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Abstract
While there is widespread agreement in the ministerial promotion and resignation litera-
ture that experience matters, experience has typically been defined as the length of time a
legislator has worked in politics or served in a legislature. This approach fails to account
for the different kinds of experience legislators accumulate as they progress through their
political careers prior to appointment to cabinet. We demonstrate how researchers can use
sequence and cluster analysis to obtain a more complete understanding of ministerial
appointment. We identify four data-driven archetypes of political careers in Canada for
the period 1968–2015. We find that MPs with diverse political careers are more likely
to be appointed to cabinet, while MPs with opposition experience are more successful
than MPs with government experience. We also find that parliamentary secretary is not
necessarily a stepping stone to a full cabinet position, calling into question traditional con-
ceptions of parliamentary politics as a ‘ladder’.

Keywords: cabinet ministers; elites; political careers; ministerial appointment; sequence analysis

Few observers of Westminster democracies would say that Justin Trudeau, John
Howard and David Cameron – three recent prime ministers from three different
countries and three different positions on the ideological spectrum – share much
in common. Each came to power at a different time under a different package of
policy promises; nevertheless, each began his prime ministerial career in the
same way, and each tells us something about how cabinets are formed and legisla-
tive careers take shape.

In 2015, Justin Trudeau made international headlines after appointing the first
gender-parity cabinet in Canada’s history. His ministry was notable for another
reason: it was made mostly of rank political amateurs. More than half of
Trudeau’s cabinet – including those in senior portfolios such as finance, justice
and defence – had been elected to the House of Commons for the first time in
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the 2015 election. Meanwhile, political veterans like Hedy Fry and John McKay,
who had each been in parliament for almost 20 years, fell short of making the cut.

Likewise, when John Howard’s coalition formed government in Australia in
1993 and David Cameron’s Conservatives formed government in the UK in
2010, each of their parties had been out of power for almost 15 years. Even with
a dearth of cabinet experience after such long periods in opposition, both prime
ministers left some of their most loyal and long-serving MPs out of government.

What types of experience matter most for legislators in Westminster systems
when it comes to ministerial appointment, and how can we better understand
the pre-ministerial period of time these MPs spend in parliament?

A sizeable literature examines ministerial careers from both single-case and
comparative perspectives (Berlinski et al. 2012; Dowding and Dumont 2009,
2014). This literature typically considers and measures ‘experience’ in a simple,
monolithic way – usually the sum of the total time (days, months or years) since
the political actor was first elected to parliament. While Westminster parliaments
contain many examples like those from Canada, Australia and the United
Kingdom, existing models of political experience cannot explain why some MPs’
experiences count more than others’ when prime ministers make their appointment
decisions. We add to this literature by re-conceptualizing how political experience
influences ministerial appointment. In so doing, we move models of cabinet
appointment away from a static list of pre-cabinet positions to examining how vari-
ous types of trajectories affect the likelihood of appointment.

In this article, we argue that experience has to do with what legislators do in par-
liament, rather than simply how long they do it. All career trajectories contain crit-
ical junctures, turning points and pathways. These events can shape the longevity
and/or success or failure of the career itself. We use the Canadian case to highlight
a particular reality many prime ministers face; while previous parliamentary experi-
ence matters for cabinet appointment, prime ministers are often forced to pick pol-
itical amateurs. Moreover, they may sometimes find it preferable to do so, a notion
which suggests not all careers of equal duration are, indeed, equal.

In order to account for this variation within a political career, we propose and
introduce a new, more nuanced way to think about political experience. Our new
experience variable is derived from a sequence analysis of pre-cabinet political experi-
ence.While in the context of this study we describe a series of data-derived archetypal
Canadian careers, our measure is generalizable across a variety of political contexts.

After deriving this new variable, we employ a logistic regression to determine the
likelihood of ministerial appointment according to career type while controlling for
biographical and institutional variables. We find that the parliamentary careers the
‘ministrables’ (MPs eligible for ministerial appointment) hold at the time they are
considered for cabinet appointment affects the likelihood of ministerial appoint-
ment. In line with our expectation, we find a positive relationship between diverse
parliamentary experience reflected by a career that contains previous cabinet and/or
extra-parliamentary experience, and appointment to cabinet. Surprisingly, minis-
trables with parliamentary careers that are best characterized as ‘government
party backbencher’ had a lower likelihood of ministerial appointment than minis-
trables who spent most of their careers in the opposition ranks. We discuss some
reasons why this might be the case. We also find evidence that the long-standing
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trope of working one’s way up the political career ‘ladder’ may not be the best way
to think about political careers. In fact, ranks such as parliamentary secretary – the pol-
itical equivalent of ‘middle management’ – may signal the death knell of political
ambition.

In addition to a more accurate model of ministerial appointment, this study
makes two further contributions to the study of political elites in Westminster-
style parliamentary democracies. First, it introduces a novel, generalizable way to
conceive of and measure legislators’ political experience through the use of
sequence analysis. By creating a measure of experience that moves beyond a dur-
ation count, we are able to establish a more finely tuned instrument for the continu-
ing study of ministerial appointments in particular and elite careers more generally.
Second, it brings together qualitative and quantitative understandings of what
experience means and why it matters. In so doing, we propose a systematic way
to incorporate certain unobservable characteristics that ministrables have which
are relevant not only for their own political success, but ultimately the success of
the governments they serve.

Experience and ministerial appointment in Canada
Cabinet ministers in Canada are appointed in the typical Westminster fashion – by
the governor general, on the advice of the prime minister. Most recent ministries
had between 30 and 40 cabinet ministers, including the prime minister. Since all
of Canada’s recent governments have been formed by a single party, prime minis-
ters have almost unlimited power and discretion in deciding who sits at the cabinet
table.

In the Canadian context, gender, professional background, geography, regional
representation, education and experience are all significant predictors of cabinet
appointment (Kerby 2009; Tremblay 2013). The impact of gender in particular
has received considerable attention across a variety of contexts, including the differ-
ent types of experience that men and women legislators bring to office
(Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson 2005, 2016; Krook and O’Brien 2012;
Martin 1989). Women’s representation in cabinet has improved significantly over
time at both the provincial and federal levels of government. From 1976 to 1994,
Canada’s 10 provincial cabinets moved from having less than 4% to almost 21%
of women ministers (Moncrief and Studlar 1996; Studlar and Moncrief 1997,
1999). The number of women first ministers has also increased: in 2013, at the
most recent peak of women’s representation in Canadian premierships, more
than 85% of the population of Canada were under the leadership of women first
ministers (Statistics Canada 2017). Women’s substantive representation, however,
continues to be unequal. Women ministers tend to ‘head ministries dealing with
social citizenship or social welfare activities’, while men hold ‘more portfolios
related to the defining and physical resource mobilization activities of government’
(Trimble and Tremblay 2005: 31).

A common argument in political science is that ‘experience matters’ for minis-
terial appointment – put simply, that experienced MPs are more likely to be
appointed to cabinet (Atkinson and Docherty 1992; Heard 1991; Kerby 2009).
However, beyond accounting for prior cabinet experience, these arguments have
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largely avoided discussions of the type of experience that matters most (Curtin
2014; Dowding and Lewis 2014; Kenig and Barnea 2014; Kerby 2014; Mufti
2014; Nikolenyi 2014). The importance of previous parliamentary experience and
its relationship to ministerial appointment can be traced back to delegation theory.
Prime ministers try to avoid agency loss when they appoint their ministers to cabinet,
whether through adverse selection costs (incompetence) or moral hazard (a devi-
ation in agenda between the minister and the prime minister). Prime ministers
do this through ex ante mechanisms such as interviews, background checks, recom-
mendations via networks, and so on. While a dramatic change in personnel or an
injection of new blood into cabinet can foster new ideas and a fresh perspective on a
government’s policy agenda, it comes with the risk of error, scandal or failure.
Inexperienced ministers may lack the capacity, know-how and wherewithal to
handle the administrative and political complexities of managing a government
portfolio.

This said, we believe the ‘days spent in parliament’ metric of experience is inad-
equate as it fails to account for the diversity of experience MPs can hold. For
instance, is time on the government backbenches more valuable than time on
the opposition backbenches? Does being an opposition critic make a legislator
more likely to be appointed than being a parliamentary secretary? Finally, does
the order in which MPs hold these positions matter?

This notion suggests legislators can be grouped into ‘types’ – and that some
types of experience are more likely to lead to ministerial appointment than others.
However, despite long-standing interest in typologies of legislators and executives
(e.g. Searing 1985, 1987, 1994), the fruits of such labour have not extended to
explaining ministerial appointment. The most prominent typologies of parliamen-
tary careers account for the various goals and ideals held by backbench legislators.
Donald Searing (1985, 1987, 1994) uses cross-sectional survey data to distinguish
between four broad categories of backbenchers: Policy Advocates, Ministerial
Aspirants, Constituency Members and Parliament Men. Each role is the result of
rational actors adapting their goals to the incentive structures available to them;
‘Ministerial Aspirants, for instance, are strong on ambition and often manage to
reshape their backbench roles with strategies that “make a mark,” that “strengthen
their positions” and help ensure that when the time comes to be judged, their goals
will be fulfilled’ (Searing 1994: 22). The combination of goals and incentives affects
where MPs choose to spend most of their time and the votes they cast in parlia-
ment, as well as the committees and agendas they pursue. However, few are totally
immune to the allure of a ministerial career: ‘the vast majority of career politicians
are ambitious in the generally-understood sense … They are eager for office and
promotion and, if they are offered them, will accept with alacrity’ (King 1981: 282).
Indeed, inside knowledge or self-awareness may lead a rational legislator to update
their goals in light of the incentives available to them – for instance, by turning to
constituency service or other forms of parliamentary work.

While useful in understanding the backbench experience, separating parliamen-
tarians into categories can also help prime ministers decide which MPs to appoint
to the ministry. Selecting cabinets presents a principal–agent problem for prime
ministers as they decide which legislators would best use their authority to further
the prime minister’s agenda (Berlinski et al. 2009, 2010). The literature on
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ministerial careers typically relies on ministerial duration – how long a minister
spends in cabinet – as a proxy for success. Duration signals resolution of the
prime minister’s delegation problem: having weighed the pros and cons of keeping
a minister in cabinet, a net cost would lead to that minister being replaced. Put sim-
ply, successful ministers are those who ‘last’ (Kerby 2011).

What, then, is a prime minister to do when selecting a cabinet? While prime
ministers are unlikely to calculate predicted survival rates for each potential minis-
ter, they are much more likely to have compared each potential ‘agent’ to some set
of desirable criteria. Further, in the absence of other evidence, ‘prime ministers will
theoretically examine each potential minister in their parliamentary party and com-
pare them to an ideal average minister’ (Kerby 2011: 600). We expect the ‘types’ of
legislator that attract a prime minister’s gaze to be those who have demonstrated
executive experience – in the first instance, legislators who have served in prior
ministries. Failing that, we expect prime ministers to prefer legislators with a diver-
sity of parliamentary experience – not simply a long history of it. In fact, a prime
minister may be hesitant to select those MPs with a long history of parliamentary
service but limited upward mobility. Such MPs may have failed to rise above the
backbenches for good reason – perhaps either because of their lack of interest in
higher office or perceived lack of competence. We also expect experience as a sha-
dow minister (or ‘critic’, as they are known in Canada) to matter. The reasoning for
this is straightforward: critics resolve the same delegation problem for opposition
leaders that ministers resolve for prime ministers. Experience of closely tracking
a portfolio and articulating the leader’s message represents a good proxy for how
the individual might act in the ministry. Further, we expect opposition experience
to matter more than government backbench experience because the Canadian con-
text is marked by long, alternating, stretches of single-party rule with either the
Liberals or Conservatives in power. Barring catastrophe, government backbenchers
who were passed over at the beginning of a ministry will never experience a situ-
ation where more cabinet positions are left to be filled. By contrast, legislators can-
not be appointed to cabinet when in opposition – thus, their moment could still be
yet to come.

Legislative careers in Canada
The puzzle of ministerial appointment and experience is interesting in the
Canadian context, where politics are characterized by high levels of parliamentary
amateurism for both MPs and cabinet ministers (Matland and Studlar 2004). This
results in what some have referred to as an amateur elected chamber (Atkinson and
Docherty 1992; Docherty 2011; Franks 1987). Amateurism poses a problem in a
Westminster system for those who worry about the relative power of the executive
compared to the legislature, especially in Canada where prime ministers and their
cabinet ministers are much more likely to enjoy longer terms in the House of
Commons than their backbench colleagues (Docherty 1997). This concern comes
in the context of a wider debate on the role and influence of the executive relative
to private members (Savoie1999). Matthew Kerby and Kelly Blidook (2011) find
MPs’ expectations when they first start their job affect their individual calculations
of whether to seek re-election or leave political office. The Canadian House of
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Commons offers its members little influence, autonomy and few opportunities for
advancement, and MPs who enter parliament with the primary motivation of mak-
ing a difference appear to be least satisfied of all. Indeed, these members are more
than twice as likely to exit parliament voluntarily as compared to their colleagues
who see their role primarily as a representative of their party. MPs whose first
motivation is constituency service appear to be no more likely to leave voluntarily
than the parliamentary average. Thus, cabinet positions are prized by backbench
MPs for a range of political goals: either increasing prestige and authority (office)
or instrumental benefits (policy or votes) (Docherty 1997; Kerby 2011; Müller and
Strøm 1999; Snagovsky and Kerby 2018).

The high levels of turnover in the Canadian House of Commons make it an
interesting and important case for examining ministerial appointment because it
represents a bleak delegation problem for Canadian prime ministers – they are
forced to make decisions with limited information while facing constraints such
as a ‘limited pool of candidates, high levels of legislative turnover which render
many potential ministers inexperienced and accident prone, party considerations,
and political principles’ (Kerby 2009: 594). As such, the decisions of Canadian
prime ministers are instructive to executives in other countries who find themselves
making similar decisions with other types of constraints (and, as we describe above,
such situations are relatively common). From a methodological point of view,
Canada is also interesting because of the greater variation in career type that arises
from higher levels of legislative turnover. This allows us to ask: if prime ministers
‘run out’ of experienced hands in the form of prior ministers, who do they turn to?

Data and methods
We employ a three-pronged approach to investigating how political experience
impacts ministerial appointment. The first element consists of a sequence analysis
of the complete pool of ministrables (MPs eligible for ministerial appointment) for
the period 1968–2015.1 Second, we use cluster analysis to identify similarities
between different sets of ministrable career trajectories. Finally, we estimate a logis-
tic regression using the resulting career archetypes to explain the relationship
between experience and ministerial appointment. We elaborate on each of these
three steps below.

Of the methods mentioned above, the use of sequence analysis may be least
familiar to most political scientists. While sequence analysis was first developed
to help geneticists decode strings of deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), its use in the
social sciences is not completely novel; for example, sociologists have used sequence
analysis to model individual life trajectories and retirement patterns (Aisenbrey and
Fasang 2010; Fasang 2012). In the context of political elites, sequence analysis has
recently been used to model political career trajectories in Germany, Spain and the
Netherlands (Jäckle 2014; Manow 2012; Real-Dato and Alarcón-González 2012;
Tepe and Marcinkiewicz 2013; Zwinkels and Mills 2015), judicial careers in
Germany and Canada (Jäckle 2016; Kerby and Banfield 2013) and ministerial
staff careers in Australia (Taflaga and Kerby 2019).2

Sequence analysis begins by mapping the duration a person remains in a speci-
fied state, and then calculates the distances between each state. The result of the
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sequence analysis is typically interpreted through a state distribution plot which
records how long each unit (in this case, an MP) spends in a given state. This pro-
cess is different to event history analysis (EHA), a related method which readers of
this journal may be more familiar with. EHA models the hazard, or probability, of
an event occurring. In the context of ministerial careers, this could mean the prob-
ability of ministerial appointment conditional on where an individual is situated in
their political career. However, EHA can only explain career transitions; by con-
trast, sequence analysis creates a more holistic model of the complete career trajec-
tory (Jäckle and Kerby 2018). This advantage is critical, since ‘single transitions
which mark specific developments or setbacks in the course of a political career
can and should not be uncoupled from earlier events’ (Jäckle and Kerby 2018: 123).

We sequence the population of Canadian ministrables for the period 1968–2015
(N = 2109). These dates correspond with the contemporary period of Canadian fed-
eral politics; it is a period that spans from the beginning of Pierre Elliot Trudeau’s
first ministry and lasts until the formation of Justin Trudeau’s first cabinet, which
was sworn in to office shortly after the 2015 federal general election. Each observa-
tion in the data set consists of a single ministrable and records their complete par-
liamentary career path from the point that they were first elected to parliament
until an appointment opportunity: either the beginning of a ministry or the
month immediately following a general election.3 The unit of observation is the
ministrable at each appointment opportunity. Given that ministrables may serve
in multiple ministries (e.g. Jean Chretien served in Pierre Trudeau’s first (1968)
and second (1980) ministries as well as John Turner’s short-lived 1984 ministry),
single individuals may have multiple records in the data set. In this respect, each
instance an MP was eligible for appointment to cabinet is recorded as a separate
observation, since from the prime minister’s perspective the ministrable looks
qualitatively different after the passage of time and the accumulation of experience.
We also account for those periods of time that ministrables spent outside of parlia-
ment prior to returning to elected office. For example, Liberal Brian Tobin served as
an MP for the period 1980–96, at which point he resigned from the House of
Commons (and the cabinet) in order to run for the premiership of the province
of Newfoundland and Labrador. He was premier from 1997 until 2000, when he
was re-elected to the House of Commons where he served as a cabinet minister
until he resigned in 2002. The data set accounts for Tobin’s extra-parliamentary
stint and codes that period as ‘out of parliament’.

We break down parliamentary careers into 11 categories/career states: out of
parliament (the MPs has resigned from parliament or lost their seat in an election
and is working in the private or public sector, but eventually returns), third party
opposition MP (i.e. not the official opposition), official opposition party back-
bencher, official opposition party critic, official opposition party leader, governing
party MP (backbencher), parliamentary secretary (not of cabinet), minister of state,
cabinet minister, elite minister (e.g. minister of finance, minister of foreign affairs,
president of the Treasury Board) and prime minister. In the language of sequence
analysis, these 11 categories form the ‘alphabet’ of our analysis. While we recognize
that MPs can hold numerous responsibilities in addition to their other roles
(e.g. committee chair, party whip etc.), we opt for simplicity with a list of clearly
defined, hierarchical and salient roles that ministrables can hold.
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Next, to find patterns in our sequence plots and to group parliamentary careers
into archetypes, we perform a cluster analysis. Cluster analysis is used to group
individuals with similar trajectories, using a range of techniques to identify the
optimal number of clusters. In order to do this, we first draw on the data con-
tained in career sequences and calculate the proximities (or distances) between
the different career states. There are multiple approaches to accomplish this
task. The most common procedure is the so-called optimal matching (OM) ana-
lysis approach. The basic idea is to transform a sequence A into another sequence
B using different types of transformation operations (substitutions, insertions and
deletions). For each of these operations, a certain cost is set (either unitary – the
same for all transformations, theory based, or derived from the empirical transi-
tion data). The OM algorithm then finds the specific transformation procedure
that has the lowest costs. The number of operations necessary for this lowest
cost transformation is defined as the distance between sequences A and B
(Lesnard 2014: 40; Robette and Bry 2012). A variant of the OM procedure,
which is well suited for biographical research as it measures the resemblance of
career trajectories in a way that comes close to social scientists’ understanding
of the term ‘similarity of trajectories’ is the longest common subsequence
(LCS) proposed by Cees Elzinga (2006: 14–16), also known as the Levenstein II
distance. Our analysis of Canadian ministerial appointments follows suit and
employs the LCS approach. After we have calculated the LCS distances, we use
a cluster analysis on the sequences using the Ward method, the most commonly
used algorithm for determining clusters. This data-driven process groups the
observations in our model according to which of the sequences have the lowest
LCS distance from each other – that is, which are most similar. The results of
a dendrogram, scree and silhouette plot (see online appendix) suggest the optimal
number of clusters that fit our data is four.

Conceptually, the result of employing sequence analysis to visualize career states
and then using cluster analysis to group these career states into distinct ‘types’ repli-
cates the perspective of a prime minister as she decides who to appoint at the begin-
ning of a ministry. In this case, our data-driven approach suggests that if a prime
minister examines the population of potential cabinet ministers according to our
framework, she would see four broad types of pre-ministerial careers. We elaborate
on these four types of career trajectories below.

After identifying the pre-appointment career archetypes for each ministrable,
we employ a logistic regression to estimate the effect of the parliamentary experi-
ence archetype factor variable on the likelihood of ministerial appointment. In
addition to the primary independent variable of interest, we also include a selec-
tion of both personal and political control variables to account for alternative fac-
tors that may contribute to the likelihood of ministerial appointment. We control
for the age of the ministrable, their gender, whether they come from a legal back-
ground, previous background in provincial-level politics, political party, minority
government status, and finally the size of the ministrable pool, as each has been
shown to influence the likelihood of ministerial appointment in Canada (Kerby
2009, 2011).
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Results
Sequence analysis

We visualized the career paths of all Canadian ministrables using sequence index
plots, which graphically represent the time, order and role that each ministrable
holds. Figure 1 depicts the career sequences for the first 10 ministrables in the
data set. We also present all the career sequences in a state distribution plot
(Figure 2) which records the proportion of career roles/states occupied by minis-
trables for each month in which they are being observed.

At first glance, we can see that the proportion of roles occupied by ministrables
changes over time. The modal category at the start of a career is governing party
MP; only a small proportion of MPs occupy a seat in cabinet as a full cabinet
minister. As ministrables advance through time we can see that a higher proportion
occupy positions as parliamentary secretaries and indeed an increasing number
take on roles as cabinet ministers. A convenient feature of the state distribution
plot is the ability to subset by factor, such that we can look at the career paths
of ministrables who are eventually appointed to cabinet and compare them with
those who are passed over. For example, Figure 3 shows us that while the careers
of these two classes of ministrables look somewhat similar, there are nevertheless
a number of distinctions: for example, ministrables who are not appointed to
cabinet appear to have served as a parliamentary secretary at a later stage in
their careers while the proportion of ministrables who go on to become ministers
serve as parliamentary secretary earlier in their careers and in smaller proportion.
We return to this puzzle below. Second, and not surprisingly, cabinet experience
appears to beget further cabinet experience.

Figure 1. Sequence Index Plot of Canadian Ministrable Careers (1968–2015)
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Figure 2. State Distribution Plot of Canadian Ministrable Careers (1968–2015)

Figure 3. State Distribution Plot of Canadian Ministrable Careers by Appointed to Cabinet Yes/No
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The results of our cluster analysis reveal four distinct clustered sequences; we
plot them as state distribution plots in Figure 4. Those ministrables in the first cat-
egory are labelled ‘Neophytes’. This category consists of MPs who have little or no
parliamentary experience and are eligible for appointment to cabinet after having
been elected to the House of Commons for the first time. These MPs make up
27% of the ministrable pool.

The second category contains MPs who are best described as ‘Opposition
Holdouts’. These are the MPs who are elected to parliament as members of an
opposition party and are appointed to cabinet when their party forms government.
They typically have very little previous cabinet experience due to the long stretches
of single-party government. These MPs account for 21% of the ministrable pool.

We refer to the third career category as ‘Government Backbenchers’. MPs who
follow this career trajectory typically begin their parliamentary careers as govern-
ment party backbenchers and may then be appointed as a parliamentary secretary
prior to appointment to cabinet. We note the plurality of MPs still serve on the
government backbench prior to being considered for the cabinet. This is the
modal category and contains 35% of our sample.

We label the fourth ‘Diverse and Experienced’. This category consists of a much
more heterogeneous group of ministrables, at least with respect to their careers.
Here we find ministerial candidates from across all of the different parliamentarian
positions included in our sequence alphabet. In addition to the variety, we also find
across the time series noticeable proportions of ministrables who fall into the cat-
egories of minister and official opposition critic, as well as out of parliament.
It appears that this category consists of those ministrables who have some kind
of parliamentary or extra-parliamentary experience that extends beyond the back-
benches; 21% of ministrables fall into this category. When we plot a sequence index
graph for those ‘Diverse and Experienced’ ministrables by appointed/not appointed
to cabinet (Figure 5) we see that the 124 MPs appointed to cabinet typically have
more previous ministerial experience than those who are not.

Interestingly, those with the least parliamentary experience are those minis-
trables who reach the higher ranks in cabinet (e.g. elite ministers), whereas the
longer durations contain a higher proportion of ministrables who spent time out
of parliament prior to returning and being appointed to cabinet. For those ‘diverse
and experienced’ ministrables who are not appointed to cabinet we observe one
particularly unsettling trend for ambitious MPs looking to move up the political
ladder. A sizeable proportion of these ministrables see their ambition curtailed
once they reach the rank of parliamentary secretary. When compared to those min-
istrables who are appointed to cabinet, it looks as if an appointment to a parliamen-
tary secretary position at a later stage in one’s political career is in fact a political
dead end.

Logistic regression

The results of our logistic regression are presented in Table 1.4 Our expectation that
appointment to cabinet is positively related to the accumulation of experience is
partially realized. When compared with those ministrables who fall into the
‘Government Backbencher’ reference category, we find that those ministrables
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Figure 4. State Distribution Plot of Ministrable Careers by Clustered Career Type
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who have careers that contain previous cabinet experience (or extra-parliamentary
breaks) have odds of ministerial appointment that are 7.34 times that of the odds
for government backbenchers. What is surprising is that the neophytes – those
ministrables who have only just been elected to the House of Commons – have higher
odds of appointment (odds ratio = 1.63) than those ministrables who are coded as
Government Backbencher. Indeed, the neophytes’ odds ratio is about the same as
that which was estimated for the ministrables whose careers were spent largely in
the opposition ranks prior to consideration for cabinet (odds ratio = 1.73). Each of
the career cluster categories were statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

This unexpected result is likely related to the nature of the selection pool.
Canadian cabinets are characterized by very small turnover. A cabinet on the
first day of a parliament looks very similar to a cabinet on the last day of a parlia-
ment with respect to who is sitting around the table. When movement occurs, it is
often horizontal within the cabinet; change in cabinet personnel is usually small
and cosmetic. Given the long stretches of single-party government that exist in
Canada, backbench MPs have to fight to get a seat in cabinet if they do not get
one when it is first assembled. This process is further complicated by Canadian
prime ministers’ (understandable) habit of appointing ministers who have previous
experience in order to avoid adverse selection and moral hazard problems.

The main opportunity to break this cycle takes place when there is a change in
party government, and given the long durations of party government in Canada
and high levels of legislative turnover this means the new pool of ministrables
who are eligible for cabinet appointment are not likely to have much cabinet

Figure 5. Sequence Index Plot: Cluster 04: Diverse and Experienced, by Appointment
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Table 1. Logistic Regression of Canadian Ministerial Appointment (1968–2015)

Probability of ministerial appointment

Career type

Government Backbencher (reference category)

Opposition Holdout 1.732*

(0.388)

Neophyte 1.631**

(0.259)

Diverse and Experienced 7.339***

(1.216)

Age 1.055

(0.051)

Age2 0.999**

(0.001)

Female = 1 2.004***

(0.330)

Lawyer = 1 1.891***

(0.252)

Provincial experience

None (reference category) −

Prov. MLA 1.862*

(0.514)

Prov. minister 2.048*

(0.595)

Party

LPC (reference category)

PC 0.742*

(0.104)

CPC 1.046

(0.215)

Minority government = 1 0.861

(0.120)

Ministrables 0.998*

(0.001)

N 2109

Pseudo R2 0.1230

Note: Exponentiated coefficients. Standard errors adjusted for 10 ministry clusters.
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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experience although they may have considerable opposition party experience.
When prime ministers are faced with a choice between ministers who have oppos-
ition party experience and freshly elected MPs with no previous parliamentary
experience at all, we expect them to choose those ministers with opposition
party experience first. Indeed, our results bear this out, although the confidence
intervals across these two groups overlap. Further, the most recent experience
bucks expectation in that Justin Trudeau appointed 18 neophyte parliamentarians
to his first 30-person cabinet in 2015.

Our results may also be skewed by the particular subset of data that we employ.
Our logistic regression only considers ministerial appointments that take place
immediately after a general election or following a change in prime minister.
While cabinet turnover between elections for incumbent governments is small in
scale, it still exists and the pool of ministrables to fill empty cabinet seats would
likely be drawn from the ‘Government Backbencher’ category. However, as we dis-
cuss in the previous paragraphs, the relative incidence of these vacancies is small.
Otherwise, when governing party turnover takes place, the majority of appoint-
ments will be drawn from the ‘Opposition Party’ category given the paucity of min-
istrables who have previous cabinet experience.

Discussion and conclusion
In theory, prime ministers devote considerable time and energy to building a
cabinet that can deliver the party’s policy agenda and survive (or ideally win) the
next election. They weigh pros and cons, balance personalities and factions and
ensure that representational needs are met, all while considering party priorities
and matching individuals’ skills and talents to tasks. As a result, ministerial
duration has come to be regarded as a metric of success: from a prime minister’s
perspective, successful cabinet ministers are those who do not need to be replaced.

How is a prime minister to anticipate which legislators would be most successful
in cabinet? Most models of ministerial appointment agree that ‘experience matters’.
To this point, researchers have measured experience in terms of days, months or
years spent in parliament. However, these models ignore the fact that many legis-
lators spend their entire careers on the backbenches, and yet are no closer to sitting
around the cabinet table.

With this analysis, we have argued that what legislators do in parliament matters
more than how long they do it for. As a result, we argue, studies of legislative and
ministerial careers must consider how the dimensions of parliamentary experience
factor into models of legislator and ministerial behaviour. To this end, we concep-
tualize a new model of legislator experience and use sequence analysis to model
parliamentary careers. Conceptually, this data-driven method of examining pre-
appointment careers replicates the dilemma prime ministers face when deciding
who to promote to cabinet. A prime minister who agrees that parliamentary experi-
ence is a relevant predictor of ministerial success may have several different ways to
see that experience. We present one such approach – grouping MPs according to
the roles they have played in parliament. Accordingly, a prime minister following
our framework would see four broad types of pre-ministerial careers as she looks
to appoint her front bench.
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We call the first type of pre-ministerial parliamentary career a prime minister
would see the ‘Neophyte’ – an MP with little-to-no parliamentary experience
who has just made their way to the House of Commons for the first time. These
legislators make up just over one-quarter of the ministerial selection pool and
can only rely on their pre-parliamentary experience to advocate for a seat at the
cabinet table. We refer to a second category, ‘Opposition Holdouts’ – MPs who
have paid their dues as members of the opposition, whether as critics or shadow
ministers, or simply as private members. We label the third category
‘Government Backbenchers’: legislators who have spent some time as private mem-
bers in the government or perhaps some time as parliamentary secretaries. We call
the final category ‘Diverse and Experienced’ – a much more heterogeneous set of
seasoned hands with a range of experience to draw upon.

As our results make clear, the data-driven, empirical approach we use to categor-
ize these types of careers results in cross-cutting and distinct typologies to those
advanced in previous research. For example, each type of career described above
represents a conceptual mix of several of Searing’s (1994) original typologies. We
expect that our category of ‘Government Backbenchers’ contains each of
Searing’s four types: Policy Advocates, Ministerial Aspirants, Constituency
Members and Parliament Men. However, despite their aspirations, our results sug-
gest their outlooks are all similar, at least from the perspective of appointment:
bleak.

When we examine our types using a logistic regression to model ministerial
appointment in Canada between 1968 and 2015, we find there is a hierarchy of pol-
itical career types that lead to ministerial positions. Some legislators languish on the
backbenches almost indefinitely, and the time they serve in parliament is unlikely to
help their ministerial prospects. Traditional measures of experience such as ‘num-
ber of years in parliament’ do not capture this experience. Our results also raise new
questions; we demonstrate that a residency in the opposition ranks may facilitate
upward mobility into cabinet better than winning a backbench seat on the govern-
ment side. This then raises questions as to the applicability of traditional ambition
models of political career progression with respect to the Canadian case. These
results also subtly undermine the prevailing wisdom of a career ‘ladder’ in politics,
where MPs work their way up from the backbenches to senior cabinet portfolios.
For example, our data show the rank of parliamentary secretary is often a political
dead end for the ambitious legislator.

In addition to a more accurate understanding of ministerial appointment, this
study introduces a novel, generalizable way to think about and measure legislators’
political experience through the use of sequence analysis. We do not claim to invent
a new theoretical typology of political elites that is consistent across all parliamen-
tary contexts. Rather, our approach invites researchers to apply these ideas and
methods to their own contexts so that we can begin to truly compare how career
trajectories differ between cases.

Further, this study reconciles quantitative and qualitative conceptions of what
‘experience’ means and how we can identify it. The former argues that experience
is something we must be able to measure precisely – to this point, it has been
defined as a simple measure of time. The latter argues this way of thinking is too
simplistic, and parliamentary experience must be thought of in a holistic way.
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However, this prevents rigorous and systematic comparison between different
countries and ministries. Our approach addresses traditional quantitative short-
comings by capturing the unobserved heterogeneity in the various dimensions of
parliamentary experience while creating a measure that allows easy comparison
between cases. Since our new framework is generalizable across a variety of legisla-
tive contexts, we hope it will facilitate comparative research in the study of political
careers by considering how political experience matters beyond simple duration.

Supplementary material. To view the supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/
10.1017/gov.2019.29.
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Notes
1 It is impossible to include non-parliamentary candidates in our selection pool. Fortunately, the appoint-
ment of individuals to cabinet who do not hold a seat in the House of Commons is a rare occurrence.
Indeed, since the start of our time series (1968), only seven ministers were appointed to cabinet from out-
side parliament. Outside appointments are typically eschewed in the Canadian context, not only because of
the risk that the minister may fail to win a seat in the House of Commons (e.g. Pierre Juneau and Charles
Granger) and thus embarrass the prime minister, it also creates dissent among backbenchers who patiently
wait for their opportunity to enter the cabinet.
2 For a further review of sequence analysis and its applicability to the social sciences, see Blanchard et al.
(2014) and Jäckle and Kerby (2018).
3 We leave the question of mid-parliament cabinet reshuffles for future research, as these are usually
small scale and greatly increase the complexity of the model.
4 We ran additional specifications with fixed effects for both aboriginal status and for ministrables’ prov-
ince. The inclusion of these variables had no effect on the remaining coefficients. These additional speci-
fications are included in the online appendix. We also did not include a French-/English-speaking variable.
Not only is this variable difficult to quantify, but we also do not think language spoken or bilingualism is a
condition for ministerial appointment. True, since Brian Mulroney’s prime ministership it is essential that
the prime minister is able to speak both official languages fluently, but a less stringent standard is applied to
cabinet ministers. Indeed, there are well-known cases of ministers whose grasp of a second official language
was/is limited at best. We note that Graham Fraser, the Canadian Commissioner of Official Languages,
publicly stated in 2016 that bilingualism is not a requirement for cabinet ministers, nor should it be.
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