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The British have a habit of leading the way.  It was 
Margaret Thatcher who first swept to power on a plat-
form of minimal government.  In the 1990s, it was 
Tony Blair who led the way in developing the “Third 
Way” important to the New Labour project.  The pat-
tern is repeating itself again today.

It is the British that have now taken the most drastic 
measures to get government spending under control.  
In 2010, David Cameron’s Conservative government 
announced an £81-billion cuts package, which in-
cluded plans to reduce departmental budgets by an 
average of 19 per cent and remove up to 500,000 
public sector jobs by 2014-15.

Most interesting, however, is the new “Big Society” 
agenda including the reform of welfare, social ser-
vices, education, and even policing.  They plan to 
empower local governments, support charities and 
social enterprises, as well as to elect local police 
commissioners.  The Cameron government also 
announced plans for a single integrated Universal 
Credit to replace unemployment benefits and various 
tax credits.  It is David Cameron’s government that 
is turning away from centralized bureaucracies and 
towards citizen and local control.

In a time of austerity and overwhelming ambivalence 
towards government, the trend for social services, 
education, and health care is towards decentraliza-
tion, choice, and simplification.  Gone are the days of 
big, complicated, top-down social programs.  We live 
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in a time when choices in goods and 
services are almost infinite. Access 
to information and markets is wide-
spread. Government, however, is a 
holdout.  Government still expects 
us to fit their systems rather than 
have the systems serve us.

It is time to replenish and maximize 
the space for what eighteenth-
century statesman Edmund Burke 
called the “little platoons” of society; 
indeed, it is our civic duty.  Over the 
years, government intervention has 
crowded out social institutions as 
providers of social goods.  Simply 
paying our taxes is not fulfilling our 
obligations to one another.  We 
should be a people who volunteer, 
vote, donate to charity, and are oth-
erwise civically engaged.

Consider the following analogy.  
When I plant my garden, my crop 
will depend on a rich mixture of 
nutrients and a healthy soil eco-
system that have been built up 
over many years.  I can only expect 
good yields for a short time before 
I need to replenish the nutrients 
and revitalize the soil on which my 
garden depends.  Likewise, govern-
ments and individuals alike depend 
on the ‘little platoons’ that make up 
our political and civil society to help 
sustain our liberty and prosperity.  
The families, communities, local 
organizations, non-profits, charities, 
interest groups, unions, churches, 
and other non-governmental 

organizations on which we depend 
also need sustained attention.  A 
rich, fertile political and civil society 
is a necessary condition for culti-
vating the needed raw materials to 
grapple with the challenges of our 
times; indeed, in all times, in any 
society that calls itself free.  

ON DEMOCRACY IN CANADA

Though we often think of Canada 
as a young country, Canadians have 
enjoyed a continuous tradition of 
parliamentary democracy stretching 
back more than 250 years.  In 1758, 
the Nova Scotia House of Assembly 
met for the first time in Halifax, 
marking the birth of parliamentary 
democracy in our country.  

Democracy, however, is more than 
just elections and legislatures.  Our 
democracy calls us to live as free 
and equal members of a political 
community, the health of which 
depends on our ongoing effort to 
maintain what is good about our so-
ciety while making efforts to improve 
it still.  This commitment requires 
the active participation of a respon-
sible, civically-engaged citizenry.  On 
this count, Canada has work to do.

It is common to complain about the 
quality of our politics, and there is 
plenty to lament.  It can be small-
minded, focused on short-term 
rewards, bitterly partisan, and petty.  
It is too often marked by scandal and 
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conflict.  These things, however, are 
not new.  For instance, two thousand 
years ago Cicero’s brother advises 
that the electorate, “are all in the 
mood that they had rather you lied to 
them than refused them.”1  Two hun-
dred years ago, in the 1800 American 
Presidential election, a newspaper 
warned that if Thomas Jefferson won, 

“murder, robbery, rape, adultery, 
and incest will be openly taught and 
practiced, the air will be rent with the 
cries of the distressed, the soil will 
be soaked with blood, and the na-
tion black with crimes.”2  It remains 
a familiar practice for politicians to 
make election promises they cannot 
or will not keep.  Likewise, overheated 
political rhetoric remains altogether 
commonplace.

These political practices are undesir-
able, and we should seek moderation 
in our tone and temperament.  We 
can be certain that instances of cor-
ruption, dishonesty, and unfairness 
will never cease wherever power is to 
be won or wielded among mortal men 
and women.  But their minimization 
requires our common participation, a 
shared interest in working together to 
sustain a vibrant but respectful realm 

of political contestation, whatever 
our differences of opinion and back-
ground.  Constructive contributions 
toward social progress and civilized 
interactions among ordinary citizens, 
or between citizens and their leaders 
depend on trust, familiarity, reciproc-
ity, and other sentiments that cannot 
be established and sustained by politi-
cal institutions and procedures alone.  
They are qualities of mind and charac-
ter that are learned through listening, 
negotiation, compromising, and tak-
ing responsible action.

Unfortunately, Canadians have lost 
sight of the way in which the demo-
cratic ideal involves the informed, 
deliberative, and effective participa-
tion of its citizens, and it cannot rely 
on its processes and institutions 
alone to compensate for its deteriora-
tion .3  This deficiency is evidenced by:

•	 Weak or non-existent democratic 
infrastructure

•	 Declining levels of civic engage-
ment and political participation

•	 Low levels of knowledge about 
Canadian democracy and 
institutions

•	 Low levels of trust in Canadian 
government and political 
institutions

Government still 
expects us to fit their 
systems rather than 
have the systems 
serve us.
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Weak or non-existent democratic 
infrastructure

Elected officials and political prac-
titioners are consumers of human, 
social, and intellectual capital; they 
are in need of a constant stream of 
new ideas and well-trained people.  
Historically, political parties them-
selves participated in serious policy 
development and communication 
campaigns.  The realities of mod-
ern politics, however, have forced 
political parties to become primarily 
machines for running and winning 
the next election campaign. 

Parties thus depend for the cul-
tivation of ideas on supporting 
infrastructure, sympathetic and 
connected to political partisans and 
activists, but distinct from and out-
side of political parties. And there is 
a need to improve and expand this 
supporting infrastructure, which 
includes think tanks, academic insti-
tutions, philanthropic foundations, 
training programs, interest groups, 
issue campaigns, and communica-
tions vehicles.

Declining levels of civic engage-
ment and political participation

Voter turnout in Canada has been 
declining for some time, and most 
of the decline can be attributed to 
low voter turnout among younger 
voters.  Whereas in the 1960s about 
two thirds of new voters turned out 

to cast their ballot, that number 
declined to about one third in 2004.  
There is a general trend that turnout 
increases as voters age, but given 
that the initial rate is so low, overall 
turnout can be expected to continue 
to decline.4

Voting is not even the primary issue; 
political participation is a subset of 
civic engagement.  On this front, the 
statistics are no more encouraging.  
According to a recent Cardus discus-
sion paper, just 29% of Canadians 
account for 85% of total volunteer 
hours, 78% of total dollars donated, 
and 71% of all civic participation.  
One third of Canadians are carrying 
two thirds of the burden.5

The thin slice of Canadians who do 
the most are also disproportionately 
older.  This phenomenon is not sur-
prising to the extent that younger 
people are probably more consumed 
with raising families, have lower 
incomes, and are not as embedded 
in their communities.  That said, 
just as with voter turnout the initial 
rates of volunteerism, charitable 
giving, and overall civic participation 
are low for younger people.  Taking 
into further account the fact that 
volunteerism tends to drop off after 
age 55, researchers now argue that 
volunteering could decline by as 
much as 1-2% each year for the next 
decade.6
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Low levels of knowledge about 
Canadian democracy and 
institutions

A ten-year benchmark study released 
by the Dominion Institute in 2007 
indicated that eight in ten (82%) 
Canadians aged 18 to 24 failed a basic 
Canadian history exam.  Despite a de-
cade of noteworthy efforts to educate 
young Canadians, the overall results 
were virtually unchanged.  In fact, 
knowledge of political history seems 
to have declined over the period.7

Low levels of trust in Canadian gov-
ernment and political institutions

Leger Marketing regularly releases 
a report on trusted professions.  The 
2007 report indicated that only 15% 
of respondents trust politicians.  By 
means of comparison, 84% trust po-
lice officers, 74% trust judges, 50% 
trust senior public servants, 48% 
trust journalists, 41% trust union-
ists, and 12% trust car salespeople.8  
Leger asked the same question of 
Quebeckers early in 2010, and rev-
eled that only 8% trust politicians.9  In 
both instances, these polls are in the 
wake of political scandal.  But gener-
ally speaking, Canadians do not trust 
politicians and do not hold them in 
high regard as a group. 

Similarly, the 2010 Manning Centre 
Barometer reveals a deepening am-
bivalence toward the relevance and 
capacity of government.  While 84% of 

respondents say that the government 
should play a major role in manag-
ing the economy, most do not want 
governments to do more to reduce 
income inequalities or to stimulate 
economic recovery and growth.  Only 
39% think that government can be 
very helpful, and only 34% believe 
that the federal government has a big 
impact on their lives.10 

Declining trust and faith in govern-
ment and politics itself leads to a lack 
of participation.  Indeed, if Canadians 
have no confidence in government 
and politics, why would they be inter-
ested in participating in the processes 
whereby governments are formed?

ON POLITICAL AND CIVIL SOCIETY

Weak political and civil society 
should be of concern to all of us who 
value Canada’s liberty and prosperity.  
Indeed, the great Alexis de Tocqueville 
warned that democratic nations were 
not in danger of tyranny, but instead 
a soft despotism he describes as 
follows:

“It covers the whole of social life 
with a network of petty, compli-
cated rules that are both minute 
and uniform . . .   It does not break 
men’s will, but softens, bends, and 
guides it . . . it is not at all tyran-
nical, but it hinders, restrains, 
enervates, stifles, and stultifies so 
much that in the end each nation 
is no more than a flock of timid and 
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hard-working animals with the 
government as its shepherd.

I have always thought that this 
brand of orderly, gentle, peaceful 
slavery which I have just described 
could be combined . . . with some 
of the external forms of freedom, 
and that there is a possibility of 
its getting itself established even 
under the shadow of the sover-
eignty of the people.”11

The problem with the soft despotism 
that de Tocqueville describes is that 
it robs us of the ability to exercise 
liberty for ourselves.  It even leaves 
us oblivious to what we have lost, 
keeping us in a state of perpetual 
immaturity, with no desire to take 
greater responsibility for ourselves, 
individually or collectively, and 
unaware of the personal and inter-
personal benefits of the endeavour 
to take responsibility. Resisting this 
‘soft despotism’ requires an un-
derstanding of liberty that includes 
self-control and recognizes the im-
portance of vigorous free political 
and civil associations.

Modern liberal democracy is rooted 
in the belief that every person has 
transcendent dignity and is there-
fore entitled to certain inalienable 
rights.  These rights are to be both 
asserted in words and upheld in ac-
tion.  In accordance with the dignity 
that is regarded as inherent to hu-
man beings, each person is entitled 
to freedom and free choice. The 

exercise of their freedom in a man-
ner befitting beings that possess 
dignity, however, requires reason, 
responsibility, and discretion, quali-
ties of mind and character that 
can only develop through practice.  
Lord Acton wrote, “Liberty is the 
prevention of control by others.  This 
requires self-control and, therefore, 
religious and spiritual influences; 
education, knowledge, well-being.”12  

We stand in need of families, 
communities, local organizations, 
non-profits, charities, interest groups, 
unions, churches, and non-govern-
mental organizations that all make 
up civil and political society.  They 
are the essential, “moral environ-
ment in which individual rights and 
civic virtues, essential to social 
well-being, may be expressed.”13  
Political and civil associations are 
where we learn how to be free peo-
ple.  Edmund Burke explained that, 
“to love the little platoon we belong 
to in society, is the first principle 
(the germ as it were) of public affec-
tions. It is the first link in the series 
by which we proceed towards a love 
to our country and to mankind.”14  A 
rich, fertile political and civil society 

A rich, fertile political 
and civil society is a 

necessary condition for 
cultivating the needed 

raw materials to sustain 
liberty.
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is a necessary condition for cultivating 
the needed raw materials to sustain 
liberty.

The “little platoons” that make up 
political and civil society are also im-
portant for two additional reasons:

•	 Civically-engaged communities 
are essential for better social 
outcomes

•	 Government alone is not enough

Civically-engaged communities are 
essential for better outcomes

Researchers looking at education, pov-
erty, unemployment, criminality, drug 
abuse, and health have discovered 
better outcomes in civically-engaged 
communities.15

Government alone is not enough

Even when government has imple-
mented relatively sound public policy, 
the desired outcome may not result.  
Public policy is important and gov-
ernment can do a lot to enable or 
hinder, but government cannot make 
us more productive, happier, or good.  
Government alone is not enough.

For instance, a paper included in a 
2008 collection published by the 
Bank of Canada argues that market-
oriented policies have not led to 
significantly improved productivity in 

the last decade.  Canada has high 
levels of economic freedom and 
market-oriented public policies that 
should be conducive to improving pro-
ductivity.  But since 2000, Canadian 
productivity gains have been below 
historical trends and below those of 
the United States.  The paper con-
cludes, “the solution to Canada’s 
productivity problem lies with the 
business sector’s commitment to hu-
man resource development, adoption 
of best-practice technologies, and 
investment in machinery and equip-
ment.”16  In this particular instance, 
the ball is in the business sector’s 
court.  

We are left asking, therefore, if not 
the government alone, who else? If 
not government action alone, what 
actions by others are required?

CULTIVATING CANADA: A CALL TO 
ACTION

Canada is a great country.  We enjoy 
enormous freedom and prosperity.  We 
have the great blessings of abundant 
natural resources and awe-inspiring 
natural beauty.  Canadians are over-
whelmingly good people, with good 
intentions and grand aspirations.  Our 
younger generations are full of hope; 
95% of millennials expect that some 
day, they will get to where they want 
to be in life.17  The Canada we have 
inherited will require our constant 
attention if we want to sustain our 
liberty and prosperity as well as make 
the reforms necessary to deal with 
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the next generation of challenges 
we face.

In this view, democratic politics 
in Canada has the potential to be 
meaningful.  This is no time for indif-
ference; it is time to do something.  
Indeed, 65% of Canadians feel a 
sense of personal responsibility to 
improve how democracy is work-
ing in this country.18  These are the 
“first citizen of Athens,” as the great 
Pericles said in a time of war and 
great peril:

“I hold that it is more in the in-
terest of the individual that his 
country should prosper than 
that he should flourish while his 
country falls.  A man may be per-
sonally ever so well off, and yet 
if his country be ruined he must 
be ruined with it; whereas a flour-
ishing commonwealth affords 
chances of salvation to unfortu-
nate individuals.”19

There are big questions to be an-
swered: What is the good life?  How 
is it best achieved?  How do we best 
live together?  What is the common 
good and how is it best served?

There is an optimal balance between 
government, private sector, society, 
and individual responsibility in try-
ing to respond to these questions.  
Government and the law might 
enable favourable conditions by 
maintaining public order, rule of law, 

national defense, facilitating com-
mercial trade, public infrastructure, 
legislation and regulation consistent 
with safety, environmental, and com-
munity standards, as well as funding.  
Over many years, however, govern-
ment intervention has crowded out 
political and civil society, co-opted it 
by subsuming the business of civil 
society within itself, or undermined 
it through the imposition of incentive 
structures and penalties that make 
independence from its preferences 
and agendas difficult to conceive or 
organize.

In the past, it could be argued that 
low levels of access to information 
and specialized knowledge required 
centralized, government control.  That 
is no longer the case.  Given our over-
whelming access to technology and 
information, we have the power to do 
more for ourselves.  The times call for 
a move from top-down to bottom-up; 
central control to local control; and 
from synthetic structures to organic.  
As Prime Minister Cameron said in an 
October 2010 speech, the future for 
government lies in, “government that 
believes in people, that trusts people, 
that knows its ultimate role is not to 
take from people but to give, to give 
power, to give control, to give every-
one the chance to make the most of 
their own life and make better the 
lives of others.”20

It is time to replenish and maximize 
the space for the “little platoons” of 
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society; indeed it is our duty.  There 
is a need to encourage individual and 
mutual responsibility.  Simply paying 
our taxes is not fulfilling our obliga-
tions to one another.  We should be 
a people who volunteer, vote, donate 
to charity, and are otherwise civically 
engaged.  We should always ask first: 
what am I going to do?  And then we 
can ask: what can government do to 
enable me, my family, my community, 
my business?

Canadians should, therefore, work 
systematically towards the following:

1. To replenish and maximize the 
space for Canada’s ‘little pla-
toons’ including public policies 
that recognize and facilitate their 
important contributions.

2. To practice the principle of subsid-
iarity, especially with respect to the 
provision of social services.

3. To recognize and encourage in-
novation and excellence among 
community enterprises, social ven-
tures, charities, and non-profits.

4. To alleviate poverty by expand-
ing access to the tools of wealth 
creation rather than traditional at-
tempts to redistribute wealth.

5. To strengthen political par-
ticipation through political party 
reform and expanded democratic 
infrastructure.

1. To replenish and maximize the 
space for Canada’s ‘little platoons’ 
including public policies that recog-
nize and facilitate their important 
contributions.

Policies that disintegrate the small 
communities natural to us as human 
beings, atomizing society and isolating 
individuals from each other, have the 
tendency to render everyone equally 
weak and ultimately dependent on 
the state.  Reinvigorating civil society 
begins by recognizing the value of our 
most basic human relationships.

Family members share the burden 
of running a household.  Tax and 
public policy should recognize this 
fact by treating members of a fam-
ily as a unit rather than individuals.  
Nine industrialized countries already 
apply this family taxation principle.  
Canada should do the same by al-
lowing income splitting, aggregating 
family income in a way that accounts 
for family size, or joint tax filling.21  
In the 2011 Federal Election, the 
Conservative Party committed to 
income sharing for households with 
children under 18.

There are increasing numbers of 
community enterprises in Canada.  
These are ventures that have a social 
mission, but might generate revenue 
or even modest profit through their 
operations—for instance, a printing 
business that provides vocational 
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training and employment to home-
less youth.22  Canadian law and 
public policy does not easily accom-
modate these kinds of ventures, 
and should be amended to allow 
the incorporation of Community 
Enterprise Corporations.23

Tax benefits for charitable donations 
should be increased in order to grow 
the number of donor and size of 
donations.24

2. To practice the principle of sub-
sidiarity, especially 
with respect to the 
provision of social 
services.

To the maximum 
extent possible com-
munity enterprises, 
for-profit companies, 
and charities should 
be responsible for the 
delivery of social services.

To ensure local connection, fund-
ing for programs and infrastructure 
should be shared between differ-
ent levels of government, private 
sector, and private citizens wher-
ever possible.  For instance, the 
recent federal stimulus program 
encouraged shared funding with 
other levels of government and 
other stakeholders.  Likewise, the 
federal government implemented 
matching programs for emergency 
aid to Haiti and Pakistan in an effort 

to encourage a partnership between 
government, aid organizations, and 
ordinary Canadians.

Strong connections between indi-
viduals and communities should 
be encouraged through high school 
exchange programs that allow 
students to study in other parts of 
Canada; international service pro-
grams for university students that 
allow for study and volunteerism 
abroad; and increased use of citi-
zens’ assemblies.

3. To recognize and 
encourage innova-
tion and excellence 
among community 
enterprises, social 
ventures, charities, 
and non-profits.

To encourage creative 
thinking about social 

problems, a social “x-prize” should 
be established which would be 
given to the first team, group, or or-
ganization to achieve specific social 
goals.  Ideally, private donors should 
provide this prize.  Imagine a prize 
for the group able to increase high 
school graduation rates, increase 
the success rates of addiction 
treatment programs, or decrease 
recidivism.

There are also existing award pro-
grams that recognize excellence 
in service delivery that should 

Social services 
and welfare 
programs 

should focus on 
returning people 
to independence.
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be encouraged and expanded—for 
instance, the Donner Canadian 
Foundation Awards for Excellence in 
the Delivery of Social Services.25

There is a need to expand the social 
capital market, linking worthwhile 
social initiatives with those willing to 
invest including government, founda-
tions, corporate donors, and private 
citizens.  There are existing organi-
zations that identify excellence in 
charities and link them with funders 
that should be encouraged and 
expanded—for instance, Charity 
Intelligence.26  

Additional funding mechanisms 
should be developed and encouraged 
including social impact bonds.  A social 
impact bond is a contract, “between 
private investors and government, 
and pays for the provisioning of social 
services and experimentation by inno-
vative organizations.  If these services 
are successful in achieving targeted 
outcomes, investors are provided a 
financial return based on savings to 
government.”27

4. To alleviate poverty by expanding 
access to the tools of wealth creation 
rather than traditional attempts to 
redistribute wealth.

Social services and welfare programs 
should focus on returning people 
to independence.  It is far more 
charitable to help people return to in-
dependence rather than to trap them 

in a dependent relationship with gov-
ernment institutions.  Furthermore, 
relationships and local solutions are 
necessary to help return people to 
independence and provide ongoing 
assistance those who will require it.  
And even in those cases where cir-
cumstances have made it impossible 
for certain individuals to live without 
ongoing, regular, and direct assis-
tance from others, policies should 
help to incentivize non-governmental 
modes of assistance.  Wherever pos-
sible, when someone has a need for 
constant care, it is best provided by 
people who genuinely care rather 
than by institutions tasked with pro-
viding a proxy for care.

Opportunity and poverty alleviation 
are best achieved through access to 
the tools of wealth creation as op-
posed to wealth redistribution.  The 
tools of wealth creation include prop-
erty rights, access to markets and 
capital, access to education, and ac-
cess to information and technology.28

5. To strengthen political participation 
through political party reform and ex-
panded democratic infrastructure.

Political parties are an important part 
of our democratic system.  Parties de-
liver reliable coalitions in legislatures 
and are useful in knowing what to ex-
pect of candidates for office.  Too often 
those who join political parties have 
little opportunity for genuine engage-
ment beyond regular solicitations for 
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money.  There are several measures 
that should be taken to improve par-
ties as an opportunity for meaningful 
political participation.

Political parties should undertake 
projects that are connected to 
platform commitments and party 
principles.  For instance, the British 
Conservative Party has a project 
called Project Umubano whereby 
party members, activists, and can-
didates volunteer in Africa.  Such 
projects sensitize partisans to real 
issues on the ground, inform party 
platforms and proposals, as well 
as improve credibility on important 
issues.

Nominations are largely a mystery in 
Canada.  Most Canadians do not un-
derstand how candidates receive a 
party nomination, and many former 
Members of Parliament criticize the 
process.29  Political parties should 
adopt open primaries in order to 
make it more transparent and open 
the process beyond party activists 
and gatekeepers.

There is also a need to improve and 
expand democratic and supporting 
infrastructure, including think tanks, 
academic institutions, philanthropic 
foundations, training programs, in-
terest groups, issue campaigns, and 

communications vehicles.  There are 
particular needs to expand funding 
available to political organizations 
other than political parties as well 
as to expand education and train-
ing available for those interested in 
political participation.

CONCLUSION

These ideas should be pursued, but 
we should always ask first, What 
am I going to do?  Responding to 
this challenge should inspire us to 
become civically-engaged citizens 
who volunteer, donate to charity, 
vote, and otherwise ensure that we 
are full and active participants in our 
own communities.  Indeed, Alexis de 
Tocqueville concluded, “I am ever 
increasingly confirmed in my belief 
that for democratic nations to be vir-
tuous and prosperous, it is enough if 
they will to be so.”30  

Canada is a great country, but we 
have unfinished work.  We should 
not be satisfied with mere medi-
ocrity when our resolve can tip the 
scales in favour of order over chaos, 
prosperity over poverty, freedom 
over tyranny, and good over evil.
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All my fellow panellists endorse some version of a 
“Big Society” agenda for Canada, including what we 
can learn from reforms taking place in other parts 
of the world. However, the problems and the cultural 
contexts in which such “Big Society” solutions are 
being implemented are not directly transferrable to 
the Canadian situation. Consequently, advocating for 
this approach means at best a general endorsement 
of some of the broad principles underlying “Big 
Society” ideas, while recognizing that the details and 
application of such an approach is likely to look quite 
different in Canada than it does elsewhere.

In this paper, first, I want to analyze the present 
Canadian situation in light of how “Big Society” prin-
ciples can be used to shape a framework for a new 
Canadian consensus. In the second section, I propose 
that a new “four-sector approach” can provide a more 
robust and complete picture of what is happening in 
Canadian society. In the final section, I identify several 
policy themes that provide the immediate next steps 
for proceeding down a “Big Society” road. 

Before proceeding, however, it is important to pro-
vide a working understanding of the “Big Society” 
concept. An excursion into the details of the program 
is outside the scope of this paper, but it is impor-
tant to note that the concept (as promoted by the 
United Kingdom Conservative Party in their 2010 
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election flagship theme, and adopted 
by the Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition in May 2010), was explained 
both as a philosophic approach and 
a concrete policy agenda. British M.P. 
Jesse Blacker, in a book promoting the 
“Big Society” concept, suggests that 
the concept “explains how an ancient 
theory of human flourishing can be 
used to develop a far richer conception 
of human character and well-being. 
And it shows how that concept can be 
used to guide public policy today, in the 
Britain of the 21st century.”1 The practi-
cal commitments that have been incor-
porated into the coalition agreement 
are summarized by five headings: 

1. Give communities more power;

2. Encourage people to take an ac-
tive role in their communities;

3. Transfer power from central to 
local government;

4. Support co-ops, mutuals, chari-
ties and social enterprise;

5. Publish government data.2

More important than any specific 
policy proposal that has been at-
tached to the “Big Society” concept 
is the focus which this approach has 
on the non-government institutions of 
society. Rather than a simple public-
private divide in which everything that 
belongs to the public is assumed to 
be within the domain of government, 
the “Big Society” approach forces us 
to realize that all institutions—includ-
ing families, churches, community 

groups, and businesses, to list just 
a few —have a public dimension, and 
need to be taken seriously as we de-
velop programs for the public good. 
“Big Society” ideas steer us away from 
the false divide between work in the 
private sector, where we are singular-
ly focused on profit and therefore of 
necessity we are being less virtuous, 
and work in the public sector, where 
we are contributing to the common 
good. In a Big Society the private sec-
tor has a very public face and can in-
deed be motivated by concern for the 
public good. While the details of the 
policy prescriptions for our times can 
and will be the subject of legitimate 
debate, the more important essence 
of the new “Big Society” paradigm is 
its respect for the value of all of the 
institutions of society. Each of them 
has a distinct and necessary place 
in dealing with our broader public 
challenges.

With this background in mind, let me 
proceed to three reflections regarding 
how this might apply to Canada.

CANADA AT 2011

Talk of a new paradigm presupposes 
that the existing paradigm is either 
operating inefficiently or has broken 
down entirely. In present day Canada, 
the latter is the case.

Since the 1960s, all Canadian po-
litical institutions have operated 
within a mainstream consensus. 
Peacekeeping, multiculturalism, strong 
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central government programs, the 
primacy of the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms—these were 
not the purview of the political left or 
right but the consensus within which 
all respectable political debate took 
place. For many years, the difference 
between red and blue was about how 
fast we should drive, not about which 
road we should be on.3

Within this paradigm, public discourse 
occurred on a sharp bi-polar plane. 
No matter what 
the problem, if you 
were on the left of 
the spectrum, you 
probably had a so-
lution that started 
with the words, 
“ G o v e r n m e n t 
should . . .” If you 
were on the right, your response likely 
started with, “Government should 
not . . .” The implication was that on 
the left, Government was the primary 
means of solving our collective chal-
lenges and on the right, the market 
was the instrument by which social 
needs would be met. To be sure, the 
important roles of business asso-
ciations, community groups, families, 
and churches were acknowledged, 
but these were seen to be essentially 
private organizations without any real 
space in the public square. We con-
sulted them from time to time on spe-
cific issues, and they met our margin-
al needs for them, but we had a very 
sharp divide in our understanding of 

what belonged in public and what be-
longed in the private sector. The left 
and right differed about what might 
get placed where (or more accurately, 
how much of something might be 
public), but the debate had a com-
mon frame. Put another way, whether 
you faced allies or enemies, you knew 
how the game would be played.

For the past few decades, this consen-
sus framework has been changing. 
All of our political parties have had to 

come to grips with 
how to do politics 
in new conditions: 
where there are as 
many differences 
within political par-
ties as there are 
between them. 
Although one 

might debate the particulars, the politi-
cal divisions in the Canadian right from 
the 1980s through 2003 were at least 
in part a consequence of these chang-
ing debates. The reality remains that 
within the Conservative Party today, 
there is a coalition of interests which 
needs to be very carefully managed (a 
challenge that will require even more 
skill in a majority context), rather than 
an overriding coherent vision regarding 
the extent and role of government. The 
parties on Canada’s political left are 
presently coming to grips with some of 
the same challenges the Conservative 
Party has faced. The decade to come 
will be characterized by dissensus 
rather than consensus for all parties.

The “Big Society” approach 
forces us to realize that 
all institutions need to 

be taken seriously as we 
develop programs for the 

public good.
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The point here is not political prognos-
tication. Rather, it is that our political 
institutions are in a state of consider-
able flux. In the decade to come, we 
have significant debates to face and 
no coherent framework within which 
these debates can take place. People 
across the political spectrum realize 
that the current health care model is 
unsustainable in light of our demo-
graphics and that something other 
than a single national health care 
approach will, of necessity, take its 
place. We also need to deal with the 
challenges of demographics, trying to 
figure out how 2.5 workers are going 
to be able to provide for each retiree, 
considering that the current 4.7 work-
ers are already finding each retiree 
a heavy burden to bear. We need to 
figure out how to balance the need for 
immigrants to sustain our workforce 
while at the same time building social 
cohesion within Canadian society.

The “Big Society” approach is not that 
it provides a panacea to solve all of 
these problems. In fact, as a political 
platform, it failed to capture the imagi-
nation of the British public and result-
ed in a coalition government rather 
than the hoped-for Conservative 
majority. There is considerable criti-
cism of this approach, primarily that 
it is too process-driven, downloading 
responsibility from government to 
other institutions in society without 
the necessary resources.4 However, 
while legitimate debate will certainly 
continue regarding the details of any 

program (and one can contemplate 
how a “Big Society” agenda might 
be implemented from either the left 
or the right of the political spectrum, 
with obviously very different policy 
particulars emerging), what is signifi-
cant is that the “Big Society” concept 
provides a potential framework for de-
bate within Canada that can replace 
the previous consensus which relied 
almost exclusively on government as 
the main actor. 

A “Big Society” approach to public life 
could emerge to provide opportunity 
for institutions other than government 
to step up and play a much more sig-
nificant role in shaping public debate 
and delivering services for the public 
good. It would challenge our politi-
cal system and institutions and force 
us to consider new ways of involving 
people and institutions. It would allow 
more flexibility and room to accom-
modate the existing and increasing 
diversity that Canada is experienc-
ing. Instead of a nebulous concept 
of Canadian values, a “Big Society” 
approach would provide a framework 
of respect and and commitment to a 
shared public good, within which we 
recognize our differences and provide 
space to deliver services in ways that 
reflect the range of traditions within 
the Canadian mosaic.

A FOUR-SECTOR APPROACH

Social architecture—by which I mean 
the relationships between our various 
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institutions—has traditionally acknowl-
edged that between the public and 
private sector was the “third sector”: 
charitable and not-for-profit groups. 
Although this approach paints a more 
accurate picture of our social architec-
ture than a mere public/private split, 
it still has serious shortcomings. First, 
using only three sectors tends to incor-
rectly reduce institutions to singular 
economic functions. But businesses 
are qualified by more than profit, gov-
ernments by more than redistribution, 
and charities by more than altruism. 
Second, analysts also tend to default 
to one sector over another as the pri-
mary engine of economic vitality—the 
right defer to cutting taxes for the pri-
vate sector, the left defer to wealth re-
distribution via the government. Two-
sector blinders continue to privilege 
market vs. government frameworks, 
when a non-reductionist approach 
would focus on interdependency 
rather than competition. Third, and 
perhaps most importantly, three-sec-
tor language obscures the recovery 
needed in other supporting sectors of 
society which are not fundamentally 
qualified by—but nonetheless are vital 
to—economic productivity. Recently, 
we at Cardus have been arguing that 
a fourth sector—natural communities 
which include marriage, family, kin-
ship groups, and some forms of neigh-
bourhood—is a much needed ally on 
the road to economic recovery.5

Our core argument is that the renewal 
of Canadian social architecture is not 

the product of any single sector, but a 
by-product of robust interdependency 
between sectors, both those qualified 
as economic and those that are outside 
of traditional economic considerations. 
A four-sector approach is characterized 
by interdependency, rather than com-
petition or discrete productivity. 

A “Big Society” approach provides a 
framework to deal with our challenges 
in a more holistic manner, and not to 
systematically overlook or ignore ques-
tions that common sense tells us need 
to be considered in any lasting solution. 
Assuming that the roles of the govern-
ment, private, and charitable/non-prof-
it sectors are better understood, let 
me focus on the role of natural com-
munities (which really should be con-
sidered the first sector rather than the 
fourth, but at this point such a change 
would only lead to confusing nomen-
clature.) Natural communities include 
marriage, the family, kinship groups, 
and various forms of neighbourhood. 
They are not authorized by the state 
or brought into existence by the mar-
ket, nor are they strictly voluntary as 
in civil society. They are fundamental 
to our moral and social horizons and, 
as such, are critical, often-overlooked 
building blocks of Canadian social ar-
chitecture. While it would be perverse 
to suggest that these communities 
are fundamentally qualified by their 
economic relationships, it is clear that 
natural communities have economic 
aspects. 
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Families are on the front line of 
the Canadian demographic crisis. 
As Cardus detailed in A Canadian 
Culture of Generosity6 and The 
Shifting Demand for Social Services,7 
Canada’s natural communities are 
facing deep challenges. In 2001, one 
in eight Canadians was over the age 
of 65; by 2026, it will be one in five; by 
2030 one in four. The demands facing 
the “sandwich generation” have been 
well documented. Few expect that 
government will be able to fill the gap 
with direct services. It is more realistic 
to expect that the “handi-bus” of the 
future, providing transportation for 
those who cannot drive themselves to 
necessary appointments, will be the 
mini-van of a family member, friend, 
or member of a charitable organiza-
tion. The driver may be rewarded 
through the tax system, but is unlikely 
to be a paid public servant. 

The default position of the previous 
pan-Canadian consensus was that 
all of this might end up on the plate 
of government once family reached 
the extent of their capacity. Economic 
analysis clearly reveals that this can-
not be the solution for the future. The 
future of Canadian social architecture 
depends on the strength of natural 
communities. Private industry, public 
policy, and the charitable sector have 
a strong interest in this growing demo-
graphic and financial crisis facing fami-
lies. Government will be a critical part 
of this interdependency. We need fast, 
integrated, creative intervention on 

family-friendly policies. These policies 
could include intergenerational home 
care such as tax benefits for depen-
dent seniors, including a second tier 
for intergenerational homes.

While there is a natural limit to the 
role public policy can and should 
play to revitalize other sectors, some 
ideas—like family income splitting—
have been used to positive effect in 
France and other developed democ-
racies. The Conservative election 
proposal to introduce a similar plan 
after the balancing of the budget is a 
step in the right direction. Other work 
should be considered to streamline 
family tax policy architecture, which 
is needlessly complex. A simple tax 
benefit system for families and chil-
dren in Canada is long overdue. This 
system should prioritize the virtues of 
traditional families, encourage growth 
rates past replacement levels (2.1), 
extend all the way to the age of 18 
rather than only to children under six 
years old, and should be weighted by 
income levels to decline in benefit as 
family income increases. In the short-
er term, and failing this, the Universal 
Child Care Benefits could be extended 
to children up to 18 and payments 
made tax exempt at both the federal 
and provincial levels.

It’s important not to overstate the 
degree to which families make deci-
sions based on tax incentives. But ac-
cording to Doug Allen at Simon Fraser 
University, state benefits do have some 
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influence on decisions of parenthood, 
births out of wedlock, and divorce.8 
While these are clearly qualified by con-
siderations outside of pure economic 
calculation, they nonetheless have 
strong social implications. Divorced 
families are weaker economic units, 
and children out of wedlock statisti-
cally suffer a variety of disadvantages. 
Saving the moral arguments for an-
other day, traditional, generative forms 
of marriage remain in the interest of a 
strong Canadian social architecture.

The health of natural communities 
is therefore inextricably bound to the 
health of the other sectors. While 
there are limits to what one sector can 
do for another—for example, limits to 
what public policy can do to sustain 
families—a mutually reinforcing, multi-
sector approach is key to providing the 
architecture within which parents can 
make decisions for bigger, healthier 
families if they so desire.

What a “Big Society” approach of-
fers us is a recognition of the public 
consequences of decisions made 
within the different spheres of soci-
ety—for good or for ill—and the fact 
that these cannot simply be always 
left for the private sector to deal with. 
On the other hand, if we try to deal 
with them through government (and 
hence, socialize the costs of every 
problem), both the structures and 
costs end up being entirely unsus-
tainable and the solutions unwieldy 
and unworkable. If we expect govern-
ment to meet all of the approaching 

social needs in Canada, our political 
system will collapse. Instead, an ap-
proach that recognizes that families, 
churches, charities, businesses, and 
all of the other institutions of society 
are important public allies in dealing 
with broader social questions is an es-
sential principle crucial to moving for-
ward. The advantage of dealing with 
this through tax policy is that it cre-
ates opportunities for organizations 
to build capacity, it recognizes their 
public contribution, but it also can be 
delivered with much less government 
intervention and regulation, allowing 
for innovation and diversity that the 
public sector could never achieve on 
its own.

C. EVERY JOURNEY STARTS 
WITH FIRST STEPS

A “Big Society” approach that recog-
nizes and involves all of societies’ 
institutions in dealing with our pub-
lic issues, recognizing that “public” 
means much more than government 
activity, is a necessary approach for 
Canada to take. But how do we get 
from here to there? There is no single 
step, but there are at least four key 
policy themes that can be pursued 
immediately.

1. Social Innovation 

A significant piece of the British effort 
has taken place in the area of social 
enterprise. A “Big Society Bank” and 
government transition fund were 
launched with some fanfare a year 
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ago in order to create capacity within 
the non-governmental sector. This was 
needed to provide support in areas 
where government had to cut spend-
ing. Just a year later it is far too soon 
to judge the success or failure of these 
initiatives, but of note is an already ac-
tive social enterprise sector in Canada. 
One example is Social innovation 
Generation (SiG) in Toronto which com-
menced in 2005 with a view to move 
social innovation ideas from concept 
to reality.9 I begin with this example be-
cause it is counter-intuitive and helps 
dispel a myth that sometimes persists, 
especially among those on the right 
of the political spectrum, that social 
good and making a profit are antitheti-
cal. Although SiG is clearly focused on 
dealing with a number of broad social 
challenges, it is doing so with a signifi-
cant amount of private sector invest-
ment (supplemented to be sure by 
significant public dollars from all levels 
of government) with the outcome of 
creating vibrant innovative companies 
that will be economically competitive 
while making strong contributions to 
the common good.

Original investment in such organiza-
tions requires some impetus beyond 
what traditional venture capital, us-
ing only economic measures, might 
be willing to risk. However, once the 
momentum has been created, many 
of these enterprises are able to oper-
ate in the marketplace in a way that 
achieves both social good and eco-
nomic sustainability.  There are vari-
ous policy implications relating to the 

tax dynamics of investing in these or-
ganizations, challenges that would be 
assisted by the exploration and pos-
sible creation of hybrid organizations 
that stand between the profit and not 
for profit tax categories. I can argue 
here only the concept of new legal 
and taxation forms as the details are 
beyond our scope here.

The bottom line is that a “Big Society” 
approach requires us to think cre-
atively about our policy frameworks. 
Taxation frameworks must provide a 
level playing field for the various types 
of corporations that exist, while pro-
viding space for innovation. Speaking 
from personal experience, both as 
someone involved in a charity funded 
partly by for-profit enterprise, and as 
the CEO of a publicly traded mutual 
fund whose objective was focused on 
building infrastructure for charitable 
endeavours, our legal and taxation 
system does not know how to effec-
tively deal with enterprises whose 
objectives include modest returns for 
investors paired with clear benefits 
to charity. Good solutions have been 
proposed which might encourage the 
private sector to facilitating these solu-
tions, thereby relieving government of 
certain demands.

Beyond the details of corporate struc-
ture comes a more basic question of 
how we organize ourselves in society. 
Presently, we have neat divisions of 
profit and not-for-profit; political and 
non-political (such as charities, whose 
freedom of speech on political matters 
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is severely restricted by virtue of their 
charitable status); religious and non-re-
ligious. While lawyers and the creation 
of multiple corporate entities have fa-
cilitated ways for many organizations 
to fit their work in the existing frame-
work, we must recognize the artificial-
ity of this ad hoc approach and develop 
a more responsive , less intrusive sys-
tem of governance. To be sure, there 
are real and legitimate public policy 
reasons why public dollars should not 
be used to advance particular private 
interests, but we can find ways to ac-
complish this without assuming that 
every private interest (whether corpo-
rate, charitable, political, or religious) 
is seeking only private advantage.

2. Creating Capacity 

If we are serious about allowing a “Big 
Society” framework to replace our 
reliance on the federal government 
to deal with virtually every social is-
sue that emerges, we also need to 
be intentional about creating a so-
cial framework in which institutions 
other than government are provided 
with the capacity to help deal with 
these challenges. For the past few 
years, Cardus has been involved in a 
campaign focusing on increasing the 
charitable tax credit so that charities 
in particular have the tools to take on 
an increased role in meeting social 
needs. Two things have struck me in 
the course of this campaign.

First, we have conducted and pub-
lished significant research which 

shows that in spite of the Canadian 
self-image of being a generous soci-
ety, the vast majority of us are not as 
generous as we think. In fact, it is a 
“civic core” of just 29% of Canadians 
that provides the vast majority of 
charitable donations, volunteering 
hours, and community leadership. 
Seventy-one per cent of Canadians 
qualify as “civic slackers.” The me-
dian charitable giving per year for 
someone earning $100,000 amounts 
to $210.10 It is clear that a significant 
part of our charitable sector work is 
carried out by a relatively small seg-
ment of the population.

Second, what is striking is how much 
emphasis is being placed on enforce-
ment and the “bad apples” in the 
charitable sector, with the result that 
the entire sector is perceived as be-
ing dubious. I must confess that I 
was surprised to learn, in the course 
of our research and education work, 
that many legislators have a negative 
perception of the charitable sector. 
Despite the fact that there are abuses 
in a small fraction of the charitable 
sector, I am quite convinced that to 
build public policy around the pre-
sumption of a preponderance of bad 
actors is misguided and unfair to the 
many who are honest and reputable 
actors within the sector. I suspect 
that most within the sector would 
welcome more vigilance in enforcing 
the standards that exist, if it serves to 
weed out bad actors. However, more 
consideration should be given to pro-
viding opportunity for the many very 
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legitimate and efficient charities to 
appeal to their constituencies of sup-
port in order to build capacity to ad-
dress the increasing social challeng-
es that, again, we will all face in the 
coming decades. Canada’s charities 
contribute significantly to improving 
the quality of life for many Canadians, 
and many do so at higher levels of effi-
ciency than comparable programs run 
by the public service.

Whether the solution is Cardus’ 
proposed increase of the chari-
table tax credit from 29% to 42%  
(www.29to42.ca), or any of the al-
ternative charitable tax credit pro-
posals from other organizations, the  
“third sector” of charitable and non-
profit organizations badly needs a vote 
of confidence from an overburdened 
public service. But the Ministry of 
Finance, in spite of the fact that chari-
table giving has declined significantly 
over the past few years, continues to 
view charitable tax claims as “tax ex-
penditures” rather than as incentives 
to altruism, and resists efforts to cre-
ate more capacity within the sector.

3. Measuring for social impact

Apart from acknowledging this as a 
significant issue and one that is being 
broadly discussed, I do not propose to 
spend much time on this issue. The 
point I intend to make by including it is 
that the measurements government 
relies on need to be broad enough 
to include social impact. Objectively 
measuring social impact is the 

subject of considerable debate, but 
what is beyond dispute is that simple 
economic measures are inadequate 
for modern society.

We require more measures than sim-
ply Return on Investment, Productivity, 
or GDP to gauge our sectors. The lack 
of effective measurement means that 
many of the social goods provided by 
the private sector, ranging from the 
employment provided to a greeter 
at a local retail store to investment 
in community infrastructure to sup-
port for local organizations, are not 
adequately measured or considered 
in our evaluations of public problems 
and solutions. This not only applies to 
the private sector but to all sectors. 
Significant work needs to take place 
in thinking through what we mea-
sure and how we report it, in a way 
that sensitizes the public to a much 
broader view of the ingredients of 
a healthy social architecture. Some 
measurements can be made within a 
short-term framework but many social 
impact measurements will require a 
broader, longer-term approach.

4. Political reorganization 

The final area in which significant policy 
changes can be made relates to politi-
cal organizations. It would appear rela-
tively obvious that the next decade is 
likely to see significant reorganization 
of our political institutions, from our 
parties and how they function to the in-
stitutions of government bureaucracy. 
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In the midst of this flux, it might be 
valuable to find ways to incorporate 
and publicly account for the contribu-
tion of institutions that have tradition-
ally been ignored. To cite one concrete 
example, Cardus is presently undertak-
ing a review of the Calgary municipal 
plan because, though the current pro-
posal suggests that 40,000 people will 
move to the city core, it does not con-
sider what the worship needs of such a 
migration might entail for the religious 
infrastructure of that same region. 
Similar Cardus studies done earlier in 
Toronto and Hamilton indicate that nei-
ther faith communities nor municipal 
governments know how to effectively 
communicate with each other. 

Although there are numerous con-
crete policy suggestions that might be 
made, the more important point here 
is that a “Big Society” approach to 
public policy implies a much broader 
and more inclusive sense of engage-
ment and listening than has been 
the norm in Canadian public life. The 
organic grass-roots connectedness of 
various organizations deserves more 
attention. Groups from all three non-
government sectors should not only 
be consulted about what government 
should do or fund, but must also be 
part of a more comprehensive ap-
proach on how the problems we face 
collectively might be solved.

CONCLUSION

This exposition is not intended as a 
manifesto for action, but as a reflective 

commentary on the opportunity that 
presents itself to Canadians today. In 
so far as the “Big Society” agenda re-
flects a basic change in how we deal 
with broader social questions, incor-
porating a broad range of institutions 
is something to be celebrated. The 
present political situation provides 
timely opportunity to work for a “Big 
Society” agenda. Our traditional two- 
(or, of late, three-) sector approach 
fails to incorporate critical aspects of 
Canadian society, while a four-sector 
approach may be more helpful in 
framing the ongoing conversation. 
And there are practical “Big Society” 
policy themes that can be pursued by 
those in a position to lead change.

This brings us back to the question 
posed to us in this forum. Specific 
“Big Society” language may have been 
popularized by the 2010 election in 
the United Kingdom, but the concept 
reaches back centuries.11 Edmund 
Burke and his “little platoons” are but 
one example of a much longer, rich-
er tradition of thought and practice 
about how government, commerce, 
and common good can interact. It re-
flects a view of society that balances 
individual freedom and choice along 
with solidarity and love for neighbour. 
Government is involved, but not ulti-
mately singularly responsible.

We have a great deal of work to do if 
we hope to achieve that sort of polity 
in Canada, and it remains an open 
question as to how such a program 
might ultimately work out. In the 
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meantime, however, it is incumbent 
on those of us who make it our busi-
ness to think through such things to 
imagine how the “Big Society” agenda 

could provide opportunity and hope 
within a cultural arc where both seem 
to be in short supply. 
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Once upon a time, marriage and family were not the 
researched, examined, and contested ideas they 
are today. Marriage and family quietly upheld civil 
society for centuries—and as a result were taken for 
granted. Today, we can no longer afford to do so. 

Marriage rates are declining and family stability is 
low, and when these institutions are weak, there 
are practical ramifications in our lives. For example, 
the Centre for Social Justice in the United Kingdom, 
a research group dedicated to improving the lives 
of individuals in communities, identifies that one 
of the five causes of societal breakdown is family 
breakdown. Government and/or charities can only 
with great difficulty and at great cost step in to inter-
vene and help where families fail. 

Strengthening families is a pressing call, but the ef-
fects of changes in public policy, law, and culture 
take time. Helping families is a long-term invest-
ment measured in generations, not years.

Indeed, now is the time to devote more time and 
energy to restoring the beleaguered institutions of 
family and marriage in order to restore commun-
ities in Canada. The following paper outlines some 
ideas that aim to strengthen families through cul-
tural change, legal change, and through changes in 
fiscal policy. 

REPLENISHING THE LITTLE PLATOONS OF SOCIETY

Family and marriage:
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FAMILY AND MARRIAGE IN THE 
CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Marriage and family are the most 
personal relationships individuals 
know, but they are also public and so-
cial institutions. Government policy 
cannot and should not regulate or 
moderate many aspects of family 
and marital life. Rather, enhancing 
the marriage and family culture in 
Canada will involve renewing the 
value of these institutions among 
students, parents, and individuals 
as well as challenging how family 
is portrayed in pop culture, movies, 
television shows, and advertising. 

Simple changes could reap great 
rewards. For example, the Centre 
for Social Justice (CSJ) argues 
that many couples enter marriage 
unprepared, resulting in marital 
breakdown. “Many marriages break 
down simply because a couple does 
not know what it takes to make 
a marriage work,” the authors of 
Breakthrough Britain: Every Family 
Matters write. “Although much more 
should be done to help families at 
particular known crisis points, pre-
marital understanding and aware-
ness of these issues prior to crises 
is essential. There is no other con-
tractual relationship within society 
in which, on anything going wrong, 
there is such a high public and pri-
vate cost and which does not involve 
some prior training, mentoring, or 
assistance.”1

 The CSJ goes on to recommend 
“preparation for couples at key mo-
ments in their relationship, for ex-
ample, pre-marriage and before or 
just after the birth of a child.”2 This 
could include counselling that helps 
address standard stressors for rela-
tionships at these stages. Couples 
would learn that their struggles are 
not unique, perhaps be more open 
to sharing them with people close 
to them, and would received prac-
tical strategies to navigate these 
changes.

Culturally, there are many different 
approaches to reinvigorating mar-
riage. One might include educa-
tion to ensure men understand the 
benefits of marriage. This includes a 
broader look at how men are treated 
in today’s culture. Today, men and 
boys are lagging on a number of 
different factors; males drop out 
of school more often, attend uni-
versity less, have a higher suicide 
rate and experience higher rates of 
homelessness, to name but a few 
examples. An extended focus on 
girls and women’s wellbeing means 
that in some cases, we have failed 
to understand the importance of 
ensuring boys grow up to be healthy 
men both included and necessary 
in marriage and families. “Men are 
our fathers, brothers, husbands, 
and sons; when they are in trouble, 
so are the women who care about 
them and, in many cases, depend 
on them,” writes American scholar 



replenishing the little platoons of society

manning centre special briefing: “big society” and social responsibility32

Christina Hoff Sommers.3 There is 
research suggesting men fare better 
in society in healthy marriages. So 
education should ensure boys grow 
to be healthy, mature, adult men as 
well as ensuring they are aware of the 
benefits of marriage for themselves 
and society. 

FAMILY AND MARRIAGE IN THE 
LEGAL SYSTEM 

The Canadian legal system gives 
common-law relationships near 
equal footing with 
marriage, despite 
the consensus in 
social science re-
search that these 
two family forms 
function differently. 
Common-law rela-
tionships are less 
stable than marriage relationships, 
the latter of which offers on the whole 
healthier outcomes for children. 

According to Statistics Canada  
“[s]tarting conjugal life in a common-
law relationship, as opposed to a 
marriage, sharply increases the 
probability of this first union ending 
in separation. And whether the com-
mon-law partners eventually marry or 
not makes little difference: the risk of 
separation is just as high.”4 Statistics 
Canada also finds that first union 
cohabiting relationships are almost 
twice as likely to break up compared 
to first union marriages.5 

Given the positive benefits of mar-
riage over living common law for men, 
women, children and society at large, 
these two family forms should be dif-
ferentiated in the law. This is a huge 
task that cannot be accomplished 
overnight but governments cannot 
continue to hold individuals to a level 
of commitment they may never have 
chosen. One way for government 
to support marriage is to offer tax 
incentives that are only available to 
those that are married. Options could 
include a onetime credit for success-

fully completing a 
pre-marriage coun-
selling program; 
another could be 
a tax credit based 
upon the number 
of years that a 
couple is married. 
The premise here 

is that if government understands 
and values the institution of mar-
riage, then certain benefits should be 
awarded accordingly.

Our legal system not only wrongly 
equates cohabitation with marriage, 
but also has made it easier for married 
couples to divorce. With the advent of 
no-fault divorce in 1968, Canada saw 
a five-fold spike in the divorce rate.6 
No-fault divorce makes it possible for 
one spouse to unilaterally end a mar-
riage. In practice, this means that one 
spouse is left with no bargaining power 
in a circumstance where he or she 
wants the marriage to stay together. 

Marriage and 
family are the most 

personal relationships 
individuals know, but 
they are also public 

and social institutions.
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Rather than facilitating the ease with 
which we can divorce, the law should 
place a higher burden on couples to 
attempt restoration of low-conflict 
marriages. (This does not apply to 
high conflict or abusive marriages.) 
Studies have shown that where low-
conflict marriages are continued 
through counselling, marriage part-
ners are happier five years down the 
road, as compared with divorcing.7 
A part of this process needs to be 
initiated during pre-marriage counsel-
ling, so that couples understand the 
benefits of marriage and the impact 
of divorce on both spouses as well as 
the children. Regardless of no-fault 
divorce, divorce education/counsel-
ling should be mandatory, thus ensur-
ing that couples who want to divorce 
understand the full impact.8 A part 
of this process would also be a man-
datory “cooling” off time, so that no 
decisions are made during the “heat 
of the moment.” Given the benefits 
marriage confers on men, women, 
and children alike, this would bring 
benefits to Canadian communities. 

FAMILY AND MARRIAGE IN 
FISCAL POLICY 

Unlike broad social change, adjust-
ments in fiscal policy can provide rap-
id results with widespread support. 
Reducing the tax burden exemplifies 
the kind of fiscal commitments that 
make it easier for parents to raise 
children. 

While Canadians’ family finances have 
shifted over the past 20-30 years, ac-
cording to Dr. Lars Osberg, an econo-
mist at Dalhousie University and using 
Statistics Canada data, there has been 
“little change in real median household 
income 1980 - 2005”9 and further that 
from 1989 - 2005 (2005$) the aver-
age household income moved from 
$47,700 - $51,900.10

Contrast the small increase in average 
income with the large increase in tax. 
The Fraser Institute, an economic think 
tank based in British Columbia has es-
timated that, “the tax bill for a family 
with average income has increased by 
1,686% since 1961.”11 This increase 
far outpaces the rise in the cost of 
household expenditures during the 
same period. In 2010 the average 
Canadian family paid out over 41 per 
cent of their annual income in tax. 12 

Family income splitting 

One solution is offering family income 
splitting. A 2008 paper on family in-
come splitting by Dr. Jack Mintz shows 
that single income families with the 
same family income as dual income 
families, are paying more taxes.13 The 
net result is that while either mom or 
dad is able to stay home with their 
children, they have fewer dollars to 
spend. Family income splitting recog-
nizes that families are an economic 
unit, allowing couples to “share” 
their income, and decrease their tax 
burden. 
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In the 2011 federal campaign, the 
Conservative Party pledged to intro-
duce family income splitting for fam-
ilies with children under 18 years of 
age. This proposal was built on the 
previous budget announcement of 
pension splitting for seniors. The one 
caveat for this policy option was that it 
would not be introduced as legislation 
until the federal budget is balanced, 
presumably within the next three to 
four years. 

Like governments, Canadian families 
need to take responsibility for their 
own budgets. Many Canadian house-
holds are spending more than they are 
earning, with debt-to-income ratios 
increasing to record levels. Bank of 
Canada Governor Mark Carney has 
warned Canadians to mind their 
borrowing commitments as historic-
ally low interest rates will eventually 
increase.14 

As a part of the past several federal 
budgets and a task force15, the gov-
ernment has been promoting the 
premise of “financial literacy”—bat-
tling the concept that our young 
people have not attained the skills 
necessary to know how to read or 
calculate their personal financial rec-
ords in order to make sound financial 
decisions. This is a very supportable 
premise and most of the recom-
mendations should be implemented. 
Of particular interest is the role that 
the education system should have in 

making financial literacy a mandatory 
part of the curriculum. We would also 
add that financial literacy should also 
be a part of pre-marital counselling 
in order to assist young couples who 
often face financial challenges.

A 2011 BMO Financial Group Survey 
found that less than half of Canadians 
who marry discuss how much money 
and debt they are bringing into the 
marriage. Less than one quarter of 
married Canadians talked about a fi-
nancial plan or financial expectations 
for retirement.16 Canadian families 
list financial issues among their top 
concerns.

Community-based financial educa-
tion, such as the financial literacy 
program delivered to low-and middle-
income adults through a partnership 
between the Center for Neighborhood 
Enterprise and HSBC-North America, 
is a good start. The grassroots, 
community-centred program has im-
proved financial knowledge among 
30,000 adults since 2002. Financial 
literacy empowers people to take 
control of their economic resources, 
giving them the knowledge to make 
sound financial decisions.

Promoting savings tools such as 
RRSPs and the TFSA can help fam-
ilies plan for the future. Unfortunately, 
Canadians in some provinces who face 
periods of unemployment are forced 
to liquidate these savings before 
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qualifying for assistance, depleting 
retirement savings and increasing a 
future tax bill. The C.D. Howe Institute 
has called for upper limits or ceilings 
on the amount of RRSP and TFSA sav-
ings that can be exempted for needs-
tested programs.17

A cultural shift towards thrift would en-
tail Canadian families taking greater 
responsibility for their spending and 
creating their own prosperity.

Front-load child benefit payments

As the early years of children’s lives 
bring an influx of new costs a time of de-
creased income from work, Canadians 
should consider a proposal similar 
to one from Breakthrough Britain, 
that the United Kingdom government 
“mak(e) child benefit (payments) flex-
ible so that a larger proportion of the 
child’s total entitlement would be 
available during the first three years 
when parents most want to spend 
time caring for their children and when 
attachment and intensive nurture are 
most important.”18 The CSJ report rec-
ommends that parents be allowed to 
claim more of their children benefits in 
their children’s early years. 

Extended family caring for 
grandchildren

The issue of childcare has been an 
important one in Canadian elections 
since 1993. In a 2006 poll, the IMFC 

found that over 80% of families would 
prefer to have one parent stay at 
home with their children. In the cases 
where both parents have to work full 
time and require some form of day-
care 52.7 percent preferred that a 
relative care for their children.19

Given this reality, facilitating family 
care for young children should be a 
priority. The Conservative child bene-
fit of $100 per month takes steps to-
ward making this easier. This could be 
enhanced through another targeted 
tax credit or financial allowance which 
could be paid to family caregivers. 

COMMUNICATING THE BENEFITS 
OF FAMILIES AND MARRIAGE WELL 

Marriage is beneficial for adults and 
children, despite the tarnished image 
it receives in the media. Marriage bol-
sters physical and emotional health 
and offers many benefits to children. 
More could be said about the bene-
fits of marriage in high school family 
studies courses, but strengthening 
marriage relationships can happen at 
the immediate point of contact with 
the community. In the United States, 
some communities have embraced 
the idea of the Community Marriage 
Policy (CMP). As most marriages still 
take place in faith community set-
tings, CMPs take advantage of this 
point of contact. Those performing 
marriages in a geographical region, 
such as clergy, agree to offer several 
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programs for engaged and married 
couples. These programs include 
marriage preparation, marriage en-
richment programs, mentoring, rec-
onciliation programs, and support for 
step-families. The model has been 
correlated with reduced rates of di-
vorce in counties where CMPs have 
been implemented.20

Recapturing the meaning of marriage 
and communicating the benefits of 
strong, healthy marriages can occur at 
the grassroots, community level with 
little need for government intervention. 

It isn’t always possible for “Once upon 
a time” to be followed by “and they all 
lived happily ever after.” However, a 
growing body of research is showing 
the strong positive impacts of family, 
not only on individuals, but across 
society. Government does have a 
role in supporting this invaluable 
resource—sometimes directly, some-
times indirectly and sometimes by 
getting completely out of the way. The 
bottom line is that we can’t afford to 
take stable families, and the prosper-
ous society they nurture, for granted. 
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There is a limit to the competence of government, 
especially big central government in Ottawa, 
in addressing issues that sometimes are very 
particular, and very individual. And that’s where 
you make the leap to civil society; that’s when 
even government starts to call on civil society, 
providing grants to community organizations to go 
and address a lot of social needs. 

I would say we are at a point where governments 
have come to realize, especially when resources 
are tight (they’re always tight!) that we’re not 
getting the results that we need to get in helping 
some of the most troubled individuals become 
independent and able to contribute to society. 
And I think this is where we need to call on civil 
society a lot more than we do today. And I take Ray 
[Pennings]’s point about beginning with the “Big” 
discussion. 

In the United Kingdom, the discussion began 
with the Center for Social Justice. It was led by 
Iain Duncan Smith, the former leader of the 
Conservative party, and he began a great national 
debate. People began to recognize that a lot of 
society’s problems did stem from the fact that a 
lot of social problems had not been fixed despite 
the fact that over many years billions upon billions 
of pounds and dollars had been spent on these 
issues. It really required in the end the engagement 
of civil society. 

responses
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RESPONSE: HON. MONTE SOLBERG, P.C. 
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When I come to this belief that I think we all share 
of less government and more individual power and 
responsibility, I have to reflect on a few things. I 
believe that as hard as this is to swallow, I think we 
get what we want in a government and in the way 
our society functions. 

Nick [Gafuik] talked about our society being 
ambivalent. I think that happens because we’re 
very comfortable. I just finished an election May 
2nd. I won 76 percent support in a very strong 
Conservative riding, and yet I still heard so many 
Conservatives say to me, “But what are you going 
to do for me? What’s your government going to do 
for me?” I hear that, and I know that all of us really 
don’t share that . . . except when it comes down to 
our situation, we do want the government to step 
up and do something that needs to be done for us. 

Is it really the government that is going to instill in 
me the belief that I’m responsible for myself? I think 
this comes from individuals themselves. I look at 
the role of families and the role that churches and 
faith communities play in encouraging people to be 
responsible for themselves and to give back. At a 

I think there are a few steps that need to occur. First of all I think we need leadership 
from the bully pulpit, from key ministers, the Prime Minister, and others who say, 
“We’re not addressing these issues [of responsibility]; we need civil society to 
address them.” Secondly, we need to convince people who are not necessarily 
inclined to social issues to recognize the huge financial cost to the country of 
such issues. By far the bulk of all government spending goes to address social 
problems. There are different ways, including tax credits, to get individuals moving 
from the lives we normally live toward lives of helping in our communities, through 
churches and fraternal orders and many other civil society organizations. These 
are clearly part of the answer. 

But the bottom line is, we have to begin the discussion, and the framework is “Big 
Society.” I’m glad we’re doing that today. 

RESPONSE: CANDICE HOEPPNER, M.P. 

Candice Hoeppner

Candice Hoeppner is the 
Member of Parliament for 
Portage-Lisgar, Manitoba. She 
is the Parliamentary Secretary 
to the Minister of Public Safety.

Hoeppner sits on many 
committees including being 
Chair of the Standing Committee 
on Human Resources, Skills 
and Social Development and 
the Status of Persons with 
Disabilities. Hoeppner has a 
wide range of experiences in 
both the political and business 
communities. She was first 
elected to the House of 
Commons in 2008. 



manning centre special briefing: “big society” and social responsibility40

responses

very base, very organic level, how do we get people to say not “I’m looking to 
receive something,” but “I want to be responsible for myself”? How do we do 
that?

I grew up in a home where we were taught every single day to volunteer. You 
might not want to do it, but you’re going to go to the youth group and you’re 
going to volunteer. And it’s something I’ve tried to teach my children. In fact, a 
couple of summers ago, there was a church camp going on, and I said to my 
two teenage children, “You guys need to go and help with these small children 
who are part of the day camp,” because somebody had helped at their day 
camp probably five years prior, and they had really enjoyed it. My children didn’t 
really know if they wanted to, and I said, “Well it’s your choice, but I’ll just tell 
you if you don’t volunteer, there will be no T.V. the entire week.” So, they made 
their decision, and they had a fantastic time volunteering in this kids’ day camp. 

What I hope that we can do—whether just as individuals, as elected 
representatives, as organizations, as employees—and what I think we need to 
do is not just reflect on individual responsibility and giving back but to truly do 
it in our lives and our policies. 

The government is giving us what we want. We have to admit that whether we’re 
producers, or families, or business people, if we’re really in trouble we go to the 
government and say, “What are you going to give me?” I understand that’s an 
important part of what the government does, but when I read a lot of these 
presentations, a lot of it kept bringing me back to individual responsibility. 

One more quick comment I want to make, and that’s on reducing poverty, 
because I was part of the Human Resources Committee. I came on just 
when they were completing the study on poverty reduction. It was a pretty 
opposition-dominated committee, and the report really reflected that. Most of 
the recommendations were very government-heavy: more funds for housing, 
more funds to get people out of poverty not by giving them tools to produce 
wealth, but rather by wealth distribution. 

We brought in some aboriginal peoples from British Columbia who were doing 
extremely well, from the Okanagan First Nation under Chief Clarence Louie. 
They talked about what they’re doing, how they’re doing it, and how they are 
helping the people in their First Nation and their community to produce wealth. 
Yet, after they left and our committee sat down to talk about solutions, and 
I said, “I think if you see something working, copy shamelessly—don’t try to 
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I’d like to mention the challenges that come 
to mind in listening to the panelists, and pose 
several follow-up questions. 

The first challenge is political. Suppose we 
embrace this framework of governments playing 
a more facilitating, partner-enabling role. Just 
how do you communicate that politically so as to 
get support from the electorate? Because it would 
be very easy to caricature that framework as 
government defaulting: I can see a voter reacting 
by saying, “You don’t have the big solution to this 
or that public problem, so now you’re throwing the 
ball back to me.” So how do you communicate 
politically, in the competitive political arena, this 
concept of government enabling? 

Many years ago I tried to persuade a provincial 
political party to campaign on the slogan of “The 
government that enables.” I suggested that this 
party, instead of going out to the electorate in 
the conventional manner with its platform, that 
it go out to the electorate and ask, ‘What’s your 
personal platform? You write down five things you 
want to do in the next four years, we’ll tell you 
what we propose to do to enable you to achieve 
those things, and then we’ll come back in four 
years and see whether you were able to do them. 
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RESPONSE: HON. PRESTON MANNING, O.C.

reinvent,” this didn’t seem to be a sensible solution for the committee. Of course, 
their solution was putting more money, more money, more money into whatever 
the problem was. 

If we know people that have been in poverty and gotten themselves out of poverty 
and they are successful, let’s ask them what they did. I imagine they’ll say they 
were trained, and they found employment. That’s probably what helped bring them 
out of poverty. But there might be other things. I think we need to find out what’s 
working and replicate it. 
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And if you were able to do them, then you vote for us, because we enabled 
you!’” And one veteran political strategist got up and said, “Sonny, that’s like 
trying to get us to sell the accompanist rather than the main star of a musical 
show. We’d have to sell the government in the subsidiary role, as a supporting 
actor, not as the main actor. You’re not going to win many Oscars doing it that 
way.” So I raise this question for political people: if this (positioning government 
more as an enabler) is the right approach, how do we communicate it, so that 
the government as an enabler with a more modest role is seen as a positive 
thing worth supporting? 

The second challenge that I see in listening to this discussion, and in watching 
the British experiment, is more of a functional challenge. As government has 
grown bigger, and has assumed more and more responsibilities that at one time 
might have been assumed by families or by communities or by companies, the 
situation it has inadvertently created is analogous to an atrophied muscle. The 
muscles of the “little platoons” have atrophied from less and less use. So now 
you’re going to throw the ball back to them, but they are less capable of catching 
and running with it than before the creation of the welfare state:  companies 
that have never had to do anything social because the government did it all are 
now being asked to assume more social responsibility; NGOs that got most of 
their money or contracts from the government, and are now going to be told to 
get their own money; families that have been robbed of a lot of their functions 
including the care and education of their own children are now being asked 
to assume more of those responsibilites—but are these institutions capable 
now of doing so? So my question is, how do you rehabilitate and strengthen 
those atrophied muscles? How do you get those “little platoons” back to a 
position of enough strength to do more of the things that you’re going to ask 
the government to facilitate?
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QUESTION: How would you cope with the atrophied muscles of the private 
sector, the natural community, the volunteer sector? What would you do to 
strengthen them so that when the government throws back the ball they are 
not just going to collapse?

NICHOLAS GAFUIK:

I’d like to start by addressing this question of how to communicate. I recall 
a report from the Bank of Canada which says that over the last decade, our 
productivity has not improved at the levels of historical productivity increases 
for Canada, or at the levels of our closest competitors. And the conclusion in 
this report is that it has nothing to do with public policy. We have relatively 
enlightened public policies, and high levels of economic freedom, but it’s not a 
public policy problem; it’s a private sector problem. I would argue that this leads 
to the conclusion that it’s not up to the government alone. Government can do 
a lot to facilitate or enable, but it cannot actually make you more productive or 
happier or good. It can get out of the way, it can facilitate, it can make things 
easier.

How to communicate this? My argument would be that you and I are going to 
do great things together. I as an elected official or government representative 
am going to do A, B, and C, but we’re not going anywhere unless you do D, E, 
F. We’re in this together. We have a common project. If we both agree on this 
objective then we both have a job to do.

On the atrophied muscle question: we can’t let the fear of the atrophy stop us 
from moving in this direction. For a positive example, there’s the local library 
in the U.K. that no longer had the money to pay staff but was saved by the 
community—people who responded when the challenge was put to them. I 
would argue that if change responsibilities in a measured way, there is a way to 
start getting people conditioned to perform again. For instance, money didn’t 
go to Haiti or Pakistan just from the government; it was a matching grant. “You 

Question & answer
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think it’s important for money to go help people in Pakistan? Great—you put up 
some of your money, too.” I think those kinds of measures are the right way to 
push this along.

RAY PENNINGS:

I think when you have an atrophied muscle, the first thing you have to do is go 
to the doctor—you have to recognize there is a problem. Secondly, the doctor 
doesn’t immediately fix you and get you back on the soccer field. You actually 
have to do physiotherapy and take other measures. 

To use one concrete measure, increasing the charitable tax credit from 29 to 
42 is not going to increase the number of people who are giving. The fact that 
the median charitable donation for someone earning $100,000 in Canada is 
just over $200  means that 70 percent of the Canadian population, while they 
think of themselves as being generous, in my books are civic slackers—they’re 
not living up to their responsibilities. Just changing the tax incentive system 
won’t work; if they didn’t give at 29 percent they aren’t going to give at 42 
percent either. 

So the physiotherapy here is allowing the group that’s giving to increase 
charitable capacity while a number of other measure are taken. In our report 
we had 19 concrete first steps, with specifics, that organizations ranging from 
media to schools to families could all do. It’s incremental and it’s all of these 
together. There is no single magic bullet.

QUESTION: With regard to family tax incentives, such as the $1,200-a-year 
child care benefit, over 99 percent of those benefits go to one parent: 
mothers. It seems government is putting all of these incentives towards the 
same side of the equation as they have done for thirty or forty years. My 
question is, will this actually be effective?

ANDREA MROZEK:

I think we need to eradicate inequalities between mothers and fathers, and I 
think the Institute for Marriage and Family Canada is dedicated towards ensuring 
that parents are working together as a healthy, whole unit. I mentioned even 
earlier today measures to ensure that men are included more fairly in families, 
and to recognize the benefits of doing so. 

I think there is a bigger problem behind your concern. When tax monies are 
given, who claims it at the other end is probably not the issue; it’s whether or 
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not that family unit is functioning well and is healthy and whole. If the mother 
claims it in a functioning, healthy marriage, the father will not be excluded. But 
where the family has failed then this will be a big problem. The broader cultural 
change toward repairing that is something I spoke of today. It’s not a short-term 
struggle; it’s a long-term one. And certainly there needs to be greater strides 
to ensure that fathers in particular are considered to be part of families today.

CANDICE HOEPPNER:

I want to add to what Andrea said, because I do think we have a very serious 
systemic problem that is only going to get worse, and that is young men who 
are disenfranchised and who are falling through the cracks. As a whole, we 
are afraid to celebrate men, we’re afraid to celebrate the role that men play in 
society. We are afraid to say anything positive in many ways because somehow 
society or media or have framed it as an “either/or.” That’s a huge issue that 
we have got to deal with, or we will obviously be seeing the negative effects for 
many, many years.

QUESTION: One of the democratic “little platoons” out there is unions. I 
have long believed that trade unions are not incompatible with modern 
conservatism. In particular the beliefs amongst the rank and file members 
of trade unions are often pretty sensible and very much in line with what I’ve 
heard here today. But the movements themselves are so organized against 
our causes. I’m wondering what we can do if not to reach out to the trade 
union movement on a macro level, then at the very least the memberships 
of those unions, since they are democratic platoons and play an important 
role in society?

PRESTON MANNING:

I agree with you that trade union people—and I distinguish between members of 
trade unions and members of public service unions—are very good candidates 
for supporting conservative values and policies. If you look at a lot of trade union 
voters, what are their priorities? Lower taxes, particularly desired by those in the 
higher-paid trades; greater respect and support for families because these folk 
tend to be family people; and more attention to law and order. Those are three 
fronts on which conservatives are strong and on which trade union people can 
be approached for support. When it comes to identifying the “little platoons,” 
the other institutions of society that can assume a greater role for social welfare, 
members of trade unions are in this category. 
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PENNINGS:

Having spent a decade working for a union along the way, I suppose I need to 
wade in on this one. Minister Solberg was at one point responsible for HRSDC, 
a significant duty of which included developing labour market information. At 
the time this was a purview that government had bureaucrats do, but in recent 
years we’ve tried approaches in which owners, unions, and employers working 
together through government-funded initiatives have done a great deal of 
labour market work. Perhaps there are more things like training and other 
programs of tremendous value to the workplace where employers and unions 
can work very productively together, instead of government. 

Secondly, I think there are significant things that need to be done in our labour 
relations system, which predisposes a particular type of adversarial unionism. 
Other types of unions are not supported. That’s a whole separate debate, but 
unions should not be written off out of the equation.

QUESTION: My question is about schools. I learned to give from my faith 
community and my parents, and to some extent from school, but I find now 
that schools in this country are rabidly anti-religious, and I think that’s 
become a problem. I know that in Ontario that there are some programs to 
encourage volunteering in the later years of schooling, and I’m wondering if 
you think that that can be expanded. 

PENNINGS:

There is an element in which forced volunteering at various levels—including the 
removing of the TV privileges as a parent by Candice here—has very valuable 
teaching pedagogical reasons along the way. <Laughs> What’s interesting is 
that research that we’ve done has shown it’s more worldview and disposition, 
what sociologists call an “other-mindedness” as a framework of thinking, that 
is the most significant factor in generosity. That’s a cultural factor, not simply a 
programmatic one. 

MONTE SOLBERG:

In Alberta we had this discussion a long time ago. We do have government 
support for home schooling, for charter schools, for private schooling. The 
result is that I think we address some of the volunteering you are concerned 
about. Beyond that, we also have the best academic results in the country, 
in fact some of the best in the world. So the system works, and I hope it gets 
replicated around the country. 
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HOEPPNER:

When I lived in Winnipeg, there was a private school that would give their 
students a certain number of credits if they volunteered a certain number of 
hours during any political campaign, it didn’t matter which one. That was a very 
good incentive: we ended up getting a lot of the kids on our campaigns, and I 
know the other parties did too.

QUESTION: There are periodic reports—this is directed at people who have 
been looking at the “Big Society” situation in Great Britain—that the “Big 
Society” concepts as practiced through Iain Duncan Smith and more recently 
through the Conservative/Lib-Dem coalition have been meeting with strong 
resistance from some quarters. Is there better news that some of you who 
have studied this could report on?

GAFUIK:

First of all I think you have to acknowledge that despite a deeply unpopular 
Labour government and Labour prime minister, the Conservatives didn’t win 
the last election. I went over for that May election, and I argue the mistake [the 
Conservatives] made was that they made ”Big Society” into a central focus of 
the campaign, rather than an overarching narrative. This is not a necessarily 
a specific policy agenda; this is a particular vision for the appropriate role of 
government, and there has to be an appropriate policy agenda which speaks 
to priorities that come underneath that. They had to enter into a coalition to 
form this government; they couldn’t even beat a deeply unpopular Labour 
government. They kept the discussion at that high-level, mushy talk rather 
than getting to the nuts and bolts of what they actually meant, and what “Big 
Society” looked like in a specific tangible policy way. 

And in Canada we have to acknowledge right off the top that the additional 
complicating factor is that these kinds of issues are split between federal and 
provincial. I think this speaks to Ray’s point: let’s make sure we understand this 
is a framework, and then use it as the starting point to get into a policy agenda. 

MANNING:

I would add that the adjective “Big” was the wrong one to use to describe what 
the British Conservatives were trying to communicate, because the British public 
couldn’t really see the difference between “Big government” and “Big Society.” 
The wrong word was “Big,” and this is coming from the guy who wrote a book 
called Think Big.  <Laughs>




