and mainstream media were common

a systematic way (65%) and from
a reputable source (53%) but included

starting points to gather information.

»	
Many MPs valued talking to people directly,

including constituents (71%), experts (71%),
and their peers in caucus (47%). 88% of MPs
got information from external organizations,
although the specific trusted organizations
varied from one MP to another.

that was collected/reviewed in

everything from talking to constituents, to
academic literature, to research by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
to news media.

»	
The sources of “research” varied,

but most commonly were Library
of Parliament and committees. Other

common sources of research included talking
directly to experts and external organizations.
41% of MPs reported going directly to the
academic literature.
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MPs described a wide range of challenges
relating to the use of science and
evidence in their work.

»	
Managing time restrictions and information
overload was most common. 59% of MPs
also described the challenge of navigating
information that had spin or bias.

»	
Conflicting findings also posed a challenge,
from conflicting scientific results, to conflict
between the perspectives, views, and
experiences of constituents, on the one
hand, and scientific findings, on the other
hand.

»	
There was discussion of how politics

is never fully “evidence-based” because
so many other factors have to work into
decisions.

»	
Lack of resources was also a challenge
(staff, time, money).

R E C O M M E ND ATI O NS
TO B E TTE R C O NNE C T
S C IE NC E AND
R E S E A R C H TO
PA R L I A M E NTAR I ANS:
Linking researchers to committees — MPs

often used committees as an example of where
research and evidence were useful and used
often (e.g., expert witnesses). But scientists
are largely unaware of the committee process.
Supporting scientists to participate in committee
work could lead to improved use of evidence
in policy-making.
Improving direct access to experts —

Many MPs said they preferred talking directly
to scientists and experts and relied on trusted
sources. This could be improved by creating
better catalogues and databases of researchers
across Canada and encouraging scientists to
form direct relationships with their MPs.
Making research relevant to policy-makers

— MPs stressed that they are more likely to use
research if it is directly relevant to their work.
Framing research in a way that is accessible and
of interest to MPs can help bridge gaps (e.g.,
being familiar with the issues that matter to the
decision-maker in question).
Engagement in policy and government
issues — Many MPs encouraged researchers

to engage more with their elected representatives
and inform themselves about policy. This
included forming relationships with MPs/staff
and being aware of the political cycle and current
issues of interest to parliamentarians.
Improved resources to bolster research
capabilities — Given the importance of

resources such as the Library of Parliament,
more financial support should be given to
improve the capacity of the Library and of
the parliamentary research staff.
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Evidence-informed
decision-making in
the federal government
Research, science, and evidence play an important
role in informing our decisions. In a government
context, relevant and independent information helps
ensure federal policies are well-informed, enhances
understanding of complex topics, and helps
governments provide clear and accurate information
to citizens.
The Government of Canada has emphasized the
importance of evidence-informed decision-making
(EIDM) in our federal processes. In addition to clear
language included in several ministerial mandate
letters in 2015, this has been further elucidated by
implementation of several new federal initiatives
and programs that strive for improved EIDM.
These include:

»	
Appointment of a Chief Science Advisor,1

whose mandate includes “providing advice on
creating and implementing processes to ensure
that scientific analyses are considered when
the Government makes decisions”;

»	
Implementation of a number of departmental
2

science advisors to support the Chief Science
Advisor through an advice network;

»	
Announcement of a new Council on Science
3

the information they need,

»	
can close gaps in the communication cycle
and experts, and

»	
Implementation of Scientific Integrity Policies,
allowing federal scientists to speak freely
about their work;

»	
New initiatives to combat digital misinformation,5
aiming to help Canadians more critically assess
information online; and

6

»	
can help make sure decision-makers have

»	
can help policy-makers better access evidence
4

transparency in science and research6,7
in the federal government.

Understanding the answers to these questions can
help improve the cycle of how evidence feeds in to
government decisions and policies. For example,
a better understanding of how decision-makers
define research and evidence, and the types of
questions they require answers for, can better help
researchers and experts frame their information in
a way that is useful to decision-makers. In addition,
understanding the process of EIDM in practice

between experts and decision-makers,

and Innovation, mandated to “provide
evidence-based analysis and policy advice
to the Ministers on complex issues”;

»	
New requirements for openness and

While it is clear that EIDM is a federal priority
area in Canada, measuring the process by which
information and evidence feed into government
decision-making in practice is challenging. What
constitutes “evidence”? How do different types
of information reach decision-makers? What
sources do decision-makers use when seeking
out information? How do policy-makers define and
appraise the quality of evidence? What qualities
of information make it valuable? What incentivizes
them to use research-based evidence? What are
the challenges to using evidence in practice?

»	
can help ensure our decisions are informed
by the best possible evidence.
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Challenges to the use
of research and evidence
in government decisions
It is tempting to assume that the connection
between researchers and decision-makers is
simple. In theory, researchers publish their findings
in scientific journals or other forums, which are then
accessed by those interested in those findings,
such as governments, then policy-makers use
those findings in their decision-making processes.
However, this simple “linear” model of science
policy has been widely rejected.8,9,10 In reality, there
are several barriers to the seamless connection of
evidence and policy, and the relationship between
these two fields is complicated by a number
of factors.
To start, science is not a uniform field and
encompasses a wide number of disciplines with
differing methodologies, analyses, dissemination
styles, and processes. In line with this, the policymaking process can vary significantly across
jurisdictions, departments, decision-makers, and
policies, making it challenging to determine the
exact process by which science and evidence
factors into the policy-making process.11 At an
operational level, federal decision-makers are often
required to work within short policy windows, unlike
the long timelines of scientific research.12 Political
decisions are rarely dependent solely on evidence
and are complicated by shifting priorities, political
or government biases, views of constituents that
may vary or differ from scientific research, and
desire for re-election.13 Many decision-makers and
government policy-makers do not have a scientific
background, which can make it challenging to find
and interpret research-based information, especially
when it is published in academic forums.

In the same vein, many scientists do not have
a good understanding of the policy-making cycle,
and do not know how or when to effectively share
14
their work with decision-makers. In addition,
policy-makers are faced with a wide range of
different types of information they may need to
consider in their work, such as concerns of their
constituents, news and current events, economic
and social factors, or information from lobby
organizations, and scientific research is rarely
the only consideration in a decision. This link is
further complicated by changing public trust in
science. A recent survey indicated that a growing
number of Canadians are distrusting of science and
scientists.15 As policy-makers represent the public,
this could also factor in to the use of science in
decision-making. The path from scientific research
to evidence-informed policy-making can be
challenging and unclear.
Over the years, there has been research interest
in bridging the divide between science and policy.
Much of this work aims to address the supply end
of evidence creation,16 including work on better
evidence creation and dissemination, as well as
on improving researchers’ ability to communicate,
market, and disseminate their work to policymakers.17,18,19 Other research aims to better
understand and improve policy-makers’ use of
evidence.20.21 However, much of this work focuses
specifically on the executive or public sector branch
of government policy22,23,24 rather than the legislative
branch, particularly in Canada.25 Overall, there
is still a need for better understanding of how
individual decision-makers gather, evaluate,
and use information at an individual level.
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Previous work on
information gathering and
use by Canadian legislators
Several previous studies have aimed to better
understand how science, research, and evidence
are used by Canadian policy-makers.
In 1983, the Science Council of Canada produced
a discussion paper based on interviews with
Canadian parliamentarians about the use of science
in Parliament.26 The results demonstrated several
challenges, many of which were institutional. For
example, many Members of Parliament (MPs)
described that House of Commons mechanisms,
such as parliamentary committees and debates, did
not allow for effective consideration of science, and
that decisions often relied on emotions or politics,
rather than evidence. As well, while MPs discussed
being exposed to a vast amount of information
that included scientific reports, their limited time
and resources made the use of such information
challenging, especially since few MPs had any
background in science. MPs described a need
for improved mechanisms for science advice and
support in assessing the quality and relevance
of science.
Although much has changed in the landscape
of science and research in government since the
1980s, many of the same challenges that were
identified 35 years ago still remain today. In 2013,
a survey was distributed to all backbench members
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in the House of Commons, investigating how
MPs engage with different types of information
and what factors influence how information is
viewed.27 Although externally produced academic
information was valued most highly, MPs more
regularly consulted internal sources of information
in their work (e.g., internal information purveyors,
government reports, party research). As well,
the study demonstrated that MPs generally
responded positively to lobby groups, and individual
MPs’ “policy networks” — those they have close
connections with on a regular basis — impact the
types of information MPs value and use regularly.
A 2013 study used interviews with Canadian
Ministers and Deputy Ministers to investigate
the role of science-based knowledge in decisionmaking in the executive branch of government.28
The study found both a lack of access to
contextualized science-based evidence for
decision-makers, as well as a lack of accountability
in how evidence is used in the decision-making
process. As well, many senior public servants
expressed a desire for academics to be more
involved in the policy process and recommended
institutional changes such as public participation
in environmental science and policy and
new approaches to integrating science into
decision-making.
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Box 1: Canada’s
Government
Because Canada is a constitutional monarchy,
the Canadian government operates using a
Westminster system, a model of government
developed in England and the current model
of the UK Parliament.29
Three branches of government collectively
govern Canada. The executive branch of
government consists of the Monarch (often
referred to as the “Crown”) represented in
Canada by the Governor General), the Prime
Minister, and the Cabinet. The elected Prime
Minister is the head of the executive branch,
and appoints Cabinet Ministers, who each
lead the various government departments
and agencies. The executive branch is the
decision-making branch of government. The
judicial branch is made up of the Supreme
Court of Canada, led by the Chief Justice of
Canada, which implements Canadian laws.
The legislative branch of government, or
Parliament, is the law-making branch of
government. Canada’s Parliament is a
bicameral legislature, consisting of the
Monarch, the Senate, and the House of
Commons. While the Canadian Senate is
appointed, the House of Commons is made
up of Members of Parliament (MPs), who
represent each constituency in Canada’s
provinces and territories. MPs are elected by
Canadian citizens eligible to vote. Federally,
Canadian law-making is shared among all
its provinces and territories.30
While the makeup of MP offices may vary
from one parliamentarian to the next, most
MPs employ a number of staff who serve a
number of roles, including performing research
and analysis, providing advice, conducting
administerial duties, or supporting the MP
on a wide range of tasks and issues.31
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Purpose of the
Current Study
There is still relatively little known about how
evidence is used by the legislative branch of
government in Canada. Although a few studies
have begun to investigate this internationally,32,33,34
there is still a need for better Canadian
understanding of the process by which information
is gathered and used by parliamentarians, where
the gaps are in this process, and how we can
improve this cycle.
To address this, the current study used existing
work in the UK as a model.35 With a focus on the
Canadian legislative branch, our research used
interviews with Canadian MPs to investigate their
process of information gathering and use, their
perspectives on and definitions of research and
evidence, as well as perceived challenges to
evidence and solutions to using research in policymaking in a Canadian context. In doing so, we hope
to contribute to this growing body of literature on
evidence-informed decision-making internationally,
as well as improve the use of research and
evidence in our Canadian policies.
For the purpose of the current study, we focused
on the legislative branch of government and only
included elected MPs in the sample. Although
Cabinet Ministers are also MPs and represent
constituencies, their information-gathering process
is likely significantly different than that of nonCabinet MPs, who are not supported by the public
service. Thus, we only included non-Cabinet MPs
in the current work.
Detailed methods for the study can be found
in Annex A.
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Study participants
Seventeen MPs in total participated in the study.
To maximize the variety and House of Commons
representation of the sample, Evidence for
Democracy employed rigorous sampling criteria,
outlined in detail in Annex A, to the best of our
ability. While the final sample who opted in to
participate was not fully representative of eligible
MPs sitting in the House, MPs who participated in
the study were from a variety of all major political
parties, spanned provinces across Canada, and
represented both male and female elected officials
as well as a variety of portfolios (Table 1). While
we recognize that a small sample size and selfselection bias of MPs choosing to participate
in the work could create challenges, the results
reflected in the interviews provided valuable insight
into a wide variety of procedures for gathering
information, as well as much new information
on challenges and solutions to the evidencegathering cycle.
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Table 1: Breakdown of study sample

Political
Party

Gender
Province/
Territory

Criteria

Total
eligible MPs
in House of
Commons

% of total
eligible MPs

Number of
MPs who
participated
in the study

% of study
sample

Liberal

145

49%

10

59%

Conservative

96

32%

3

18%

NDP

40

13%

3

18%

Green

1

0.3%

1

6%

Bloc

10

3%

0

0%

PPC

1

0.3%

0

0%

Male

231

78%

14

82%

Female

67

22%

3

18%

Alberta

33

11%

1

6%

British
Columbia

36

12%

5

29%

Manitoba

13

4%

1

6%

New Brunswick 8

3%

0

0%

Newfoundland

6

2%

2

12%

Northwest
Territories

1

0.03%

0

0%

Nova Scotia

10

3%

0

0%

Nunavut

1

0.03%

0

0%

Ontario

105

35%

7

41%

Prince Edward
Island

3

1%

0

0%

Quebec

68

23%

1

6%

Yukon

1

0.03%

0

0%

While all parties were invited to bring staff along to the interviews, only 7 of the 17 participating MPs
invited staff members to participate in the interviews. All staff responses in the results were recorded
and analyzed as a single data point with their participating MP.
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Sources of information
MPs use in their work
Although our primary research interests focus on
the role of science and research-based evidence
in decision-making, previous studies have indicated
that “research” is often broadly defined by decisionmakers to encompass a wide range of information.
Thus, before diving deeper into research-based
evidence, our initial conversations with MPs
focused on information broadly. Our aim was to gain
a general understanding of the process MPs use to
gather information. What sources do they prefer?
What about those sources and their preferred
information is valuable? Knowing the wide array
of information that MPs encounter on a regular
basis, we hoped to better understand whether
there was a common starting point for MPs in
their information-gathering process.

Key finding: There is significant
variation in how MPs gather
information; however, MPs value
information that is both credible
and relevant.
We found that there was wide variety in the
sources MPs use to inform their work (Figure 1).
The specific process of information gathering
varied from MP to MP and from issue to issue,
and a large number of information sources fed
into MPs’ work. Most MPs described using many
multiple sources for any particular issue. Some
of the sources MPs described were presented
to them by external parties, such as lobby groups
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs).
Some sources MPs sought out directly, such
as finding experts to talk to, conducting research
on particular topics, or talking to constituents.
Different MPs preferred different sources; some
sources were used on particular issues more
than others; and some were specific to individual
files or decision-makers.
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Despite the large variety, there were some
information sources that were used frequently
and consistently across MPs (Figure 1). This
included the Library of Parliament (94%), external
organizations (88%), constituents (71%), news/
media (71%), talking to experts (71%), Google
(59%), trusted sources (59%), and the
government (59%).
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Figure 1: Sources that MPs use to get information
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To better understand why some sources are
preferred by MPs, we evaluated the characteristics
of information that are valuable to MPs. With so
much variety and so many options, what makes
information stand out? Are some sources better
able to communicate information than others? Are
there some sources MPs are better able to relate
to or have more weight in their decision-making
process?
MPs described many characteristics of information
as being valuable aspects (Figure 2), such as
information that was easy to understand and
access, concise, and timely, as well as “research”
or “evidence”-based information. However, the two
components of information that were considered
most valuable to MPs were relevance (53%)
and credibility (65%).

SOURCE

The most valuable characteristic of information
to MPs was the credibility of that information.
This is in line with findings from Kenny et. al, 2017,
based on interviews with UK parliamentarians,
which found that materials that were considered
verifiable, accurate, and trusted were deemed
the most important aspect of information that is
factored into an MP’s work. In line with this, our
study demonstrated that many MPs discussed the
value of information that was considered objective,
unbiased, and nonpartisan for informing their work.
Relevance of information was also considered

very important. This included relevance in terms
of direct connection to specific files that the MP
cares about or is currently working on, as well as
relevance in terms of information being framed
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Figure 2: Characteristics of information valuable to MPs
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in a political or policy-relevant way. Many MPs
described the challenge of having to filter through
a huge amount of information on a daily basis.
This means that many MPs and staffers have
little time to decipher the pertinence of large reports
or scientific studies to their specific interests.
Without explicit description of why information
is important to an MP, information can lose value.
In line with this, many MPs suggested that
information is particularly valuable when it
is succinct, summarized into digestible pieces,
and explicitly describes the policy or political
impact of the material to that MP. Many MPs
also mentioned that the timing of information
makes it more or less important, depending
on the particular files that are critical or
time-sensitive.

“Political sexiness. It is one of the
criteria that politicians deal with. If
it’s not politically sexy, it’s pretty hard
to get our attention. And it’s just the
reality of the business. That’s just
the way it is.”
Several MPs also explained that their work often
requires finding information on very narrow, specific
topics, and sometimes on short timeframes.
Thus, relevant information that fills gaps in an
MP’s knowledge, or helps build an argument on
a particular topic, was viewed as useful to MPs.
With a better understanding of the characteristics of
information that MPs deem valuable, we can more
deeply consider some of the key sources MPs use
regularly in their work. What sources do MPs
consider as most credible and relevant?
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Library of Parliament
Key finding: The Library of
Parliament was generally
considered as the most credible,
reliable information source.

preferred the Library because it allows them to
make tailored requests for information that is
specific and relevant to their individual needs, and
because the results are unbiased, non-partisan,
and delivered quickly. Sometimes MPs relied on
the Library of Parliament to provide them with
The most common source of information that MPs
information to support a particular argument, for
cited in their standard information-gathering process background on topics they do not understand well,
was the Library of Parliament (Figure 1; Box
or for help analyzing a particular policy impact of a
2). 94% of MPs described using the Library as part
specific topic. The Library supports committee work
of their information-gathering process. MPs gave
and bill preparation and prepares MPs for debates.
many reasons why the Library was considered
Overall, the Library of Parliament was the most
a primary information source. In general, MPs
commonly used tool available to MPs.
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Box 2: What is the Library of Parliament?

36

The Library of Parliament is a centre of knowledge for Canadian parliamentarians. The library
aims to provide trusted, authoritative, unbiased, non-partisan information and analysis on a wide
range of topics of interest to their parliamentary work. Staffed by researchers and analysts with
a wide range of disciplines, the library serves a number of core functions that include:37

» Providing customized research and analysis upon request of parliamentarians and their staff
»	
Providing information to parliamentarians, committees, and parliamentary associations
on issues of the day

»
»
»

Preserving parliamentary heritage through documentation and collection keeping
Keeping parliamentarians up to date on news and evolving issues
Helping parliamentarians inform Canadians about Parliament and its history

Products that the library generates are primarily designed to be used by parliamentarians and
their staff, as well as parliamentary committees and associations, and include a number of
different services. One of the Library’s core functions is to produce research reports.38 Library
analysts often respond to requests for customized, confidential research on any topic of interest
to Parliament. Requests may come from individual parliamentarians or staff or in support of
committees or associations. Most requests are submitted online, but Library staff also are
available to answer questions by phone or in person. The content of a Library research report
can vary depending on the specifics of the request. Reports may simply gather relevant facts
and information, which may also be generated into a literature review or summary. In the same
vein, the library may also provide curated packages of information or resources on a particular
topic of interest, including information such as news, published research, or other sources. As
well, research requests may also involve deeper analysis by Library analysts, such as putting
a particular request into a national or international context, providing comparative analysis,
or diving deeper into a particular topic.
Library of Parliament requests are confidential, and individual requests are not made public.
However, Library analyses may be published by the requester if they prefer, once the request
has left the Library, as long as the information does not contain confidential information.
Occasionally, MPs will share Library of Parliament analyses on their individual webpages to
support positions or motions. However, the Library of Parliament also publishes analysis and
reference documents on topics of relevance and interest to current parliamentary processes,
as well as emerging issues, via its website. These documents are freely available.39
The Library of Parliament also provides a number of additional services to parliamentarians
and the public, such as a public information service regarding the role and history of Parliament
and public tours of the library, as well as seminars for parliamentarians and their staff on
public policy, legislation or other topics, as well as Library orientation services.
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“One of the most important sources
is the Library of Parliament, and
there’s several reasons for that. It’s
because it gives independent research
available to each member without
political partnership and access to
professionals. I would argue that the
Library of Parliament is the single
most important function up here on
the Hill with regards to our democracy
because it provides access to unfunded
information that is privy only to the
member. It gives you access to
professionals and it gives an unbiased
lens that allows you to answer a simple
question, or could be about procedure,
or further research that can lead to
creating private member’s bills or
examining current legislation.”
“We have a variety of very powerful
tools at our disposal. Number one, the
Library of Parliament is fantastic. It’s
great to send off a press sheet to the
Library of Parliament because they
usually send you a short essay in return
that’s backed up by multiple footnotes
that you can then chase down the rabbit
hole to find out the best sources.”
“I would say that the first thing we would
do if we’re looking for information on
a more unbiased way, scientific way,
we’ll go for the Library of Parliament.
If we look for partisan information, if
we look just for bullets to troll, then we
may use whatever’s in the media. When
I say media, I mean professional media,
not some blogger or some Facebook
re-transmission of anything. But the
first reliable source is the Library
of Parliament.”
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Other trusted
information sources
Aside from the Library, several other sources
of information were commonly used in MPs’
information-gathering process. 88% of MPs
discussed external organizations as
important sources that inform their work (Figure
1). This includes non-profit organizations, lobby
organizations, think tanks, NGOs, and others.
MPs often used information that was brought to
them directly by the organizations, while at other
times, MPs sought out information themselves from
groups that conduct research and produce work
on topics of interest. The specific groups that MPs
described varied from MP to MP, and the reasons
why each organization was preferred depended
on a number of factors, including credibility and
relevance to the MP’s work. For example, some
MPs valued organizations that had strong research
capability. Others valued organizations that did
work on areas of interest to them personally, while
some MPs trusted organizations based on a longstanding trust in the quality of their work.

“Big reports from NGOs that are
reputable and have serious research
dollars behind them. Groups that
have some serious dollars behind
them to pay for the research, or to
pay a professor, or have a group of
academics or researchers to do the
legwork of the research. That I find
valuable.”
59% of MPs said that Google was a common
starting point for information. Many MPs described
conducting their own research in-house by starting
with a simple Google search by themselves or their
staff, and using it as a jumping-off point to find other
information, or good sources to dive deeper into.
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“Google’s a powerful tool; you do
have to be careful about the results,
but I find that, after years answering
constituents, both as a staffer and
then as a member of Parliament,
I think you very quickly get to
discern what is an authentic piece
of information versus what is opinion
masquerading as fact.”
As well, 71% of MPs discussed following news
media regularly and mentioned the role of the
news as an important source, particularly as a
starting point for gathering information. Many
MPs discussed the importance of the news in
terms of keeping track of what is going on in their
constituency, what their community cares about,
and as a potential “first alert” to potential new
trends or concerns. As well, many MPs discussed
that they had specific news sources that they
trusted because they were considered reputable,
well-sourced, and credible.

“Something like Globe and Mail, or
National Post, Toronto Sun I treat as
credible, because these are news
organizations that fact-check things.”
“I read the newspaper articles in the
local newspaper — that can be your
first alert.”
Many MPs discussed talking directly
to individuals as a way that they gathered
information. For many MPs, this included gathering
information from their constituents (71%),
for example, by reaching out to them directly
using polls, town hall meetings, and other group
gatherings; using information constituents send
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directly to their MPs; meeting constituents at events
and gatherings; and many other opportunities to
talk directly to their community. As the voting base
and key community that MPs serve, constituents
were seen as an important, relevant source of
information to inform MPs’ work. Many MPs also
described gathering information by talking directly
to experts on topics of interest to them (71%) or
getting information from their trusted sources
(59%), which included family, friends, peers, and
staff. In addition, several MPs specifically discussed
the benefits of connecting with fellow caucus
members (47%) when they needed information
on particular files or topics.
Another source of information that MPs commonly
used is the government (59%). Some MPs
reported gathering information directly from
government departments and agencies

(41%), including connecting with the public
service via the Minister, a senior public servant,
or staff, or by consulting regional desks within
a particular department (Box 3). For particular
resources, such as statistics or government data,
MPs discussed consulting Statistics Canada
or agencies such as Library and Archives Canada
(12%). As well, MPs sometimes reported accessing
published government reports (24%), such
as the Auditor General’s reports, findings from
inquiries or public consultations, or other published
government documents. A few MPs also discussed
using the party research bureaus (Box 4) for
information (35%), particularly for information of
political relevance. As well, many MPs discussed
committee work as a source of information
(discussed in more detail below).

“Departments are a real source of
information. I put a lot of weight on
information that I get through Ministers’
offices from the department in terms
of assessing what the government’s
position is beyond the quick talking
point. I find Commissioners to be
incredibly helpful. I think our Privacy
Commissioner is great. I think the
Auditor General is great. I think the
Parliamentary Budget Office is great.
All of that is really useful to me as
a member of Parliament.”

Box 3:
Regional Desks
Most government ministries have regional
desks that correspond to particular regions
in Canada (e.g. Ontario, Quebec, Atlantic,
Prairies, BC/North). These desks are
housed in the ministerial offices and staffed
by one or more political staffers who help
provide region-specific analysis on topics
of interest. The desks are available to MPs
from any party. They may help provide more
constituency-specific information relevant
to MPs than what would come broadly from
the Ministry.

“The reason you go to a Regional
desk is because patterns tend to
emerge regionally. If you were
to ask somebody from Ontario
about the oil patch, it’s a different
question than somebody coming
from B.C. And so, the pool of
information that that person has
at their desk is usually filtered
and presented and packaged for
an Ontario audience because
of the way in which that issue
is emerging in Ontario. It’s a
way of making sure the regional
nuances are addressed on
a regular basis.”
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Box 4: Party
Research Bureaus

40

The major political parties in Canada each
have a party research bureau. While the
Library of Parliament conducts non-partisan,
objective analysis on topics of interest to
parliamentarians, the research bureaus
provide party-specific, political analysis
on topics and issues pertinent to the party.
A party research bureau may conduct a
number of different types of research and
analyses. This can include monitoring and
reporting on news and media, production
of reports on specific issues of interest to
the party, conducting opposition research,
production of briefing notes for the party
leader or MPs for debates, or other reports.
Unlike the Library, the research bureaus are
specifically positioned to give party-related
analyses on particular topics. Analysts in the
research office may have particular files they
track regularly, particularly on topics that are
unfolding in policy development, or related
to party or opposition bills.
The research bureaus are generally located
in the party leader’s office; however, analysts
in the research bureau may also prepare
specific materials for MPs upon request, for
example, MPs in shadow cabinet positions.
Generally, materials produced by the
research bureaus are internal and
disseminated only to party members,
rather than being made public.”

Of interest, many MPs discussed the value of
research-based evidence as valuable to the work
they do. However, only 7 of the 17 MPs (41%) we
interviewed reported using scientific literature
as part of their standard process for gathering
information.
The information sources that MPs discussed
was long and diverse. Although there were some
commonalities across MPs, there was a long list
of other sources that fed into MPs’ work, including
books, documentaries, social media, public forums,
and others
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Credibility of information
Key finding: While credibility
of information was considered
valuable, credibility is measured
in different ways.
As discussed, the most valuable characteristic
of information to MPs was the credibility of that
information (65% of MPs). MPs need information
that they can trust and that is factual and correct,
which helped explain some of the most commonly
used sources MPs use to gather information.
However, how do MPs and their staff know that
information is credible? What makes a particular
piece of information trustworthy? How do
parliamentarians assess a piece of information
for validity? When we dove deeper into these
questions, we found that MPs had a number
of ways in which they evaluated the credibility
of information (Figure 3).

When asked what makes information credible,
71% of MPs said that credible information came
from a reputable, viable source. There
were a number of ways MPs described how
they evaluated a source of information. For one,
credibility was sometimes described in terms of
transparency of the original information source.
For some MPs, a source could be considered
credible if it was possible to find the original source
of that information. For example, 2 MPs described
following hyperlinks or footnotes in articles to trace
back and find the original sources of information.
Also relating to transparency, some MPs described
a source of information as credible when it was
clear that the information had been sourced and
researched well, and that the sources were listed
clearly and transparently, such as in a news media
article, a published report, or a peer-reviewed
journal article.

Figure 3: Ways in which MPs checked information credibility
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“There’s a quote I often use in
reference to the newsroom I worked
in where my producer once told me
that if your mother tells you she loves
you, you still need a second source.
And that kind of skepticism is built
into a professional practice. So, when
somebody says, ‘49% of all homeless
people are coming out of the child
welfare system,’ it’s like, ‘Okay, that’s
an interesting statistic, now show
me where you got it?’ And then you
take a look at the footnotes that are
attached to that study to say, ‘Okay,
who’s originating this?’ Then you go
talk to the source of the observation.
Because the source of the observation
is actually the anecdote that you want
that is verified by the research that
flows from it. So, you’re looking for
both the argument and the statistics
or the facts that support the argument.
And you want to match them. Then
you want to test them with somebody
else. I guess it’s that practice of
swimming upstream for sources. And
that’s the footnotes, right? I spend as
much time perusing the footnotes of
an article as I do reading the article.”
“In terms of its credibility, it’s sites
or sources that are reputable. So,
major news gathering organizations
are reputable. And since they factcheck their sources, they usually have
policies requiring at least two or three
sources to verify fact, and they’re
accurate in their language that they
use. Credible sources for me include
academic sources because they’ve
been peer reviewed. In terms of the
content, things that contain fact rather
than conjecture, and they’re as brief
and succinct as possible.”
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“I like when news sources have facts,
but also link to their sources with the
facts. I find it very valuable when it
says some figure about, for example,
the economic impact of something, but
it’s linked and you can actually click
and see their source, and then maybe
that takes you to another source,
versus just saying, “BC grew this
much this year.” Or if there’s sources
at the bottom. It saves you the time,
if they actually concretely link their
sources.”
However, even when an MP could trace and find
a source of information, what makes a particular
source of information reputable? Different MPs
had different processes for evaluating credibility.
For 24% of MPs, a reliable information source
was described as one that was free of bias or
external motivations. Similar to this, some MPs
checked information by checking who funded
the work (29%) to see if there may be ulterior
motivation or bias behind the findings. Several
parliamentarians were concerned that individuals or
groups with specific motivations might not provide
objective, factual information, which could damage
credibility, or that particular information may only
provide one side of the story. In line with this,
some MPs described a challenge they face: much
information presented to MPs is inherently biased
or partisan, as individuals or groups are often trying
to convince MPs to take action or make changes.

“We’ll start with a process of saying
— the person providing you the
information...What is their interest?
Are they self-biased? For me,
what becomes more interesting is
information that comes from multiple
sources that don’t have vested
interests, so it does not cloud their
judgment. You need to understand
that, when MPs talk, everything is
written down. Down the road it can
always come out, and so it is not
conducive for you to get up and
go there with half information.”
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“Is this person coming really
unbiased? As politicians, we’re
going to view everybody is having
a political angle to everything because
we do. Even if people think they are
independent, they have political biases
that infiltrate their thinking, and we
are very attuned to them because
we understand the political rhetoric.”
The specific credentials of the source and
process of data collection were also important
to a number of MPs. 53% of MPs described
information as more credible if they knew the
information had been peer-reviewed or collected
in a rigorous and controlled way.

“Obviously, the peer reviewed,
published stuff is the gold standard.
And knowing that stuff helps you put
the other information into perspective
and helps you to contextualize it. And
often that can help you make better
decisions, because there’s just so
much more of it out there. That other
type of information.”
Several MPs discussed relying on their personal
knowledge and relationships to determine
whether information was credible or not (59%).
Sometimes, this meant that an MP trusted
information because it was from an established
institution, such as a university, which to many
MPs automatically carried weight and credibility.

“Established institutions automatically
carry the credibility. They monitor.
They show that what is coming out
is credible. Other organizations
who are self-interested don’t.”
Some MPs described that they often sought out
information from particular organizations such as
industry groups, NGOs, or non-profit organizations,
because they personally deemed that group as a
trustworthy, unbiased, and reliable source, or had
a strong personal relationship with that organization.
In a few interviews, different MPs listed the same
non-profit organizations as a credible or non-

credible source of information, based on that
MP’s personal perspectives and evaluation of the
credibility of that organizations. This aligns well
with previous findings from Hardy et al. (2013),
in which the personal relationships MPs had with
organizations influenced how often they relied on
that source and how trustworthy they found that
source for information.
The same could be said about relationships
that MPs had with individuals. Many MPs felt
that information was credible when it came from
a personal source they trusted. 41% of MPs
discussed relying on trusted sources as a means
of gathering credible, relevant information. For
instance, many MPs reported calling specific
individuals, such as a scientist or expert that
they had an existing relationship with, to provide
them information on a regular basis. Particularly
when MPs are overloaded with a huge amount of
information, MPs described the benefit of relying
on their established trusted relationships as a
way of getting relevant, credible, and verifiable
information quickly and effectively.

“On the issues that I care about,
I have developed a connection to
experts in the field and advocates
in the field. Then I can, when an issue
arises, pick up the phone and call
people that I trust and get information
that way.”
“I think some of the most effective
people that I have seen on the Hill
and groups have been ones that have
built the relationship. They have a
relationship with the MPs and the
Ministers, and they have a very good
relationship with the staff. They’ll
go and have a beer at the end of
the day and just talk about whatever
everyone’s working on and inform the
Minister’s staff in a collegial, sort of
less pressuring way, and it’s lobbying
in a very soft lobbying way, but it’s
partnerships. It’s building partnerships
with the people in here that are trying
to get things done.”
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While these credible personal sources were
often considered “experts,” some MPs also relied
on personal connections to help them verify the
credibility of a source, or help them consider
viability. This included discussing with other
MPs or even talking to their families.

“Another source of information, I’m
embarrassed to say, is my wife. She’s
a doctor and so I trust her research
abilities, and sometimes we’ll be
talking and she’ll be like, ‘Oh, I came
across this or that, or another thing.’
And so she’ll often send me links.”
“For example, I ask my daughter
‘What do you think?’ I’ll ask others
that I know ‘What do you think?’ Just
to get a feedback to get an idea on
where the winds are moving.”
[In response to being asked about
trusted sources] “Your family comes
number one. Your colleagues come
number two. Your co-workers come
number three. Other MPs, yeah.
Though I can tell you — MPs have
very strong views so it doesn’t
always meet your ideas, but it’s
worth listening.”
Many MPs also discussed their personal training
or professional background as contributing to their
ability to determine a credible versus a non-credible
source. For example, some MPs discussed having
a background in science or research, or in a field
relevant to the files they work on, which allowed
them to more accurately judge what is a viable
piece of information and what is one that might be
biased or misinformation.
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“I personally come from a social
science background. So, when I’m
evaluating information, part of what
I’m looking at is how it is fitting into
kind of the schema of other known
information, and is it making sense
with that? So, if we have someone
coming in, or lobbying us or coming
in to speak about the fact that a river
is extremely low this season and we
have someone else coming in to say
that they are very concerned because
there’s a lot of talk about wildfires or
drought, those two things coalesce.
Those two things make sense when
put together.”
“But, in some cases, I have my own
experience that I can bring to bear
with respect to law. So, if someone’s
proposing legislative change, I at least
have a background where I trust in
my own legal ability enough that I
can assess that myself.”
“I have a science background, and so
I also bring my own background to it.
There are people in the community
that I touch base with that have
particular knowledge in [particular]
areas.”
However, although MPs discussed their specific
training as helpful in evaluating information, only
three of the MPs included in the study had a
background in science, technology, engineering,
or medical fields. In line with this, a 2018 Evidence
for Democracy report41 indicated that only 8% of
MPs in the 42nd Parliament had a background
in natural sciences.
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Research as a source
of information
Key finding: Research-based
evidence is considered valuable
to MPs; however, “research”
was broadly defined.
In addition to gaining a better understanding of
information broadly, we were interested in better
understanding the role of science and research
specifically in Canadian parliamentary work. Given
that previous studies demonstrated that MPs in
the UK did not have a unified perspective of
“research,” we asked Canadian MPs how they
defined research broadly.

Although individual descriptions varied, mostly
MPs defined research information as information
that was collected/reviewed in a rigorous
or deliberate way (65%) and that was from a
reputable or credible source (53%). However,
the details of what research looked like to MPs
included a huge variety of information, including
talking to constituents, reports from NGOs and
lobby groups, news media, academic literature,
statistics, or even conducting in-house searches for
information. It was clear that Canadian MPs do not
have a consensus perspective on what “evidence”
or “research” represents.

As hypothesized, MPs in Canada did not have

a consistent definition of what “research”
was (Figure 4).

Figure 4: What did MPs define as “research”?
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Although the definition of research MPs used was
broad, overall, research and evidence were
viewed as valuable to MPs. The specific
reasons that MPs gave for this varied, but there
were many commonalities.
Most commonly, MPs described that robust
evidence and research was critical to their work
because it helps them build a stronger

argument (or win debates), and ensures
that what they say publicly is correct.

“In one case, there wasn’t academic
thought around a topic of interest.
So, what we did do is use academic
research to map it, explain it, track it,
and then pull together the different
numbers. And it became a much
stronger argument as a result.”
Many MPs discussed the challenges of constantly
being in the public eye. An incorrect statement
can lead to being called out by media, constituents,
or other MPs, and this could risk their careers.
Research was largely considered to be credible
and factual, and thus allowed MPs to ensure they
were correct when being quoted publicly.

“It’s personal reputation, and I don’t
like to be called out, and quoted in
the paper, ‘MP said this, but the facts
say this.’ It just makes politicians look
incompetent, I think people talk about
politicians making stuff up and so I
think that if we’re using loose facts,
or making up facts on the fly, that it
really affects the credibility of this
profession, so, to me, I’m probably
a bit more anal about having things
right and not flying by the seat
of my pants.”
A few MPs also shared that research and evidence
could be used strategically, to help them to
win elections and win the support of their
constituents.
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“We’re all looking for an angle to
help us win the next election on
behalf of our constituents. So, for
example, my constituency is heavily
resource-oriented. They’re farmers,
they’re ranchers, oil workers, forestry
workers. I want that constituency to be
represented in a majority government.
So, I’ve always got one eye cocked
to what’s the political strategy here.”
“The platform I want to be strong,
bold, clear, and not incremental
on anything. That takes a lot more
research to make sure we’ve got
the right numbers, and ensure this
is really what we can do and how
we can afford to do it.”
As well, in line with previous findings that
credibility of information was the most important
characteristic, several MPs discussed the
importance of research in helping to verify
or fact-check information (24%).

“When you’re verifying information,
that’s when you tend to go into
traditional research. And that’s when
you go into academic leadership and
you look for the tall poppies in the
field. Or you look for organizations
that have been commissioned to
do research.”
Supporting our findings that unbiased, non-partisan
information was valuable to MPs, several MPs
reported that research-based evidence was useful
because of its objectivity (24%). Several MPs
discussed that they found research useful because
it laid out all the background information, including
outlining where there were disagreements in the
science, providing all sides of the story without spin,
and providing background options on contentious
topics. A number of MPs described research
as trustworthy in terms of viewing information
without existing bias or a partisan lens. Many
MPs discussed the challenge of being constantly
exposed to information with a motive or bias

Evidence in Action — An Analysis of Information Gathering and Use by Canadian Parliamentarians

behind it. Lobby groups, individual voters, and
even the parties themselves often provide MPs
with information that MPs described as coloured
by existing bias. This, interestingly, sometimes
included information coming from the government
itself. Several MPs described research-based
evidence as a useful tool to fact-check and ensure
that the information they use to make their decisions
is not being coloured by bias from the information
source.

“The Library of Parliament is useful
because it uses peer-reviewed
science. Science doesn’t always agree
100%, and they’ll lay this out for you.
They try and tell you both sides of the
story. They don’t just give you one —
‘Here’s the answer.’ If there’s more
than one story they’ll give you more
than one story. So, I really appreciate
that. I know that everything they’re
going to give me is accepted and
peer-reviewed, and it’s legitimate.”
Interestingly, one MP described research as
having a critical role in helping to inform their
constituents and to fight back against
disinformation. They described evidence as

critical to explain complicated information to their
constituents, as well as back up their decisions,
especially on contentious topics.

“I think I use research to overcome
challenges. Often, we are presented
with such vast amounts of disinformation,
I feel that we are warriors for truth.
Sometimes a person writes you a
very personal, direct email and lists a
whole series of subjects that they are
concerned with. [Responding] requires
a lot of time and so staff will draft a
response for me to review, because
it’s going out under my name. And it
just feels really good to hit that Send
button because we’ve used research
to fight the copious amounts of
disinformation that’s out there.”

Several MPs described the importance of using
robust evidence as a responsibility they have
to their constituents (35%). This included
ensuring they were informed advocates who could
make the best choices for their constituents, owing
it to their voters to make sure their decisions were
correct and informed, or even using research and
evidence as a way to explain their policy decisions
to voters, especially on contentious or challenging
topics.

“Interestingly, one of our party flags
was, we’re going to be evidencebased, and so to me I take that as ‘I
need to make sure that I’m going to
reputable sources, I’m using evidence
in the things I’m saying and what I’m
representing.’ People I’m making
decisions for, for Canadians. But for
me it’s all bottom-up, I feel, just a
personal need and pride and getting
things right, and speaking factually to
my constituents and my Canadians.”
“I want to give people the truth. You
can spin things a little bit, you can
put it a good spin on some, but then
there are lies, and this breakdown of
what ‘truth’” is — that’s very dangerous
to our democracy. If nobody has a
trusted source that they can count
on to tell them the truth, then that
kind of cynicism and that lack of trust
in our institutions, it’s going to start
undermining our democracy.”
Overall, although a few MPs did flag that their party
emphasized the importance of using evidence,
the primary motivations that MPs discussed were
personal and internal, rather than feeling pressure
or responsibility from the party to use research in
their work.
Despite that fact that MPs largely described
research as valuable because of its objectivity
and credibility, many MPs described examples of
how research-based information could be used to
bolster existing positions. This is in line with the fact
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that 35% of MPs identified that research was useful
to help them build arguments or win debates. This
finding is in line with research from Akerlof et al.
(2019), in which members of the US Congress often
used specific facts to build arguments or policies,
cherry-picking research to support their particular
needs.

“I think the biggest challenge is too
much information out there. And it’s
easy to use facts to fit your narrative.
That’s the reality of the age we live
in. There is so much information now,
that you can use facts to fit whatever
conclusion you want. It’s not just
uncertainty, but one person’s context
leads to a very different conclusion
than another person’s context. For
example, lots of very smart, Nobel
Prize-winning economists will say,

28

‘You need to reduce income taxes,
and increase consumption taxes, and
you’re going to create productivity
gains and increased prosperity and
wealth.’ And then, other people —
equally good researchers — say,
‘That’s not the path to prosperity. It’s
investing in early childhood education
and making post-secondary education
more accessible. That will give you
higher returns on your investment than
tax reform.’ Both conclusions can be
argued, right? Because you’re talking
about issues that we can’t assess
with a degree of certainty as to their
conclusions, as to their results. So,
there’s always going to be that grey
area where you’re going to have
to make a judgment call.”

Evidence in Action — An Analysis of Information Gathering and Use by Canadian Parliamentarians

Sources of research-based
information
Key finding: MPs gathered
research-based evidence from
a wide variety of sources.

Not surprisingly, given MP’s perceived value
of the Library of Parliament in providing
objective, sourced information to almost every
MPs, the Library was also considered a key source
of research-based evidence specifically (53%).
In addition, 65% of MPs discussed the role of
parliamentary committees in providing researchbased evidence to inform their work (Box 5).

As we have seen, research had a number of
important roles in parliamentary processes. But
where do MPs get their research? Similar to our
discussion of information more generally, the
sources that MPs used to access research-based
evidence were also highly varied (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Sources of research-based information
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Box 5: Committees
Another potential source of research for parliamentarians is parliamentary committees, small groups
of parliamentarians who examine specific topics in greater depth and detail than is possible in the
House of Commons or Senate. Currently there are 23 House of Commons committees, and 20
Senate committees.42 In their work, committees produce reports outlining these examinations and
make recommendations to the House of Commons or Senate, and may undertake specific studies
relating to their mandates.43
There are several types of parliamentary
committees. Standing committees are permanent
committees established by standing orders of the
House of Commons or Senate. Each committee
has a permanent mandate and matters that they
routinely examine, such as bills, estimates, orderin-council appointments, and documents tabled
in the House of Commons or Senate. Both houses
may also refer particular topics to committees
via a motion. Legislative committees work on
particular bills, including preparing and bringing
in bills, or studying bills and reporting to the House
of Commons or Senate. Special committees are
appointed by the House or Senate to conduct specific inquiries, studies, or specific tasks on a topic
that the House or Senate has deemed important. Special committees cease to exist once they have
submitted their final report. Committees may also be joint between the House and the Senate.44
For House of Commons committees, party representation reflects the standings of recognized
parties in the House. MPs may serve on multiple committees. Committees are made up of a
chair and vice-chair with 10 voting members who can make motions, vote, and meet quorum.
Parliamentary secretaries or non-voting members have the same rights and privileges and but
cannot vote or meet quorum. Committees are assisted by a clerk and a research analyst. Committee
meetings are open to the public unless the committee decides to meet in camera. Detailed minutes
are taken and made public, including remarks made by members.
The goal of committees in general is to provide deeper analysis of topics of importance to the House
or Senate. In order to do that, committees undertake studies and often consult technical experts.
Information may be collected by consulting written briefs or by having expert witnesses testify at
committee meetings. Briefs and witness appearances may be by invitation, or specific individuals
may be ordered to submit information or attend.
Witnesses may be selected in a number of different ways. Most commonly, witnesses are selected
from a list of potential experts generated by the committee’s research analysts. Specific members
may also invite potential witnesses. As well, groups or individuals can indicate their interest in
appearing without any solicitation.45 Witnesses may also submit briefs. When appearing, after
swearing an oath, witnesses must make an opening statement summarizing their views and
are then questioned by the committee members.
Committees make their recommendations to the House or Senate in submitted reports.
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As committee work often requires deep diving
into the specifics of particular parliamentary issues,
it is not surprising that many MPs saw their work
on committees as research. As well, many MPs
described committee work as a clear way in which
researchers, experts, and scientists can and do
engage directly with the policy-making process, and
by which MPs are exposed to science and research,
through expert witness testimonies and reports.
Only four MPs described the parties’ research
bureaus as a source they relied on for researchbased evidence. A number of MPs described that
the research bureaus, although useful for providing
access to politically relevant analysis, would not
be described as a source of research per se. A
few MPs stated that information coming from
the bureaus is inherently partisan and does not
represent an unbiased perspective.
Some MPs discussed using scientific or research
literature to access research. A little over a third
of MPs (41%) described going to the primary
academic literature to find peer-reviewed
research to support their work. However, although
MPs described using the primary literature, when
we probed deeper, it was clear that they seldom
read full articles, but were more often reading
research summaries or abstracts, just ensuring
that the findings were rooted in fact. For example,
sometimes they accessed academic literature
through tools such as Google Scholar, sometimes
constituents or academic researcher connections
sent them scientific studies or summaries of
findings, and sometimes they followed links in other
information sources. Some MPs also expressed
challenges in finding and accessing academic
literature due to paywalls or limited access, or
reports being too technical to be useful. More often,
MPs accessed scholarly reports and researchbased findings through external organizations
such as NGOs or non-profit organizations (47%).

“If I’m doing anything on the science
or environmental front, I’d like to see
the primary literature be at least cited
or included, depending on if we have
access to the actual literature or not.
But at least if there’s a formal citation,
I can see the abstract, then that’s
helpful. So, for things that are science
based, I like to know that there’s
a primary literature source.”

“I have people I trust, or websites I
trust and that can save some steps.
Otherwise I look for peer-reviewed, in
journals I trust, because now there’s
some bogus peer-reviewed journals,
you have to watch out for those. I
prefer independent verification from
the sense that this is a reliable source.
So obviously anything in Nature
or Science.”
A number of MPs accessed research-based
evidence by connecting with scientists
and experts directly (35%). Similar to our
previous discussion on the benefits of face-to-face
interaction, several MPs discussed the benefits of
talking directly to researchers or experts to gather
research-based evidence. Reasons for this were
multi-faceted. For one, talking to researchers
avoids having to read long reports and having to
decipher the relevant information or a complex
analysis. As well, several MPs discussed the
benefits of gathering information from a person they
trusted — several MPs had a number of scientists,
experts, or trusted individuals they felt they could
call to get easy access to research information.
On this point, many MPs also discussed their
processes for finding experts, which included
connecting with constituents, following links in news
stories or reports and emailing/calling authors or
experts directly, meeting experts at events, or being
connected to experts via work on committees.

“If it’s a trusted source, I’ll skip some
steps. Depending on the topic area,
I’ll call somebody. If it’s foreign policy,
I’ll email my friend who used to be our
ambassador to the United Nations.
If it’s disarmament-related, I’ll email
another friend who used to be our
ambassador on disarmament.”
“Sometimes in the media you’ll see
a debate in the pages of a newspaper
column and then you’re like ‘Well, that
person said this, so I’m going to pick
up the phone and call that person.’
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Or you know, it’s funny, but [name
withheld], who’s a professor in Alberta,
I picked up the phone and called him
just because I saw him on Twitter
sounding smart.”
On the usefulness of research and the role of
experts, MPs described that, even when accessing
tools such the Library of Parliament, which can
provide objective literature reviews on topics of
interest, the results gained are generally from work
already published, which might not represent the
most cutting-edge, new ideas that may be years
away from publication. One MP described a benefit
of research as being ahead of the curve, and, for
them, consulting experts directly was a way to stay
ahead on what is to come in their field of interest:

“The research is kind of ahead
of us. So, if we’re trying to deal
with problems, the research might
already have solutions, but a lot of
us lay people don’t understand it
yet. Researchers know where all the
studies are, even though they’re not
generally available yet. So, I go to
the experts. A researcher might say,
‘Oh yeah, so-and-so at this university
did this, and they’re the real expert
on this.’ If there was some way to
plug that research into the Library
of Parliament...”
Other sources of research included government
reports, statistics from Statistics Canada or, in the
case of one MP’s office, even conducting original
research.
Probing more deeply, we also asked MPs about
their experience with a number of existing formal
pathways for gathering research-based information
that might not be immediately obvious to MPs.
These include Canada’s new Chief Science Advisor
(Box 6), an office implemented in 2017 to provide
scientific advice and support to the government on
science, research, and evidence-informed decisionmaking, as well as public outreach events (Box 7)
that bring experts and researchers to MPs through
panels, workshops, and learning opportunities.
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Box 6: Chief
Science Advisor
A new potential source of information in MPs’
information-gathering process that we were
interested in learning about was the role of
Canada’s Chief Science Advisor (CSA). In
2017, Canada implemented a new office of
the Chief Science Advisor,46 whose mandate
includes making government science fully
available to the public, helping to ensure that
science and evidence are included in decisionmaking, recommending and evaluating
support for science in Canada, and improving
federal science advice.
In the two years since implementation, the
CSA has completed a number of tasks, including

»

implementing scientific integrity policies
ensuring federal scientists can speak
to the public;

»

c hairing an Independent Expert Panel
on Aquaculture Science, which included
a final report to government;

»

 ringing in departmental science advisors,
b
aiming to become a support network to
the CSA;

»

 roviding advice on the development
p
of a plan for federal science infrastructure;
as well as

»

c onducting engagement, science
promotion and outreach.47

Although the CSA reports to the Prime
Minister and the Minister of Science, the CSA
mandate includes “providing and coordinating
expert advice to the Minister of Science and
members of Cabinet, as appropriate and
requested, on key scientific issues, including
the preparation of research and foresight
papers for public dissemination.” Because the
CSA is a new role, it is unclear how the CSA
interacts with MPs, if at all, and whether MPs
can make use of the CSA and the products
their office generates.
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Box 7: Public
Panels and
Outreach Events
In Canada, there are a number of regular
outreach events that are designed to better
connect MPs with experts, scientists, and
researchers. These events bring scientists to
Parliament, allow experts to share their work
directly with MPs, and aim to help close the
gap between scientists and parliamentarians.
Some of these programs include:

»

 acon and Eggheads,48 a regular
B
breakfast series on Parliament Hill,
in which scientists with expertise on
a particular topic address MPs over
breakfast; the full series covers a wide
variety of topics

»

Science Meets Parliament,49 a pilot,
day-long program run by the Canadian
Science Policy Centre, which brings young
scientists to Parliament for the day, gives
them basic training on the Canadian policy
process, and allows them one-on-one
time with Canadian MPs from all parties
to discuss their science and the policy
impacts of their work

»


Presentations
by independent panels
of experts on particular topics

“Some positions are appointed
through a political process, including
the Chief Science [Advisor], and
so, as an opposition member, you’re
limited in terms of your capabilities
to interact with them...I believe that
the Chief Science [Advisor] should
be independent of Parliament and
the Minister. I believe that too for the
Chief Statistician and so forth. That
we need to remove those strings.”
In terms of public outreach events, many MPs
described that they enjoyed attending them when
they could, and that they viewed the events as
fun, good networking (both with constituents and
other MPs), and a great opportunity to learn about
something they might not know about. Although
some MPs described picking up information from
some of these events that did end up factoring into
their work, more MPs described that these events
are not information-gathering exercises per se,
unless the event was directly relevant to files that
the MP was already actively seeking information
on. However, a few MPs did discuss following up
with individuals they met at public outreach events
later on when they needed an expert opinion on a
particular topic. This indicates that, although public
outreach events might not be the most effective
way to present MPs with new information, they can
be important as a key first step in building trusting
relationships between experts and MPs, which is
a key ingredient in the evidence-gathering cycle.

Most MPs were aware that a CSA existed; however,
very few MPs had a clear understanding of the
CSA’s role, the work their office does, or products
that their team produces, even when the results
might be relevant to their files. Although the role
of the CSA is not a partisan one, 2 MPs in
opposition to the government of the day described
the CSA and their products as potentially
inaccessible to them as opposition MPs, and
there was some confusion that MPs could consider
the role partisan because the CSA is appointed
by the government in power.
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Challenges in using
research information
Key finding: Despite the perceived
usefulness of research in
parliamentary work, there were
many barriers to using researchbased evidence in practice.
While many MPs found value in research-based
evidence in supporting their work, all MPs surveyed
described challenges in integrating research-based
evidence into their parliamentary work (Figure 6).

Perhaps not surprisingly, 2 very common
challenges that MPs faced in accessing and
using research were limitations on time (41%)
and information overload (47%). Many MPs
described not having the time to dig through
research papers or reports for the information that
they needed. This sometimes led to MPs using the
same sources frequently — especially when these
sources contained short, digestible points that
they could use in discussions or debates. As well,
instead of hunting down new information, many

Figure 6: Challenges to using research-based evidence
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MPs described relying on the same experts they
already know and trust, and could call to get quick
and easy information, rather than seeking out new
input. In the same vein, 4 MPs mentioned directly
that they cannot be an expert in everything.
Thus, expecting that an MP can easily navigate
and discern the impact and relevance of a piece
of research is unrealistic.

“You just can’t read everything, and
you can’t be an expert on everything.
I think most of us try to be well read
on a few key issues, but, on everything
that you’re sent, you just can’t do it.
There’s just no way.”
The most common challenge that MPs described
regarding research and evidence pertains to
bias or spin (59%). When so much information
regularly comes across an MP’s desk, it can be
incredibly difficult to discern what is valid, what is
well sourced, what is objective, and what is clouded
by bias or ulterior motives. As well, MPs sometimes
found it difficult to find information on topics of
interest that were fully unbiased and non-partisan —
aspects of background research that were deemed
important to MPs.

“One challenge, I find, with evidencebased research, particularly on
something like fisheries, a lot of the
information received is from industry.
Anyone in the research community
would know, not that it’s not accurate,
but that information can be skewed
to fit where they want to go.”
Similarly, MPs found it difficult to use researchbased evidence when there was conflict (35%).
For some MPs, this conflict was within the scientific
literature itself, and sometimes this included conflict
because science is inherently uncertain.
Some MPs expressed hesitancy in using research
when the findings are still new, when a study
does not provide a very obvious answer, or when
the found that they were not sure what the “real”
science was on a particular topic.

“When I originally started as an MP,
I felt research was done by credible
sources, was worth reading and worth
looking at but I have recently come to
the conclusion that [research can be
found to support] both sides, depends
who gives money to whom. There is
so much research going on that we
are getting absolutely contradictory
evidence, right?
“Let’s look at climate change, right?
So all the evidence is that the planet
is warming because of humans
burning fossil fuels. That’s pretty clear.
But what actions do we need to take to
mitigate this? How serious is it? Do we
adapt? Or do we actually try to roll the
clock back? Even the scientists aren’t
clear on it. Like, are we 1 degree,
2 degrees, 4 degrees, 10 degrees?
There’s a range of possibilities there.
So, you can make arguments that fit
into almost everything about whether
we should take drastic action and
eliminate all fossil fuels by 2050, or
we should continue business as usual,
and adapt. So, the facts support that
range of conclusions. So, that’s just
one example of why I think there’s
been an inability to get a consensus
on action on climate change.”
For other MPs, there was a challenge in
using research when it is in conflict with the

perspectives and needs of constituents
or peers. As an elected official, MPs rely on the

support of their constituents to be able to continue
doing their job. Several MPs gave us examples
where there was clear evidence based on science
and research that directly conflicted with personal
views of their voters, their peers, or their parties.
This led to a challenge of how to make a decision.
Do you follow the evidence and risk losing the
support of your constituents or peers? Or do you
ignore the needs of voters in favour of facts and
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evidence? And if you do the latter, how do you
convince your constituents that the choice made
sense?
In support of this, many MPs told us that no
decision can be fully evidence-based, as being a
politician means not only listening to evidence, but
also considering a wide range of factors in their final
decisions, including nuances of conversations in
the House, the needs of their party and their voters,
the government’s position, economic and social
considerations, and many other factors.
Another interesting difficulty discussed by MPs
was the challenge of finding relevant information
on very niche topics. As policy-makers, many
MPs need answers to very specific topics on short
timeframes. As a solution, MPs often wanted
to find experts who could provide background
knowledge and information to inform parliamentary
work. However, with little knowledge of the broad
academic and research landscape in Canada,
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many MPs did not know where to look to find
answers to specific questions. Although the Library
of Parliament solved this problem for many MPs,
often parliamentarians wanted to talk directly to a
scientist or expert so they could ask their questions
and get trusted answers. However, they did not
know where to start.
Lastly, another challenge identified by a number of
MPs was lack of available resources. This included
human resources — some MPs employ only one
staff member — as well as financial resources
to conduct robust research. Discussions about
resources included lack of research money within
the MP’s office, as well as a lack of resources for
important research sources for MPs, namely the
Library of Parliament, which was described by a
number of MPs (and the Library itself) as being
regularly overburdened by requests, under- funded,
and under-staffed.
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Solutions to bridging
the gap between science
and policy
Considering the many gaps MPs described in using
research and evidence, and based on suggestions
from MPs in the study, there are many key areas
where the links among scientists, researchers,
experts, and parliamentarians could be improved,
to help close the gaps between evidence and
decision-making.

Parliamentary
Committee work
A potential way for scientists and researchers to
better connect with MPs is through parliamentary
committees. The committee research team
provides committee members with a list of
potential witnesses, who are then contacted by the
committee. As well, most committees list ongoing
committee topics publicly on their websites. Even
when not invited directly, anyone can apply to
provide witness testimony or a witness statement
and may be included in committee research if
their input is considered valid and relevant.
The process of committee work is relatively
unknown to most scientists, researchers, and
experts. As a result, some MPs described that
the same experts often come back to committees
again and again.

“Well, the committee has a website.
It lists the activities the committee’s
been doing, what types of studies, and
meetings. So, there will be a section
about proposed studies, and there’s
kind of a community that follows that
stuff. They will put their hands up.”
A natural solution to this problem would involve
increasing awareness of the parliamentary

committee process to the broader science and
research community. This could involve increasing
access to training and tools for scientists about how
to participate in committee meetings, how to submit
witness briefs, and how to prepare for appearing
as a witness on a committee.
As well, on the MPs’ side, improving the way in
which questions are asked in committees could
help streamline and augment the usefulness of
witness testimony on parliamentary committees.
A few MPs said that time is wasted when there
is a lack of well-thought-out questions ready.
Such questions would maximize the usefulness
of expert witnesses in providing robust evidence
to committees. It was suggested in our interviews
that this could be a way for researchers or subjectmatter experts to contribute to the committee
processes, by helping MPs formulating better
questions that get to the root of difficult topics
more quickly and effectively, thus maximizing
the effectiveness of time spent in committee
questioning.

“Policy development is tough to get
done in committee, because you want
to get answers to your questions and
you only have seven minutes and
people are starting from a baseline
of the beginning. In the House of
Commons, where it is so political
and the small amount of time that is
allowed for people to ask questions,
it’s tough. You can really tell the more
experienced MPs on committees,
the way they try to work that either
aggressively or just through being
charming, you can see how they can
get the conversation going. It’s quite
the skill.”
37
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Connecting MPs to
experts and trusted
sources of information
A few MPs expressed wishing that they had
an easy-to-use tool to find experts. Some MPs
suggested this could come in the form of a
“mediator” or “broker” within the government
who could help them find relevant, credible
scientific information or access to experts directly
(for example, expanding the role of a Chief
Science Advisor to support parliamentarians,
or implementing a parliamentary science officer
to support MPs). A solution that came up in a
number of our discussions was the potential benefit
of more readily searchable databases of scientists
across Canada that include all institutions and
universities, as well as government scientists.
Such a database would allow MPs to quickly find
experts on a particular topic and connect with
them to ask questions and gain access to
credible, relevant information.

“For us, more information is never a
bad thing, it’s just, how do I access
it? How do I find the time to access
it? It would be nice to have some kind
of single source that you could go to
on any topic and say, ‘Where’s all the
expertise on this issue?’ And have it
listed on that single source. A source
where it says, ‘On this climate change
issue, here are the really critical
experts.’ Not the crazy politicians out
there spewing all kinds of nonsense
if they’re against it, or people that
are fully supportive and they inflame
debate around that. I’m talking about
hearing from the expertise, the
experts.”
As well, it was emphasized many times that MPs
often rely on their trusted sources as reliable
sources of information. MPs regularly described
lasting relationships they have with scientists to
help them interpret information, gain access to
research, or provide input on work. This leads
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to a potential role of scientists in forming strong
relationships with their MPs as well as their staff.
Many MPs encouraged scientists to get to know
them, through visiting their office, talking to them at
events, or sending them information. This process
can be time-consuming and take a while to build
trust, but the value of having a strong, trusted
relationship with MPs is invaluable.
Many MPs emphasized the critical role their staff
plays in communicating the value of information.

“Forming a relationship with staff is
the only way you’re going to get a
relationship with the decision-maker.
The staff around them will act as
gatekeepers.”
This fact is important to remember — sometimes
MPs can be difficult to reach because of busy
schedules and pressing matters. However, MP
staff do research, provide advice, and often help
MPs decide what information is useful to include
in parliamentary affairs. In addition, accessing
parliamentary staff is often the first point of
access to MPs, who can often be challenging
to connect with. Forming trusting relationships
with staff members and analysts can be a way
to demonstrate the importance of science and
research to an MP and to bridge the gap between
science and policy.

New training
opportunities for MPs
MPs described a number of ways in which
they evaluate the credibility and verifiability of
information, which included using their previous
knowledge and expertise. However, only a small
number of MPs have a background in science and
research, which can make it challenging to evaluate
scientific information. A possible solution may be to
provide new training opportunities for MPs on how
to find and critically assess scientific information.
Given the trusted role of the Library of Parliament,
and its existing role in providing training to MPs, the
Library could be a potential new source of training.
This could include training on the scientific method,
searching scientific databases, and critical thinking.
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Connecting scientists
with the policy cycle
Similar to the role of relationship building, many
MPs stressed that scientists and researchers should
enhance their presence in Parliament in order to
close gaps in the information-gathering cycle. Many
MPs have very little engagement with the science
and research community. Thus, without scientists
actively coming to talk with them, they might not be
aware of their work. As well, MPs emphasized that
their job is to represent their constituents, which
includes scientists and researchers in their riding.
Recognizing that talking to an MP can be daunting,
MPs reminded scientists that their voice matters,
and that talking to your MP face-to-face can be
a great way to get your message across.

“[Scientists should] have more
presence on the Hill. That’s a starter,
right there. The most effective
lobbying organizations, they have
someone who’s here all the time.
The Teamsters, they used to have
a fella named Joe, you couldn’t swing
a dead cat around here without hitting
Joe, but, out of all the unions, the
Teamsters were constantly brought
in to contribute: ‘Hey, we’re having
a policy discussion, Joe! Can you
send somebody to discuss on this?’
Whereas all the other unions didn’t.
They didn’t have somebody here. It’s
helpful to have somebody here faceto-face, all the time. In front of people.”
A few MPs discussed that a potential barrier
to scientists engaging more directly with their
MPs may be fear of speaking publicly about
science. A few MPs discussed that they would
welcome “manila envelope” information — sending
anonymous information to MPs, while another
discussed the potential for improved policies
to protect whistleblowers.

“I’ve even had scientists when I was
working on a sensitive file. Stuff was
dropped off from scientists in brown
bags, so to speak. In envelopes.
That’s how we actually found the
evidence we needed to form our
argument. It was from people leaking,
scientists leaking, because they didn’t
feel that they could do so. A hundred
percent, we need better whistleblower
protection. Right now, it’s a disgrace.”
However, this perspective was not shared by all
MPs, and, in fact, one MP discouraged scientists
from engaging more on policy issues because
it takes away from objectivity.

“Scientists should not be advocates.
They should be dispassionate
presenters of objective data and that’s
it, because you end up not trusting
them. We say it, in your mind, like,
‘Where are you coming from here?’
You’re urging me to do this and do
that, based on the data. Well, your
job is to present the information, and
that’s it. That would be much more
helpful. Because when they start
advocating, then all of a sudden,
they’re becoming political and biased,
and that’s the problem.”
In addition, a better understanding of the policy
process, including timing, current issues, and the
correct individual to connect with, is critical when
scientists want to engage in political decisionmaking. Given the emphasis that MPs put on time
limitations and on the relevance of information to
the MP, these small details can make or break
whether a piece of information falls through the
cracks. This could be accomplished in a number
of ways, such as new education and training
opportunities for scientists and researchers on the
policy process. Evidence for Democracy is actively
involved in this work, through online and in-person
training opportunities for scientists, and we are
seeing a rise in new programs to better connect
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scientists and researchers to policy, such as the
Mitacs Canadian Science Policy program50 and
Science Meets Parliament.51 As well, encouraging
and incentivizing consideration of the policy impact
of science in traditional academic programs could
help build new links between science and policy.

»	
Learn how to communicate with the people

who oppose you. Several MPs described
closing down in reacting to information that
was framed in a combative or polarizing way.
Respect and clarity can go a long way.

»	
Tell MPs exactly what you expect of them
by providing clear recommendations.

»	
Do not just communicate science when it is
Improving
fully certain — communicate even when there’s
communication of science
conflict and uncertainty, and identify what
that is. This can help MPs better understand
to decision-makers
Another way to improve the connection between
science and research is to improve how
scientific information is communicated to MPs.
Unsurprisingly, many MPs described that they
preferred scientific information to be communicated
in a way that was concise, relevant, and timely.
Based on our discussions with MPs, we have
some suggestions to scientists on how to improve
communication of scientific information:

»	
Make your scientific findings as easy to

understand and as concise as possible. Many
MPs suggested that a lay summary of research
in point form (one page), with some digestible,
quotable facts, was preferable.

»	
Clearly outline the policy impact of your work
and ensure that you frame your work in the
context of the MP in question, rather than
sending a blanket statement to all MPs.

»	
Consider timing when you reach out to your

MP. Is the House sitting? What issues is the MP
working on? Are they deep in a bill preparation
or an ongoing issue? What are the topics they
are currently voting on in the House? What is
happening in the government at that point in
time? These considerations can help maximize
the impact when you do connect with your MP.

»	
Make it clear who the audience is when you
reach out.

»	
Speak specifically to your area of expertise.

MPs considered the expertise of the source as
a key factor in determining whether a source
was credible. Make sure you do not overstate
your expertise, and be clear.
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evidence when there is conflict, a point of
tension for many MPs.

»	
Making your data openly accessible. This may
mean publishing in open access journals or
publishing summaries of your work in open
access forums.

»	
Ensure your work is as free of bias as possible.
»	
Engage in public forums. It may not be the
best way to get your information out there, but
it is a great way to meet MPs and their staff
and build relationships. As well, bring with you
short, digestible materials on your work, such
as pamphlets, which MPs can draw from for
information on short notice.

Improved accountabili ty
of policy-makers
to use evidence
Although the report investigated some of the
incentives MPs have to use evidence, several
MPs described their reasons for using science
and evidence to be primarily personal, such as to
ensure their arguments were strong, to strengthen
debates, to inform facets of their work, or because
of a personal duty to their constituents to be correct.
However, as previously described,52,53 there is
currently a dearth of accountability procedures
in Canadian (and international) governments
to ensure decisions are made using the best
available evidence. Improvements in this area,
such as requirements for greater transparency in
evidence used to inform decisions, or expectations
of decision-makers to demonstrate scientific
information in decision-making, could create more
impetus for evidence-based decision-making
in Parliament.
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ANNEX A: Methods
Methods
The focus of the current study was to investigate
the flow of evidence and information in Parliament.
When decision-makers need to make a call about
policy, where do they get their information from?
Who helps to inform their decisions? How do they
weigh information coming from different sources
such as their party, local constituents, and external
players like lobbyists, and think tanks? What kind
of data are they able to take into account, and how?
To address these questions, we conducted
a series of interviews with MPs currently sitting
in Parliament.

Development of interview
Questions
Interview questions were inspired by two recent
studies. The first was a study conducted by the
Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology
(POST) in the United Kingdom, which surveyed
and interviewed parliamentarians on the use of
research in parliamentary work.54 The second
was a Canadian study on the influence of external
policy actors on information use in Parliament.55
Questions were adapted to suit our study needs.
Interview questions were tested and reviewed
with the support of an advisory committee, with
expertise in evidence-informed decision-making,
interviews with decision-makers, government
policy, and science. As well, prior to interviews,
E4D staff met with members of the Parliamentary
Library, the Chief Science Advisor’s Office and
former members of party Research Bureaus to gain
further understanding of existing formal avenues of
information dissemination and gathering of MPs.
These meetings helped refine our approach and
further develop the interview questions.

The final questions for the study were
as follows: Each of these questions was asked

directly in each MP interview. Additional clarification
prompts are listed below each question which
helped ensure MPs understood the questions.
Question 1.
For our first question, we want you
to think broadly about how you obtain
information to inform your work. Here
we’re referring to all types of information.
Can you describe your standard process
for gathering information to inform
your work?

Additional prompts: Where would you go first?
What information would you seek out first? What
sources of information do you use most often?
Question 2.
Thinking of what you consider to be the
most valuable sources of information,
what are the characteristics that make
it useful for your work?

Additional Prompts: Are some sources of
information better able to communicate information
than others? If so, why? Are there some sources
of information that you are better able to relate
to and have more weight in your decision-making
process? Why? Maybe ask what committees they
are a part of.
Question 3.
Narrowing the focus a little, we would
like to ask a few questions about
research-based evidence and its use
in Parliament. In the context of your
work, can you describe how you would
define “research”? How does this differ
from other information that feeds into
parliamentary processes?
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Additional prompts: What are your perceptions
of the value of research evidence in your decisionmaking? Some examples of research we could
use to prompt: information that has been collected
in a rigorous, systematic way, such as academic
research, economic and health statistics,
randomized controlled studies, or survey data,
for example.”
Question 4.
When you use research-based information
in your work, what are your primary
sources for attaining it? What are the
characteristics of these types of researchbased information that make them useful
to your work?

Additional prompts: credibility? Rigorous?
Digestibility?
Question 5.
We would like to ask you a little about
existing formal pathways for MPs to
obtain relevant evidence. For example,
the Library of Parliament provides
research-based services to MPs upon
request. In addition, several new
pathways have emerged which aim
to provide evidence to decision-makers.
These include but aren’t limited to:

» The Chief Science Advisor;
»	
Communication of results of

independent panels of experts on
particular issues;

»	
Public outreach events such as Science
Meets Parliament or Bacon and
Eggheads

What, if any, is your experience with these
programs?
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Question 6.
a.	What are some of the challenges you
face in using research-based evidence
in your parliamentary work?

Additional prompts: What do you think needs to
change in order to facilitate knowledge transfer
between researchers and parliamentarians?
b.	What are your incentives to use
research-based evidence in your work?

Additional prompt: Do you think accountability to
use research-based information in parliament could
be enhanced? If so, how?
Question 7.
What are some ways that you think
experts, researchers and scientists could
better support you in your work?

Additional prompt: What do you perceive as the
barriers to effective communication of researchbased information to parliamentarians?
Question 8.
Is there anything more that you would
like to add?

Of note, though each individual interview asked
MPs these 8 questions directly, the conversations
in the interview were semi-structured, and some
follow up discussion on each of these questions
was allowed in each interview.
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Sample Generation
For the study, we chose to focus specifically on
MPs who do not serve as Ministers. While the
information-gathering process for Ministers is better
understood via their network of policy analysts
and government briefing processes, less is known
about the process of information gathering for
MPs. For this reason, Ministers will not be included
in the interviews. Recognizing the role that MP
staff members have in the information-gathering
process, we also encouraged MPs to invite staff
members to participate in the interview process.
To ensure that our sample size was manageable
within limited staff resources, as well as
representative of Cabinet makeup, we initially
extended invitations to participate in the study to
a representative sample of 20% of eligible MPs.
The sample was generated as follows:
1.	
We first established a list of all MPs currently

in Parliament. Information on political party,
provincial/territorial representation and gender
of MPs was included. 334 MPs are included
in this list.

4.	
The full list was then sorted to allow for random

selection of MPs to meet the required numbers.
To do so, an additional column was added to
the list to assign each MP a random number
between 0-1 using the excel RAND function.
5.	
Using the “sort” function, the list was then

sorted by each of the following factors in
this order: political party (A-Z), provincial
representation (A-Z), gender (Z-A) and then
Random number (smallest to largest).

6.	
MPs were then selected according to the

required sampling numbers. The first MPs
appearing on the randomized list who met each
of the requirements were selected until the
required number is reached. Two MPs sampled
in the study had stepped down as an MP at
the time of the study. In these cases, the next
eligible MP on the list was included.

7.	
Prior to study design, a small number of MPs

had already agreed to participate. If these MPs
were not sampled in the study at this point, they
were added. The final number of MPs in the
sample was 55.

2.	
Ministers were removed from the list as their

MPs in the sample have been contacted by
process for information gathering is significantly E4D. This was done by personalized emails
different than MPs, leaving a full list of 298 MPs. to MP offices, as well as a formal letter through
parliamentary mail. MPs were also encouraged
3.	
Using the eligible MP list, we established
to bring their staff members along to the interview.
the number of MPs required to generate a
A follow up phone call to the MP’s office was also
20% sample (60 MPs of the full 298) that is
conducted the next day to ensure the invitation was
representative of a political party, provincial/
territorial representation, and gender. A sample received. Another follow up phone call will take
place one week after the invitation was sent if we
calculation is as follows:
have not heard back.
a. 96 of the 298 eligible MPs are from the
One week after the sample was contacted, E4D
Conservative party. Of these 96 MPs, 29
researchers re-evaluated the list of participants.
are based in Alberta. Of these Albertan,
Due to low initial participation numbers, we reConservative MPs, 25 are male. This figure
distributed the invitation email to all MPs on the
is 8.4% of the total number of 298 eligible
eligible list to encourage more participation. An
MPs (i.e. 25/298=0.084). Therefore the
additional phone call was placed to the MP offices
sample of 60 MPs should include 5 Male,
in the sample, to encourage good representation.
Conservative MPs from Alberta
(i.e. 0.084*60=5.04)
As MPs signed up to participate in the study, we
b.	
Of note, all numbers were rounded to

the nearest full number, which sometimes
resulted in a rounding down. After
representation calculations, the total
number of MPs required in the sample
was 53.

also monitored MP sample distribution, based
on province, gender, and political party. When
particular groups were underrepresented, an E4D
researcher would consult the master list and make
personalized phone calls to the first MPs on the
list who represented that demographic to try and
achieve representation. However, no MPs willing
to participate in the study were turned down.
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Conducting Interviews
For those who have agreed to participate in the
study, the following steps were followed:
1. Participants were provided with a consent form

(Annex B). All participants, including any staff
members participating were required to sign
the consent form.56

2.	
Interviews were scheduled for each MP

according to the following guidelines:
a.	
Interviews were conducted at the MPs office,

and were scheduled for 30 minutes.

b.	
Interviews will be conducted by E4D staff

using the predetermined interview questions.
All interviews (except for one) were attended
by two representatives from E4D.
c.	
Interviews were audio recorded for ease

of analysis. MPs were given the option to
opt-out of audio recording if preferred, and
a dedicated note-taker would accompany
E4D staff to meetings.
d.	
MPs had the option of bringing along staff

members to participate in the interviews.
Staff members participation were included
in the study, and analyzed in their MP’s
interview as a “unit”.

Analysis
All recorded interviews were transcribed with
the help of a paid transcription service.57 Once
transcribed, analysis was conducted with the
following tools:
a.	
Each MP was given a numerical code to

maintain anonymity
b.	
Analysis was done by interview question, using

an excel spreadsheet. An E4D researcher
listened to and read the transcribed interview
answers for each MP.
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c.	
When a novel answer was noted in an MP

interview for a particular question, it was
recorded as a new entry in the spreadsheet,
and the coded MP number was added to the
corresponding entry. Conducting analysis in this
manner allowed for greater ease in associating
particular answers to their original source.
As well, line numbers were added to the MP
entry to find quotes if needed.
d.	
If another MP mentioned the same answer,

their MP number was added to the entry as well.
e.	
Once all interviews were analyzed, the total

number of MPs for each coded answer was
tallied.

Additional Methodological
Considerations
1.	
Ethics standards: As E4D is not a university,

we do not have the option to receive an ethics
approval for human research. However,
consent forms were used for every MP.
2.	
Staffers who attend interviews: If MPs

invited staffers to the interviews, the MP and
their staffer were analyzed as a “unit” of data.
ie. both the MP and their staffer will be treated
as one MP data point.

3.	
Data Storage: E4D disclosed risks of data

security to MPs in our consent form. All files are
stored on personal computers using password
protections. Computers will be in a locked
room when not in use. Additionally, any paper
recordings of interviews will be stored in
a locked drawer.
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ANNEX B:
Consent Form
Statement of
informed consent
You have been invited to participate in an interview
about your experience and perceptions of how
information feeds into parliamentary scrutiny and
legislation. It is being conducted by Evidence for
Democracy, in collaboration with the Canadian
Climate Forum. The purpose of this work is to
better understand how information and evidence
is obtained and used by federal decision-makers.
Our researchers will also be investigating areas
for improvement in this process, including how
scientists and experts can better engage in the
policy cycle.
Please read all the following information and
discuss any questions you may have with the
Evidence for Democracy leads on this work, Dr.
Kimberly Girling and Dr. Katie Gibbs, before
deciding whether to participate in this study.
The interview will take up to 30 minutes of your
time and will be audio-recorded and transcribed.
If you would prefer not to have audio recording
of the interview, additional arrangements can
be made by the research study organizers.
The full data set, including the digital audio
recordings and transcripts will be available to
the research team directly involved in the project.
The digital recordings may also be heard by
a professional transcriber.
The study will produce a final report which will
be publicly available. All direct quotes will be
anonymized, and a draft of these anonymized
quotes will be made available for you to review
before publication upon request. However,
participants should be aware that they may be
identifiable from the nature of the quote even
if they are not named.

All reasonable attempts will be taken to ensure
that any personal data relating to this study are
kept private and confidential (except to those
parties who are intended and authorised by you to
view such information as named above). Whilst all
reasonable attempts to resist this would be made,
it is not possible to provide an absolute guarantee
that any such confidential information will not be
seen or accessed by third parties.
The full dataset will be retained for 10 years and
will be stored on the researcher’s computer during
the analysis of the data. All files related to the study
will be password protected. Computers will be
stored in a locked office. After this period the audio
recording will be destroyed, and the transcripts
will be permanently anonymized.
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary.
If you decide to take part in the study, you can
withdraw at any time without reason or prejudice.
However if you have any questions regarding this
or any aspect of this study or the information you
have been given, please contact Kimberly Girling
at kimberly@evidencefordemoracy.ca or
613-909-8870.
I have read the information presented
above and have had the opportunity to ask
the researcher any questions related to
this research and to receive any additional
details I wanted. With full knowledge of
all foregoing, I agree, of my own free will,
to participate in this session. I will receive
a copy of this document for my records.

NAME __________________________________
SIGNATURE _____________________________
DATE____________
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