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Summary

This dissertation presents a model of ministerial turnover in the Canadian federal cabi-
net for the period 1867 until 2000. The dissertation begins with a review of the existing
literature of ministerial and legislator turnover in Canada and establishes that the study
of ministerial turnover is typically relegated to a peripheral discussion in the wider study
of prime ministerial power in Canada. This is largely due to the absence of an accurate
and complete account of when and why ministers exit the cabinet. In order to overcome
this hurdle a unique dataset that comprises the complete career paths of each and every
minister that served in cabinet from the formation of the Canadian state in 1867 until
2000 was assembled. A review of the existing literature combined with the information
provided in the dataset reveals that ministers typically leave the cabinet for one of three
broad reasons: to accept an offer of patronage, to retire from federal politics or as a
result of a cabinet reshuffle. Exits because of electoral turnover are not examined.

The theoretical basis of the dissertation specifies that a longitudinal approach should
be adopted to study ministerial careers as they move through space and time and that
discrete events and the duration that a minister serves in the cabinet should impact when
and how a minister exits the cabinet. Second, it is argued that it is necessary to simulta-
neously consider each type of exit in order to approximate the true pattern of turnover
observed in the cabinet. A Cox proportional hazards, competing risks event history
model is put forward as an ideal method to connect theory to practice as presented in
the dataset of ministerial careers. Event history models are suited to handle the longi-
tudinally organized data structure while the competing risks specification is especially
useful as it is able to consider the multiple forms of exit by which a ministerial career
may end.

The conditions that contribute to a minister’s exit from cabinet exist at three levels:
the individual, parliamentary and political environmental levels. Based on these con-

ditions a series of hypotheses are proposed and tested by the event history model. The

v



results systematically confirm that Canadian prime ministers are indeed powerful vis-a-
vis their cabinet ministers. But, this power is not without constraints particularly when
faced with a capable opposition party determined to bring down a wayward minister.
The results also point to the continued relevance of constitutional convention in politi-
cal life in Canada. In particular, the need for regional representation in the cabinet still
plays a central role in ministerial appointment and dismissal process. The dissertation

concludes with recommendations for further research.
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Chapter 1

The Problem of Ministerial Turnover

This dissertation addresses the subject of cabinet minister turnover in the Canadian
federal government between the years 1867 and 2000. The research questions asked
are, why, when and how do cabinet ministers leave the cabinet? By focusing on these
questions, a number of secondary issues are also addressed. First, this dissertation
addresses the matter of ministerial duration and "survivability". That is to say, what
explains the durability of cabinet ministers - Why is it that some cabinet ministers are
able to remain in cabinet for long periods of time while others are merely afterthoughts
on the political timeline? Do some ministers possess certain characteristics that make
them more durable than others?

It also addresses the rules that inform and allegedly guide political life in Canada.
Canadian cabinet ministers serve in the cabinet at the pleasure of the crown on the
recommendation of the prime minister. The rules that inform cabinet membership,
although not written in the Canadian constitution, stem from constitutional conventions,
some of which are native to Canada, others that were inherited in a constitution that is
"similar in principle to that of the United Kingdom." (Constitution Act, 1867, preamble)

The dissertation addresses the question of ministerial exit. That is to say, what
causes ministers to leave the cabinet? On one hand the answer may be very simple:

ministers leave the cabinet when they die in office, when the government loses the



confidence of the House of Commons (following an electoral defeat or a vote of no-
confidence in the governing party) or when an individual cabinet minister loses his or
her seat in an election. These explanations are of course true but they are akin to a
coach saying that his team lost the game because the other team scored more points;
the explanatory power of such answers while valid fails to account for pre-termination
exit.! Ministers leave the cabinet for many other reasons: they retire, the prime min-
ister sacks them, they decide to leave politics because they are dissatisfied with their
job or they simply decide to return to the backbenches. Many of these explanations are
valid but they can also hide more nuanced aspects of the ministerial dynamic. Samuel
E. Finer, writing about British ministers, famously suggested that ministers only leave
if they choose to, if the prime minister demands it or the party clamors for their dis-
missal.(Finer, 1956) At the same time, commentators have facetiously suggested that
any ministers who claim that they want to spend more time with their families are per-
haps less than genuine in their reasons!? Or, as Sharon Sutherland observes, “the public
manifestation of trouble in cabinet is exit.” (Sutherland, 1991a)

This last observation also suggests that ministerial tenure says something about
prime ministers and prime ministerial power. The selection and appointment of min-
isters 1s decided by the prime minister and the prime minister alone - this power gives
the prime minister considerable influence over those ambitious backbenchers who as-
pire to move up the greasy pole. It also gives the prime minister considerable leverage
over those ministers who wish to remain in cabinet. The exclusive right to appoint and
dismiss ministers reinforces the point that the prime minister may not be primus inter
pares but rather supra inter pares. A closer examination of this relationship and the
constraints and opportunities that the prime minister faces as far as the composition of

the cabinet is concerned will reveal some insights into the changing nature of prime

'The quote is most commonly attributed to legendary basketball coach Bobby Knight.
2Observation made by Stephens over resignation of Alan Milburn — Minister of Health who was
caught in the crossfire between Tony Blair and Gordon Brown.



ministerial power in Canada.

All of these points suggest that the process of ministerial turnover is multifaceted.
Ministerial turnover cannot be explained by simply examining the power of the prime
minister, the context in which a ministerial career takes place, constitutional rules or
through a close examination of the individual ministers themselves. Rather, a combined
and unified framework which considers all of these aspects needs to be developed in
order to fully understand ministerial turnover and its consequences.

Political scientists should take notice of ministerial careers and the manner in which
these careers end. First, the termination of a ministerial career is an important aspect
of government survival. Usually when one minister’s career ends, another begins. With
the introduction of a new minister the collective dynamic of the cabinet is altered and
its efficacy is enhanced or diminished thus affecting the cabinet’s overall durability. If
the cabinet’s durability is sufficiently low it runs the risk of being defeated by a vote of
confidence or in a general election; if sufficiently high, the risk of government turnover
is low. Too much or too little turnover threatens both the legitimacy and perhaps the
efficacy of the government.

Ministerial turnover also sheds some light on the nature of a ministerial career and
vice versa. Graham White observes that that the characteristics of individual ministers
themselves can affect their career paths which in turn affect the operation and internal

dynamics of cabinet.

On an individual level, for example, a minister whose entire cabinet team
has been spent in the same portfolio will bring qualitatively different ex-
periences, perspectives and resources to bear in cabinet processes than a

minister who has served in several portfolios.

The collective characteristics of cabinets may also vary according to minis-
ters’ career patterns. For example, cabinets composed largely of ministers

who have remained in the same portfolios for extended periods likely func-



tion differently from cabinets in which most ministers have limited experi-

ence in their portfolios. (White, 1998)

The endgame of a ministerial career-path is also fundamentally important in Westmin-
ster parliamentary democracies. Woodhouse observes the termination of a ministerial
career contains a significant element of accountability. "The severity of an occasional
capital penalty is justified in a system in which routine accountability is weak, and the
symbolism afforded by resignation is appropriate in the theatrical confrontation politics
of Westminster." (Woodhouse, 1993) She adds, "Resignations provide reassurance of an
underlying morality, acting as an indicator of the rules that operate beneath the surface
of public life and the values held by those in public office."

If one is primarily interested in ministerial turnover, then it is necessary to move
beyond the boundaries of the legislator career path literature and study ministers on
their own terms. The difficulty is that the processes that produce these different forms
of exit may be distinct or interdependent. Unless an approach that considers all of
the different forms of exit is adopted, an incomplete comprehension of ministerial and
prime ministerial behaviour and cabinet dynamics will continue and affect existing and
future scholarship in this field. It is therefore necessary to bring the different forms of
exit together under the umbrella of a ministerial career; then we can have an "integrated
view" of the pattern of turnover in the Canadian cabinet. This is the purpose of this

dissertation.

1.1 The significance of ministerial turnover

One of the problems that plagues the current enthusiasm over the study of ministerial
resignations is the distinct lack of theoretical guidance. There exists few theories of
ministerial turnover, let alone a unified theory of ministerial turnover in Canada. Hu-

ber and Martinez-Gallardo demonstrate that government type affects the frequency of



ministerial turnover; apart from this single study, comparative research on ministerial
careers that could point to a unified theory has yet to be undertaken.> Instead, most
scholars continue to develop country case studies that examine the effects of local, and
often country-specific, influences that contribute to ministerial turnover. In time, it is
likely that these studies will be pooled into a large-scale comparative study of ministe-
rial turnover capable of developing a unified theory of ministerial turnover but that is not
likely to take place in the short term. In Canada, the systematic study of cabinet minis-
ters sui generis and the corresponding development of a theory of ministerial turnover
1s slowed by a less-than-enthusiastic embrace of the study of political behaviour. Everitt

and O’Neill (2002, pp. 6-7) write,

But in keeping with trends towards independence from the ‘sleeping ele-
phant’ to the south, the study of political behaviour in Canada never achieved
a similar level of dominance among political researchers and even in its
heyday came under significant criticism. The Canadian behavioural ‘rev-
olution” was mediated by strong adherence among a significant number of
academics to neo-institutional and neo-Marxist approaches and by the con-
tinued support for public policy analysis. The American influence was also
tempered by a conscious desire to adopt a uniquely ‘Canadian’ approach to

the discipline.”

Despite the dearth of theory, commentators such as Blondel (1985) and DeWinter
(2002) have suggested that more scholarly work be undertaken to determine why min-

isters come and go. This has left the current crop of ministerial enthusiasts in the un-

3 Huber and Martinez-Gallardo argue that single party majority governments produce higher rates of
ministerial turnover. They reason that distrust among parties in coalition governments creates an envi-
ronment in which greater attention is paid to the ex-ante screening of potential ministers and members of
the coalition They write, “When distrust is greatest, so will the screening that occurs, with the “distrust-
ing parties” paying the most attention to the specific individuals that are assigned key portfolios. Thus
we expect distrust to decrease turnover.” (Huber and Martinez-Gallardo, 2003) Also, prime ministers in
coalition governments are constrained in their ability to dismiss ministers, especially, those who are not
members of their own party, for fear that a change in the coalition government’s makeup will negatively
affect the equilibrium that keeps the government together.



enviable situation of knowing that they are on the right track, but not knowing where
to go with the analysis. As such, much of the existing literature on ministerial turnover
is exploratory and lacks theoretical depth. Nevertheless, cues from other related areas
of political science help to draw attention to the significance of this area of study and
indeed they assist in setting out the boundaries for the development of a general theory

of ministerial turnover.

1.1.1 Turnover

Understanding how ministerial careers end is important for understanding how the com-
position of the government changes over time; when ministers leave the cabinet they are
usually replaced by another, perhaps a new, minister. The nature of this turnover may
reflect the representational requirements of the House of Commons, the policy prefer-
ences of the governing party or of the prime minister or indeed the influence held by the
new minister himself or herself. If the nature of ministerial career terminations can be
better understood, then inferences regarding the health of the legislature, the governing

party and the cabinet can also be made.

1.1.2 Government Stability

The current wave of research on ministerial turnover owes a considerable debt to the
government stability/survival debates that took place in the 1980s and 1990s. This de-
bate was characterized by two competing approaches: an events approach that focused
primarily on external factors that enhanced or detracted from cabinet survival, and a
structural approach that considers the ex anfe internal conditions that may affect the
likelihood of government breakdown.

A middle ground approach introduced by King et al. (1990) attempted to com-
bine both the event and structural approaches into a single unified "hazard" approach.

The hazard approach offered by King et al. settled the ongoing controversy between



advocates of the events approach and advocates of a structural factors approach by
reconciling the two approaches in a synthesis that “introduces a statistical model em-
bedding structural factors within the context of a stochastic process." (Van Roosendaal
and Grofman, 1997) Central to the structural, event and hazard approaches is the notion
of a terminal event - that is, what exactly constitutes the end of a government - a six fold
typology introduced by von Beyme (1985) and developed further by Woldendorp et al.
(1998; 2000) 1s widely employed and generally accepted by the scholarly community.

Despite the interest generated by the King et al article, a number of subsequent
concerns has been raised. First, the government termination categories are not precise
enough to distinguish between qualitatively different forms of government termination.
As Carol Mershon (1996) notes, Italy has experienced a considerable number of gov-
ernment terminations; yet each "new" cabinet consisted of many of the same cabinet
personnel as the previous one. Conversely, it is also possible to have long-standing
cabinets that experience high levels of personnel change - a condition that hardly exem-
plifies stability. Second, the government survival literature does not address what goes
on inside the cabinet between terminal events. Changes in cabinet personnel can dra-
matically affect the performance and duration of a government. Huber and Martinez-
Gallardo (2003), for example, argue that the reshuffling process exists so that prime
ministers can piece together a perfect cabinet - one that is presumably durable. How-
ever, Prime Minister John Diefenbaker’s frequent reshuffling of cabinet ministers who
he suspected were challenging his authority in the Progressive Conservative Party or
consorting with the Liberals certainly contributed to the government’s electoral disin-
tegration only two terms after winning the most one-sided election victory in Canadian
history.

Alderman and Cross observe that frequent ministerial turnover runs counter to demo-

cratic government. They note

Ministers need to be able to stay sufficiently long in their department both



to master the details and, vital to democratic government, to see policy
proposals through. The general expectation of a brief tenure, by contrast,
can lead to the temptation to win an “instant reputation” with ill-thought
out politics or, alternatively, reluctance to embark on projects which will
mature after the minister has left the department. (Alderman and Cross,

1987, p. 2)

Writing in a separate article, the authors also argue that, “an enforced ministerial depar-
ture may or may not upset the balance of the government, but it has a high potential to
undermine the public projection of a united team.”(Alderman and Cross, 1985, p. 390)
Following from this, former British cabinet minister and diarist Richard Crossman notes
that too many reshuffles can give the government a bad reputation as they suggest “that
politicians don’t really know anything about anything and are just shoved around as
part of a political game.”(Crossman, 1976, p. 487) Crossman also argues that frequent
ministerial turnover lowers the government’s prestige with the civil service, especially
when “one of the few members who can really come to grips with his department has
been whipped out just at the moment when he was becoming dangerous.”(Crossman,
1976, p.49)

Large scale ministerial turnover may also have an impact on a party’s electoral for-
tunes. The high levels of ministerial exit that typically accompany prime ministerial
departures can result in a significant loss of institutional knowledge at precisely the
point in time that governing parties most need political and strategic guidance. The
departures of Prime Ministers Saint Laurent, Trudeau and Mulroney were accompanied
by a large number of ministerial exits as patronage appointments were bestowed on long
serving and loyal supporters; those that did not receive a patronage appointment often
chose to return to private life rather than serve under a new prime minister. This resulted

in electoral disaster as already struggling parties were forced to compete in upcoming



elections without their most skilled and experienced campaigners and organizers.*

As Rose (1987) notes, “Ministers and ministries are the building blocks that consti-
tute the centre of central government.” If one is to understand the stability and durability
of governments, one must also understand what contributes to the stability and durabil-

ity of its constituent parts.

1.1.3 Elite Circulation

Ministerial turnover is important for theories of elite circulation. Ministerial exits and
appointments are the two sides of the same "turnover" coin. As ministers exit the cabi-
net, new ministers are usually appointed to replace them. Sometimes these replacements
have previous ministerial experience; sometimes new talent is selected from the back-
benches to infuse the cabinet with a fresh face, new ideas and perhaps a new direction
for some aspect of public policy. Without regular circulation at the apex of power the
cabinet runs the risk of experiencing stagnation, inertia and atrophy that in turn under-
mines the legitimacy of the government. (Atkinson and Docherty, 1992; Atkinson and
Thomas, 1993; Jackson, 1994)

The Canadian political science literature has frequently addressed the issue of am-
ateurism in the House of Commons. The arguments suggest that Canada experiences
an unusually high level of turnover especially among amateur members of parliament.
A number of competing and complementary hypotheses have been suggested to ex-
plain this phenomenon. Among the most common explanations is that the majority of

Canadian MPs are for the most part excluded from the governing process, defined as

4 Saint Laurent’s departure in 1957 was followed by the electoral decimation of the Liberals under
Pearson in the 1958 general election. When John Turner succeeded Pierre Trudeau in 1984, Trudeau
promptly appointed the experienced core of his cabinet to patronage appointments leaving the Liberals to
battle the Progressive Conservatives four months later with a largely inexperienced Cabinet. The result
was the second largest win in Canadian history for the Progressive Conservatives under Mulroney. When
Mulroney stepped down in 1993, he followed Trudeau’s lead and appointed a considerable portion of his
veteran cabinet ministers and backbenchers to patronage positions. The result was even worse for the
party as it was effectively destroyed when the Progressive Conservatives, a founding party of Canada in
1867 was reduced to two seats in the House of Commons.



becoming a member of the cabinet. Dissatisfied with their lack of career advancement
on the backbenches, many MPs choose to leave Ottawa and return to their previous oc-
cupations. (Atkinson and Docherty, 1992; Docherty, 1994; Franks, 1987) Ministerial
exits provide the windows of opportunity for amateurs on the backbenches to "move
up", gain experience and offset the negative effects of amateurism and high legislative

turnover.

1.1.4 Representation

Ministerial turnover is also important because the process ensures that the highest level
of government remains representative of the legislature and in turn of the population
as a whole. As societal values change, elite turnover in a cabinet that draws its mem-
bership from an elected legislature ensures that individuals who embody changes in the
wider population are able to have an impact on policy and decision-making. Increased
religious and ethnic diversity, the increased presence of women and visible minorities
as well as changes in the number of people living in rural and urban areas are reflected
in governing bodies as the leaders of these groups seek to influence the political process

in government. (Bakvis, 1991; Megyery, 1991)

1.1.5 The Prime Minister

The issue of ministerial turnover is of central interest to students of prime ministerial
power and the prime minister’s relationship with the cabinet. The ability to appoint and
dismiss ministers to and from the cabinet gives prime ministers in Westminster parlia-
mentary systems a considerable degree of power over their fellow MPs both inside and
outside the cabinet. (Bakvis, 2001; Savoie, 1999; Weller, 1985, 1994) Attention paid to
the dynamics that inform prime ministerial decisions in the area of cabinet appointment
and dismissal reveals much about individual prime ministers as well as the constraints

and opportunities contained in their office. These constraints and opportunities are to
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a large degree shaped by constitutional rules and conventions that guide and enforce
political behaviour. They are also shaped by the wider political environment in which
governments exist. The study of ministerial turnover serves as a useful barometer to
gauge the extent to which certain constitutional rules and conventions are adhered to,
violated or indeed the degree to which they change over time. (Bogdanor, 1997; Dowd-
ing and Kang, 1998; Finer, 1956; Sutherland, 1991a)

A more developed examination into the motivations that drive prime ministerial
decision-making as far as cabinet membership is concerned may also contribute to the
larger, macro debates that characterize the discipline of political science as a whole. For
example, to what extent are prime ministerial decisions regarding ministerial turnover
driven by policy, office or vote/seat seeking considerations? (see Miiller and Strom,
1999) One can easily imagine situations where ministers are appointed or dismissed
as a means to reward or punish prime ministerial or party supporters; indeed, even a
ministerial resignation to a patronage position may be regarded as a political reward for
a job well done. Alternatively, the dismissal and replacement of a minister in a particular
portfolio may signal an attempt by the prime minister or party to shift government
policy in a particular direct. Lastly, there are numerous examples of cabinet reshuffies
that take place several months before a scheduled election in which the prime minister
constructs his or her cabinet not on the basis of policy or political reward but rather
to put the party’s best face forward in order to maximize its vote/seat return in the
upcoming election. By thinking of ministerial exits in these terms, this dissertation’s
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