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Introduction 
 
Democratic Engagement has been selected as one of eight domains that comprises the 
Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW) and is the focus of this report.  As a liberal democracy, 
Canada is widely regarded as a country that upholds the values of an egalitarian society, where 
women, minorities and the marginalized are given equal opportunity to participate and be 
represented in the democratic process.  Often, the democratic process is generalized to mean 
that people are either participating or not participating in elections (either as a voter or as a 
candidate).  The research contained in this report shows that a healthy democracy requires 
more than participating in elections.  In fact, a healthy democracy requires ongoing democratic 
engagement both during and between elections.   
 
Historical analysis and measurement of democracy has generally focused on voter participation, 
the number of marginalized elected to office and socio-economic characteristics of the voting 
and non-voting electorate.  The Democratic Engagement Domain shifts away from this 
historical approach and outlines a conceptual model and indicator framework to simultaneously 
measure three themes of democratic engagement: individual, government and global 
(democratic) engagement.  Individual engagement describes the engagement of citizens in public 
life and in government.  Government engagement describes the function of the Canadian 
government with respect to openness, transparency, effectiveness, fairness, equality and 
accessibility in efforts to engage citizens.  Global engagement considers the role of Canadian 
citizens, governments and civil society as good global citizens.   
 
 
Definition 
 
As a foundation for this research, the Research Team developed the following definition of 
democratic engagement:  
 

the state of being engaged in advancing democracy through political institutions, organizations and 
activities. 

 
Democratic engagement is characterized when: 
 

citizens participate in political activities, express political views, and foster political knowledge; 
governments build relationships, trust, shared responsibility and participation opportunities with 
citizens; and democratic values are sustained by citizens, government and civil society at a local, 
national and global level.  

 
 



2 
 

Conceptual Model 
 
The purpose of this report is to create an indicator framework to measure democratic 
engagement for inclusion in Canadian Index of Wellbeing.  To guide this work, the Research 
Team developed a conceptual model to encompass the individual, government and global 
themes of democratic engagement.  The conceptual model established the foundation for the 
corresponding indicator framework.    
 
Figure 1.  Democratic Engagement Domain Conceptual Model 
 

 
 
 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The conceptual model is a culmination of theoretical and conceptual research for each of the 
three themes.  A separate framework for each theme is also developed in the report.      
 

 
Democratic Engagement Indicators 
 
The research identified 74 existing indicators with which to measure democratic engagement.  
Eight of these indicators are recommended as headline indicators for inclusion in the CIW. 
Selection of the eight headline indicators was guided by criteria that ensured at least three data 
points over time, a mix of subjective and objective indicators, and data availability at the 
national level.  The eight indicators selected to represent democratic engagement are:  
 
Individual Engagement 
 Voter turnout  
 Interest in politics 
 Volunteer rate for political activities 

Democratic Engagement Domain Conceptual Model 

*electoral participation 
*political voice 

*knowledge/awareness 
*attitude 

*engagement 
*legitimacy 
*satisfaction 

*trust 
*competence 

*assess and reflect critically on a 
diverse range of views and 

information 
*take action to address the key 

challenges of our day 

Themes 

Individual  Government Global 

Concepts 



3 
 

Government Engagement 
 Policy impact perception 
 Satisfaction with democracy 
 Ratio of registered to eligible voters 
 Representation of women in parliament 
 
Global Engagement 
 Net Official Development Assistance as percent of Gross National Income 
 
The headline indicators selected to reflect the Democratic Engagement Domain Conceptual 
Model include a range of different types of formal and informal engagement activities, such as 
voting and volunteering, as well as indicators seen to influence engagement, such as satisfaction 
with democracy.  As the report outlines, this mix of concepts and indicators is necessary to 
encompass the layers of engagement within the individual, government and global themes.  
 
The concepts and headline indicators selected to measure and assess democratic engagement in 
Canada are by no means conclusive, rather, they are intended to provide a solid launching point 
for discussion and future development of the Domain.   
 
 
Statistical Highlights 
 
Individual Engagement 
 
Voter turnout 
The trend in voter turnout in Canada is not encouraging.  From a high of 69.6% in the 1993 
federal election (the starting point for this analysis), voter turnout in elections has been 
consistently declining.  For the 2008 election, voter participation was more than 10 percentage 
points lower than in 1993 and represented the lowest voter participation in Canadian history.  
Is low voter turnout a sign of disengagement, disenfranchisement or dissatisfaction?  Is low 
voter turnout a sign of apathy or even satisfaction?  The 2006 Canadian Election study reports 
that 86% of respondents consider it their duty to vote suggesting that current voter turnout 
results are significantly below what might be expected. Ongoing discussion of this trend must 
revolve around what is a desirable and achievable voter turnout and what factors contribute to 
the current voting trend that leaves 4 of 10 eligible voters not casting a ballot.  
 
Interest in politics 
The percentage of respondents who have no interest in politics has ranged from a low of 7.1% 
(2006) to a high of 11.7% (2004).  When this indicator is compared to other headline indicators 
one might assume, for example, that there would be fewer people not interested in politics 
when voter turnout is high, however, this assumption has shown mixed results.  For example, 
despite the decline in voter turnout in 2000, the level of political disinterest remained relatively 
stable.  On the surface, the level of disinterest or interest in politics does not necessarily 
influence voter turnout or participation in other political activities.    
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Volunteer rate for political activities 
The volunteer rate for political activities (law, advocacy and political groups) has been 
consistently very low, hovering around a 2% volunteer rate over the years.  The average 
number of volunteer hours for law, advocacy and political groups has also seen a 15% decline 
between 2004 and 2007.  Does this mean that Canadians devote very little time to being 
politically active?  Not necessarily.  When we look at participation in other types of non-
traditional engagement activities such as protesting, signing petitions or boycotting, we see that 
Canadians are engaged in political activities.  In 2002, the General Social Survey found that 
54.6% of Canadians 15 years and older participated in at least one political activity, either 
traditional or non-traditional. 

 
Government Engagement 
 
Satisfaction with democracy 
Canadians’ satisfaction with the workings of their democracy is variable. Based on Canada 
Election Study (CES) results, the percentage of Canadians who are very satisfied or fairly 
satisfied with how democracy works in Canada has hovered between the high fifties and low 
sixties between 1997 and 2006.  This still leaves approximately 40% to 45% of Canadians who 
are not satisfied with how democracy works in Canada.  This indicator can be influenced by 
different survey contexts.  For example, Blais (2007) found that election “winners” were more 
likely to be satisfied with the way democracy works, regardless of their satisfaction level before 
the election.  These findings suggest that minority governments may not bode well for 
improving Canadians’ satisfaction with democracy since there are no clear winners in this 
context.   It is not clear, however, whether the result of winning or losing influences satisfaction 
with democracy (Blais, 2007). 

 
Policy impact perception 
The percentage of Canadians who feel that the policies of the Federal government have made 
their lives better (as opposed to making not that much difference) has ranged from a low of 6% 
to a high of 20.2% between 1997 and 2006.  Despite various government progress reports, on 
the surface these numbers suggest a strong disconnect between the activities of government 
and how this trickles down to perceptions at the individual level.  Examining policy impact 
perceptions across different segments of the population, such as by age group or income level, 
would provide a much different indicator trend, since those with fewer resources are typically 
more impacted by socio-economic policy decisions.  

 
Ratio of registered to eligible voters 
The most elemental way for governments to reach out to its citizens is through communication 
around the act of voting.  The ratio of registered to eligible voters’ indicator has varied over 
the years but generally reflects a democratic process that reaches about 95 out of 100 voters.  
Results for this indicator are mixed.  Reaching 90 of 100 electors in 1997 is a poor result 
compared to the 98 of 100 electors reached in the 2000 and 2004 elections.  The ratio for the 
2006 and 2008 elections did not reach the levels achieved in 2000 and 2004.   
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Representation of women in parliament 
Since 1997, the percentage of women Members of Parliament has remained relatively steady at 
around 20% of total seats, far below the 50% that would indicate demographic equity in political 
representation.  In the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2007, countries with 
the highest gender equality had the highest level of political participation and representation by 
women (Hausmann et al., 2007).  In 2007, Canada ranked only 18th in gender equality on the 
Global Gender Gap Index and 36th on the political empowerment sub index.  This indicator 
clearly shows that there is room in Canadian democracy for gender equity.    
 
Global Engagement 
 
Net Official Development Assistance as percent of Gross National Income 
Canadian Gross National Income (GNI) devoted to Official Development Assistance (ODA) 
has fallen from a high of .43% in 1994 to .32% in 2008.  The Government of Canada’s 
commitment to ODA falls short on two fronts: first, there is a long-standing United Nations 
target for developed countries to devote 0.7% of their GNI to ODA – more than twice the 
current level of Canadian assistance.  Second, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) estimates that Canada’s percentage of GNI devoted to ODA will only 
rise from 0.32% in 2008 to 0.34% in 2010 (OECD, 2009).  In 2008, Canada ranked poorly in 
terms of GNI devoted to ODA – 16th out of 22 member countries – leaving much room for 
improvement on the international stage. 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
There is more work required to understand the interrelationship between the themes and 
indicators that comprise the Democratic Engagement Domain.  There is a need to examine 
potential relationships that exist within and between themes (e.g., would voter participation 
increase if there were more women elected to parliament and could this in turn affect Canada’s 
commitment to international development aid?).  The conceptual model was developed to 
bridge the three themes together to provide a more comprehensive outlook on democracy in 
Canada and more specifically democratic engagement as an important pillar of Canadian 
wellbeing.   
 
The literature and existing statistical surveys tend to almost exclusively consider the activities 
of citizens and governments separately and rarely are they simultaneously considered at a global 
level.  This poses both challenges and opportunities for the continued development of the 
Democratic Engagement Domain.   
 
There is further work required to understand democratic engagement through a disaggregated 
lens.  The analysis in this report considers democratic engagement at the national scale.  
Collection and analysis of democratic engagement indicators at the provincial and municipal 
level would be beneficial as would more in-depth analysis of socio-economic characteristics 
such as age, gender, income, and ethnicity.  Of particular benefit would be the administration of 
a consistent, time-series survey specific to the democratic engagement domain.   
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Greater understanding behind what motivates democratic engagement and the gap between 
democratic ideals (i.e., believing in a duty to vote) and practice (actually voting or participating 
in political activities) is needed.  Further consideration of the relationship between different 
models and approaches to democratic engagement and their impact would also be beneficial.  
For instance, would mandatory voting or a more deliberative democracy change the democratic 
engagement trends in Canada?  There are examples of different approaches by citizens and 
governments worldwide to improve democratic engagement.  Analysis of the successes and 
challenges of the various approaches and their application in Canada to improve democratic 
engagement would be beneficial.  
 




