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Canadian Political Science Association 

Strategic Directions 
 
 

MISSION 
 

Our Purpose 
 
Since 1912, the Canadian Political Science Association has facilitated and 
promoted the study of politics and governing in Canada. The Association 
aims to provide a range of services to those committed to educating 
Canadians about politics and to conducting academic research on political 
topics. We seek to connect students, researchers, practitioners, and 
teachers to one another and to international resources for the study of 
politics and government. 
 
Our Communities  
 
The Association welcomes as members all those with an interest in politics 
and political science. We serve members at different stages of their careers 
as well as various communities, including:  

 
• Students; 
• Teachers of politics and political science in colleges and universities; 
• Researchers in academic positions; 
• Government officials who seek to learn about and contribute to the 

study of politics; 
• Retired academics;  
• Consultants, journalists, and political observers who contribute to 

knowledge and political debate; 
• Associations with similar purposes, particularly the Société québécois 

de science politique, the International Political Science Association, 
the British Columbia Political Science Association, the Prairie Political 
Science Association and the Atlantic Political Science Association.  

 
Our Services 
 
In addition to supporting the professional development of our members 
through the provision of teaching, research and promotional resources, we 
aim to nurture this diverse network of members by fostering dialogue and 
knowledge dissemination through social media and interactive forums. We 
also seek to project the Association externally in the broader political 
science community. 
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The Association currently provides two major services to members: a high 
quality academic publication—the Canadian Journal of Political Science—
and a large and well-attended annual academic conference, at which a 
number of prestigious prizes are awarded recognizing various types of 
publications over the previous year. In addition, the Association promotes 
and represents the profession in a variety of contexts. It maintains a strong 
liaison with agencies of government charged with supporting the academic 
study of politics; it liaises with other professional organizations, and it 
provides managerial oversight to two prestigious legislative internship 
programs, the Parliamentary Internship Programme and the Ontario 
Legislature Internship Programme. The impressive careers of former 
interns testify to the role our programs play in improving the quality of 
governance in Canada.  
 
 

IMMEDIATE CHALLENGES  
 
These activities, while valuable, may be insufficient to justify the support of 
continuing members and other communities in light of a series of 
developments, some of which are relatively recent, others longer term. At 
this time they include: 

 
1. Changes in Scholarly Communication. It is commonplace to 
observe that the academic world is full of new forums for debate and 
new modes of publishing and disseminating research results. These 
include everything from “Ted talks” to YouTube videos, blogs and 
Twitter feeds. Many of our members are exploring these avenues on 
their own or in connection with the institutions in which they work. An 
organization premised on the need to promote the work of its members 
will need to acquire the capacity to reach new audiences and engage in 
new forms of advocacy. In addition, as our sister organizations launch 
new journals and magazines that provide opportunities for interaction 
beyond the traditional, our Association will need to determine if it is 
realistic to continue to rely on a single publishing vehicle that is not yet 
available in open access form. 

 
2. Audience Fragmentation.  All academic associations face 
unprecedented competition for the attention and devotion of their 
members. The CPSA is no different. Our members are able to join or 
launch a host of organizations, many of them committed, like us, to the 
study of politics. The advantages of scale and the ability to draw 
together a large and diverse audience remains an attraction for national 
“umbrella” organizations, but loyalty is increasingly going to those 
groups whose agendas are more closely connected to the research, 
teaching and career aspirations of their members. 
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3. Stagnant Membership.  It has become evident that the membership 
levels in the CPSA fluctuate on an annual basis depending, in large 
measure, on the location of the annual Conference. Notwithstanding 
these fluctuations, membership levels, which are currently around 1300, 
appear to have leveled off following a period of growth during the early 
2000s. It is a matter of concern that the majority of members are 
graduate students whose membership appears to be more dependent 
than most on Conference participation. A large portion of the academic 
community of political science in Canada exhibits what might be 
described as a sporadic allegiance to the Association. The CPSA has only 
recently begun to collect information on members that will ultimately 
help create a more complete profile. As this work continues, it is worth 
observing that in the absence of a growing membership base, our 
financial situation is likely to stagnate. Recent economies, which have 
provided the Association with resources that can be redirected, cannot 
be duplicated going forward.  
 
4. Inadequate Service to Non-Academic members.  The Seidle Report 
confirmed that non-academic members are seriously underserved by 
the CPSA. Their participation in our annual conference is much 
appreciated, as is their willingness to support some of our signature 
endeavors, such as the internship programs. The Association must take 
seriously the need to providing these members with a compelling 
reason to continue involvement and a means of doing so on terms that 
are agreeable to them. 

 
5. Uncertain Identity as a Bilingual Organization. The CPSA has been 
acutely aware of its status as a national organization in a country with 
two official languages and a thriving political science community that 
operates in both. The remarkable collaboration between the SQSP and 
the CPSA to produce a journal that publishes in English and French is a 
testimony to that commitment. On the other hand, the CPSA conducts 
its normal business almost exclusively in English and is a bilingual 
organization only in the sense that key documents are made available to 
members in both English and French. The Association needs to ensure 
that good relations with the SQSP are maintained and that services 
provided to the francophone community are in keeping with what the 
community can reasonably expect. 

 
6. Government Skepticism.  It has become routine for associations in 
the humanities and social sciences to engage in increasingly elaborate 
justifications for public support. Granting councils have made it 
abundantly clear that support for political science research is contingent 
on the profession’s ability to demonstrate how knowledge and expertise 
in our community can be made available to non-governmental groups 
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and public agencies engaged in the policy process. An “eyes down” 
attitude is at odds with the agenda of the Federation and SSHRC, both of 
which are actively engaged in promoting political science research. The 
US Senate’s recent decision to exclude most of political science research 
from NSF support is a recent reminder of the dangers associated with 
public indifference and political hostility to our discipline. 
 

 
STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES 

 
The challenges outlined above paint the picture of an organization whose 
members, or potential members, are increasingly diverse in their needs and 
expectations. To serve such a membership, the Association will have to 
branch out from its traditional core activities to embrace new roles. The 
fragmentation of the academic discipline, commented on by a number of 
former presidents of the Association, is no longer something to lament or 
resist. On the contrary, to attract new supporters, including a new 
generation of students of politics (not all of whom are located in academic 
settings) it is time for the Association to embrace the diverse character of 
the political science community. This membership base includes those who 
come to the Association for brief encounters and specific information as 
well as those who are deeply invested in the theoretical and methodological 
direction of the discipline of political science.  
 
With these observations in mind, the CPSA commits itself to the following 
strategic objectives and the organizational arrangements required to 
achieve them. 

 
1. Foster Research Networks. Political science associations, including 

the CPSA, have long been comfortable with recognizing and 
accommodating sub-groups who take responsibility for 
programming under the auspices of the Association. In most 
associations these groups are now very important organizational 
vehicles whose relationship with national associations is mutually 
supportive. The CPSA should embark on a program of active 
promotion of research groups whose work and activities would be 
featured on the Association’s website. These research groups and 
networks should be provided with the opportunity to identify 
leadership for Conference programming and encouraged to become 
involved in the Association at the Board level. Standards will need to 
be developed to ensure that groups remain active, and provision 
must be made for programming in addition to that sponsored by 
research groups. The additional organizational energy required to 
manage research groups will be repaid by energizing the Association 
and providing members with the opportunity to take greater 
ownership of the content of the Association’s business. 
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2. Expand and Diversify Membership. The Association requires a 

campaign to attract new members from among the thousands of 
students graduate annually with degrees in political science. Some of 
them quickly leave their undergraduate work behind, but others join 
occupations in which a relationship with our Association would prove 
mutually beneficial. Those teaching in College settings are a 
particularly important source of potential members, but only if the 
CPSA is willing and able to meet their needs as teachers of politics. 
Much more attention is required to put helpful materials into the 
hands of college instructors and of those who define their 
relationship to the discipline largely in terms of teaching and 
education. 
 

3. Invest in New Communication Vehicles.  Notwithstanding POLCAN 
and mass mailings, the Association does not have interactive 
engagement with members. The Association’s now moribund 
newsletter struggled to attract the interest of departments of 
political science, in part because of inevitable delays in 
communicating information with a limited shelf life. There are now 
many models of political science publications pioneered by sister 
associations. The CPSA should investigate the editorial practices and 
financial underpinnings of these publications with the object of 
creating at least one new publication vehicle that would extend the 
reach of the Association beyond the traditional membership. 

 
4. Strengthen our Commitment to Serving Teaching Professionals.  

The world of political science teaching has changed considerably 
with the advent of the Internet and the availability of on-line courses. 
New entrants to our profession often have technological expertise 
that they are willing to share, while more established members are 
willing to act as mentors and the source of teaching and learning 
advice to newcomers. Connecting those who share a passion for 
teaching should be among our top priorities and providing teaching 
materials that represent the best in traditional and contemporary 
techniques are tangible and demonstrable ways in which our 
Association can add value to the study of politics in Canada. 
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