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BARRIERS TO WOMEN'S POLITICAL
PARTICIPATION IN CANADA

Melanee Thomas
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WHY ARF  WOMEN'S LOWER  LEVELS OF  POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
PROBUEMATIC?

Women's lower levels of pofitical participation are problematic for three reasons.
First, women are a historically underrepresented group. In the past, they were
formally barred from participating in politics and democracy. Even though these
formal restrictions have been removed, mformal barriers continue to act to hamper
women’s pohtical participation. hn the face of these barriers. Canada’s representative
institations cannof function in a just, fair, and democratic manner. Seeomd, women
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Individual-1evel Barriers to Women's Political Participation
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SOCIAL/COMMUNITY-LEVEL BARRIERS TO WOMEN'S POLITICAL PARTICIPATIC

The gendered diviston of household and private labour noted above help produce t
stereotvpes and processes that underpin sovictal and community-level barriers
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Cunadian political parties vary in thelr nomination procedures. Some, such
- of Canada, have very fow formal nomination rules, while

as the Conservative Par

others, such as the New Democratic Party, have a formal nomination process that

must be followed by every tocal assoctation. The more formal proces

S dre seen to

promote women candidacies, as candidate search commitiees arg encouraged to seek

out gualified  candidates from historically  underrepresented groups. Naot
surprisingly, the soviodemographic make-up of scarch commitiees also affecs

wiions, gs women riding assocation presidents are more

wonen's political nor

uit women candidates,

fikely than male presidents to re

Partics also vary in their commitment to nominating women candidates. For
exanple. in the fead up to the 2011 federal election, most, but not all. federal parties
pledged 1o Eyueal Voice that a certain portion of their candidate shate would be

comprised of women”

Nomination contests and clectoral campaigns at all levels of government are

also expensive. Though clection receipts indicate women candidates are as good as

their male counterparts at securing campaign funds.”” the perception that women
have difficulties raising campaign funds persists. Thus, women active in municipal
politics in Canada argue that increasing resource supports would help increase the
number of women in local politics.” At the federal level in Canada. regulating
nomination and clectoral campaign financing and spending limits through Elections
Canada has mitigated this issue.®” Despite this, women and visible minority
condidates have noted that in hotly contested nomination contests, “they have
difficulty raising sufficient funds to be competitive.”™ This reflects the fact that, as
noted above, women do not have comparable access to income as do men. These
issues persist all the more in jurisdictions with lax or no campaign finance
regulations, such as some provinces and municipalities.

4

That said, it is worth noting that very few electoral nominations are actually
contested in Canada. Elections Canada reports show that the overwhelming majority
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offering, the women’s representation in campus political life increased by 43 per

cent.”’

The Ready 1o Run program is one of the most mpressive tampaign schools.

It has been offered by the Center for American Women and Politics for over a

decade, and has over 1500 graduates. OF these, more than 25 percent have run for

public office; 70 per cent have won their races, Ready 1o Run targels state politics

11 New Jersey; though the school cannot be credited for the entirety of the change, it

is worth noting that before the school started, New Jersey was rated 39 for women’s

entation at the state level in the United States. By 2011, their rank increased o

As a result of this success, the Ready ro Run program has established

partnerships in a number of other states. Their structure appears to be similar to that
employed by Equal Voice vis-i-vis their tocal chapters.

The Nova Scotia Advisory Council on The Status of Women OTganizes one
of the most active campaign schools in Canada.* These campaign schools were first
organized in the carly 1990s, and their programming was developed in consultation
with academics, civil servants, and elected officials®! Importanily, this development
included attending the campaign school organized by the Canadian Women Voters
Congress, suggesting that that school has more of a national impact than first thought,

Overall, the effects of campaign schools are suggestive. More systematic
evaluation of Canadian campaign schools, particularly those that are multi-partisan
and regularly offered by organizations such as Equal Voice, may identity uniquely
Canadian success stories, as well ag highlight ways that campaign schools help
women overcome barriers to participation that are unanticipated by the academic
bterature. To date, a systematic study of the full effects of these campaign schools
has not been undertaken in Canada. Future research could probe the short and longer-
ferm effects of these schools on the political engagement and participation of the
women who attend them. Particular focus could be paid to the aspects of each
curriculum that address the different types of barriers outlined above,

online: Women and  Politics Instinate  ~hup/rwww american.edufsy

Cenier for American Women and Pe g for Women, online

CAWP <pn

iy fo Run: Campaign T
x%&%’%,sji‘z‘&'g}é‘aigﬂ?s,Cdi}/&i%iciiii{?ﬁ,ir;i!m ReadytoRun/ wex.php >




232 {NBLD RDUN-B Jyol TOvVE

the mdividual, sooial conmmunit

when the b

vels, Ma

; barrters will only be removed fu
des ubout gende

md women’s Tappropriae” behavionr, particular

shitios and ¢ achis

It s nmporiam o nete that remos ing barsiers at one v a fong

CHng more wWonk

1o removing barriers at another. Rescarch shows that ¢

mational public office can spark women's interest in politics.” Women's lower
i ! f

of political merest is ¢ ividual fevel barrier the prosence of more pol
role models for women may cwonwen oser this barrier,

In dentifving the barrers to women's political participation in Canada
report also highlights a number of opportunities and remedies that cun be apphi
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tl
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APPENDIX A

Proportion of Women Elected to the Canadian House of Commons: 1974-2011
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ey
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0%, - . . . . . .
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Sowrce: Parliament of Canada, “Mcmbers of the House of Commons,” (20 February
2012), online: “hitp/fww w.parhge.cas, futhor s Calenlarion




