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Context & Objectives 
 
Elections Canada commissioned Leger Marketing to conduct focus groups with 
Official Agents (OA) and Financial Agents (FA), to determine what are the key 
challenges they face when fulfilling their legal obligations and how Elections 
Canada can tailor their tools and support to help OAs and FAs carry out their 
duties.  More specifically, the sessions needed to assess the following: 
 
 (1) To obtain input on challenges relating to obligations of OA’s and FA’s  
 (2) To evaluate usage and satisfaction with existing products and services  
 (3) To determine what new tools should be developed by: 

o Determining which tasks clients find most difficult 
o Determining clients’ level of comfort with technology and web 

delivered solutions 
o Determining how clients would like to receive training information (on-

line, print etc.) 
 
In this context, the optimal choice of methodology remains focus groups.  This 
methodology allows participants to spontaneously offer their comments, while 
also benefiting and feeding off of the comments of others in the discussion. 
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Methodology 
 
In total, 8 focus groups were held with OAs and FAs in the following cities: 
 

 1 in Halifax 
 2 in Montreal (one in English and one in French) 
 1 in Ottawa  
 2 in Toronto 
 1 in Calgary 
 1 in Vancouver 

 
Each group lasted between 90 and 120 minutes and included between 5 and 12 
participants. 
 
Groups were moderated by two senior moderators from Leger Marketing. 
 
Participants were invited by Elections Canada, on the basis of having served as 
OAs in the last elections or currently being registered as an FA.  Priority 
invitations were sent to those who assume both roles. 
 
Group composition needed to ensure that representatives from all registered 
parties had a chance to participate. 
 
All focus groups were held in a professional focus group facility which allowed 
Elections Canada officials to obtain direct feedback in real time, but also allowed 
Elections Canada to give a brief introduction to the sessions and come back to 
thank participants for their collaboration at the end of the session, which allowed 
for optimal transparency in the process. 
 
Prior to the focus groups with OAs and FAs, one session was also organized with 
Elections Canada representatives to get initial feedback on what we could expect 
to hear from OAs and FAs, given the fact that these representatives interact with 
these agents on a daily basis. 
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Here is the actual schedule of the sessions: 
 
 

 City Number of FG Number of 
participants Date Time Location Moderator 

 Vancouver 1 10 July 21 5:30 pm 
Vancouver Focus Plus 
1156 Hornby Street 1-
604-682-4292 V6Z 1V8 

Daniel 

 Calgary 1 7 July 22 5:30 pm 
Leger Marketing : 808, 
4th Avenue SW suite 
1000 1-403-265-8700 

Daniel 

 Toronto 2 18 July 16 5:30 pm and 7:30 pm 
Consumer Vision 2 Bloor 
Street West, 3rd Floor 1-
416-967-1596 M4W 3E2 

Christian 

 Ottawa 1 9 July 15 5:30 pm 
Opinion Search : 160, 
Elgin Street suite 1800 
613-230-3793 K2P 2P7 

Christian 

 Montreal 2 14 July 14 5:30 pm (English) and 
7:30 pm (French) 

Leger Marketing Montreal 
: 507, Place d'armes, 

suite 600, Montreal (QC) 
H2Y 2W8  514-982-2464

Christian 

 Halifax 1 7 July 24 5:30 pm 
Cossette : 1701 Hollis 
Street suite L108  902-

421-1500 B3J3M8 
Christian 
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Executive Summary 
 

Overview and highlights 
 

 The report and executive summary follow the same structure.  Following 
the sessions, we found five major categories of challenges, which form the 
backbone of our report.  These categories are: 
 The perceived gap between OAs and FAs legal responsibilities and 

the authority they in fact have within their organizations. 
 The complexity of the rules  
 Correspondence and communications with Elections Canada 
 Tools, training and support 
 The external auditor 

 
Responsibility versus authority 

 
 Overall, participants believe that the role of OA in particular but also to a 

lesser extent that of FA, are an enormous burden both from a legal 
perspective (sense of responsibility) and from the perspective of the level 
of effort they demand.  Most believe that the other people they need to 
interact within their partisan structures do not give their position enough 
value and do not recognize the importance of the function.  This was 
particularly true of the campaign manager, while issues with the candidate 
were not raised as often.  As was mentioned in several sessions: “We 
have all the responsibility, but not the authority that comes with it.”  This 
remains a major challenge for them. 

 
Complexity of the rules 
 

 Another major challenge is tied to getting familiar with their new position.  
According to participants, while they still feel their work is not easy, they 
believe that most challenges were faced during their ‘first time around’.  
In fact, most said they seriously considered giving up or refusing to ever 
accept the job again.   

 Transition was also a big challenge. Assuming the role and having nobody 
to provide advice or guidance was mentioned as well as trying to find 
someone to take over the role once the incumbent explained the rules to 
the new person. Most did not want to take over upon hearing of the rules 
and responsibilities and therefore the incumbent felt they had to remain in 
the role. 

 Some expressed they still struggle with meeting key dates and milestones 
and remembering all they need to do, communicate or report on.  Getting 

 
 

6



a good grip on ‘who does what?’ from the perspective of the campaign 
management also poses problems. 

 The rules and requirements of the Canada Elections Act are very complex. 
Most said that you almost needed to be a financial expert to fulfill the role. 

 Issues with understanding some specific forms were still present, while 
overall, participants believed that more recent versions of EFR had 
dramatically improved their capacity to deal with the forms and reports 
they need to provide. 

 
Correspondence and communications with Elections Canada 
 

 While all participants acknowledged that communications with Elections 
Canada through the toll free number were easy, effective and even 
enjoyable, challenges regarding communications tended to be with formal 
correspondence through the mail.  In most groups, participants were 
critical of the “threatening” tone of the letters, the legalistic and often 
hard to understand language, and the fact they often struggle to 
understand if and how they apply to them individually. 

 While participants could appreciate that the legislation may impose this 
tone or content, they would like the letter to contain a title or summary in 
lay terms to help them evaluate how the correspondence may relate to 
their individual case. 

 Participants’ solution to the issue of correspondence was two-fold.  First, 
they would like to be able to select their mode of communication and 
transfer all correspondence to e-mail.  Most felt this would improve the 
effectiveness of the communications.  Second, participants were thrilled to 
learn about the subscription service and believed this service could act as 
their main reference to learn what is new. 

 
 
Tools, training and support 
 

 Participants also felt that several challenges they did experience a few 
years ago have now been resolved.  Considering the major changes to the 
legislation in 2004, and the introduction of the first versions of EFR, 
challenges ‘back then’ were more important compared to today.  Most 
believed EFR was a less useful and user-friendly reporting software at the 
time, they even said they initially struggled with it. However, the newest 
versions of EFR were found to be much improved according to 
participants. 

 
 Still, many seasoned OAs and FAs displayed limited awareness of some of 
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the tools made available to them and some key aspects of the support 
services they have access to.  Usage of the Handbook was limited and 
awareness of the new Workbook was fairly low.   

 
 While they visit the website with some regularity, most do not use the site 

to its full capacity and do not explore the depth of information found on 
the website.  If their query or search ends up in a dead end, they quickly 
revert to using the toll free telephone service, while the information they 
sought was readily available.  Several participants had issues with the 
website and made suggestions to improve the site to better suit their 
needs.  Many felt they would use the site more extensively if its search 
engine was modified or enhanced. 

 
 When it comes to training, participants felt the training sessions they had 

attended were useful and did contribute to making their lives easier as 
OAs or FAs.  However, they believed that training could focus more on 
roles and responsibilities, while maybe reducing some of the time devoted 
to EFR.  They felt that the training they received their ‘first time around’ 
could have been more useful if more focus had been placed on 
understanding their duties and responsibilities, along with key dates and 
milestones. 

 
 If roles and responsibilities may require more attention in the training, 

participants also felt that the EFR portion was useful.  Some felt that 
training on EFR, a few years back, could have used more of a lab format 
with very hands on training, moving away from the classroom setting. 
Some participants indicated that they would still like to see computer lab 
sessions for EFR. Those who had more recently been following training did 
indicate that the desired change had been made. 

 
 When it comes to solutions, participants hope Elections Canada will move 

to on-line training formats.  Whether webinars or on-line tutorials, 
participants believed that being able to access on-line training when 
convenient to them would most likely increase their chances of 
participating, with minimal or no inconvenience.  While several mentioned 
that in-person training is still desired, almost all that were present did 
have access to the internet and would also like web-based training. 

 
The external auditor 
 

 Several issues were raised concerning the external auditor.  The view of 
the majority was that the external auditor did not add value in the 
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process, that they mainly “rubber-stamped” their report without directly 
contributing to improving or modifying its content.  Some also said, most 
often FAs, that the reason preventing them from filing early or that 
challenged their capacity even to file on time was the external auditor.  
Some also questioned if the subsidy was an efficient use of public funds 
given that participants failed to see how the external auditor had provided 
value for money in the process. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

9



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Detailed Findings 

 
 

10



1. Dealing With the Legal Responsibility of the OA or 
FA 

 

 Key Challenges: Getting Started 
 

For most, the major challenges to an OA in particular comes in the first election 
as OA.  Most believed that once past the first election learning curve, most of the 
issues now encountered were very specific and on details more than on 
performing their basic function.  In particular, specific challenges during that first 
election were the following: 
 

 Imposing their authority on the campaign staff.  Dealing with campaign 
managers in particular remains one of the most challenging tasks of the 
OA, a problem that is many times more challenging than dealing with the 
local association president or executive.  As one put it: “I bear all of the 
legal responsibility but have no direct authority.” 

 
 In many cases, participants believe the role of OA is in direct contradiction 

with the role of the campaign manager and believe that this friction can 
lead to unauthorized spending they need to undo later and tensions inside 
the campaign office.  During elections, many also felt that their political 
party did not give the OA role its appropriate importance and did not 
clearly communicate to other party workers what was the direct authority 
of the OA.  

 

 Key Challenges: Authority and Responsibility 
 

When asked if they faced challenges at the time they learned about their role 
and responsibilities, participants tended to concentrate on the OA role and much 
less on the FA, except among newcomers who accepting the FA role after the 
last general election.  For OAs, the following challenges were discussed: 
 

 The first challenge is the timeframe within which they accepted the role, 
usually as a personal favour to the candidate, the dropping of the Writ 
and fulfilling the first obligations of the OA: registration and opening the 
bank account.  Some said they found that the Returning Officer and the 
banks were sometimes not useful at all in helping understand what they 
needed to do.  Absence of time meant that they learned their mistakes 
later during the campaign but most often after Election Day. 
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 In most sessions, some OAs also said that their political party offered little 
or no help in getting them started.  Some said this help should be 
provided in different ways by the party itself: a quick reference guide for 
OAs starting out, a ‘go to’ person in the party when they cannot or do not 
talk about a specific issue with Elections Canada, and guidelines to other 
agents in the party who may impact the OA in fulfilling his or her duties. 

 
 Some said that the support documentation did not include information 

such as how much work is involved during the campaign, but most of all 
after the campaign.  Many said they had no way of knowing just how 
much time they would spend on fulfilling their obligations.  Several felt 
that if they had known what would be demanded of them, they would 
have refused the position.  Furthermore, simple information on exactly 
what they would need to do over the next year or two and what the next 
steps were would have also been useful. 

 
 Several OAs commented on the fact that outside what is strictly 

demanded by Elections Canada, they would also need guidance on 
‘campaign management’ issues which can make life easier for them such 
as how to keep a budget, how to handle spending requests and how to 
structure decision-making in the campaign office so that the OA can fully 
play his or her role.   Many felt this should be the work of their political 
party. 

 
Lastly, the main critique was that party workers, regardless of affiliation, do not 
show an adequate level of respect for the OA or FA positions and that party 
headquarters does not communicate the importance of the OA inside the party 
structures, which many feel does not allow them to fully exercise their authority 
and leads to many difficulties ‘the first time around’. 
 

 Key Challenges: Campaign Staff and Candidate 
 

When it comes to the key challenges facing OAs and FAs, campaign staff and 
namely campaign managers were seen as a major problem, while dealing with 
the candidate was not as much. 
 

 On the issue of dealing with the candidate, most said the candidate was 
acutely aware of the importance of the OA and the potential negative 
impacts on the candidate, if elected, in the case of unresolved 
irregularities at the reporting stage.  Some did mention however, some 
difficulties in the common understanding of the sections of the act dealing 
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with candidate’s expenses. 
 
 As mentioned in Section 2.2, participants believe it is very difficult for first 

time OAs or FAs to take a position of authority and to impose their will 
and wishes on the association or campaign office.  As such,  they find that 
the legal responsibility put of them may be unrealistic.  For them, it is in 
the nature of an association or campaign organization to be motivated and 
want to spend very quickly and want to speed up all decisions.  However, 
OAs and FAs need to implement processes that ensure the integrity of all 
financial transactions, spending decisions in particular. 

 
 All had ‘horror stories’ regarding non-monetary contributions accepted 

without any documentation, services accepted without any receipting, 
volunteers accepting cash contributions, dealing with signage and 
advertising decisions taken without proper consideration for the 
legislation, etc. 

 
 Many adopted fairly strict rules on spending to limit poor decisions from 

association of campaign office staff.  Several are the only person allow to 
sign cheques for example.  A good number also have an annual or 
campaign budget where all volunteers need to conform to that budget.  
This ensures that the FA or OA is at the center of all decisions to ensure 
conformity and that limits are not surpassed at any time. 

 
 OAs were quick to point the finger at campaign managers they call ‘hired 

guns’ who ‘will not be there’ after the election when the OA will have to 
pick up the pieces. 

 

 Key Challenges: Working with their Party 
 

Of course, different political parties have different processes and perspectives on 
financial management and ensuring conformity with the legislation.  As such, the 
focus group moderators did not probe or set out to discuss the internal workings 
of different political parties.  However, some common elements or challenges 
were mentioned regardless of party. 
 

 Parties do not give OAs enough attention and do not give the position 
enough value, which, according to participants, explains why some party 
workers do not take the OA role seriously. 

 
 Parties seldom have a dedicated person, whether a senior OA or FA who 

could advise OAs or FAs in the party both during the campaign and at the 
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reporting stage.   
 

 Several mentioned they wish that each party had a resource trained by EC 
and designated or certified as the ‘go to’ or reference person at party 
headquarters on OA and FA related issues. 

 
 Some said that their party’s procedures regarding contributions challenged 

them when it came to meeting key timelines and milestones at the 
reporting end of the process. 

 
 In all cities, some OAs and FAs felt it was very difficult for them to meet 

the two parallel accounting systems, guidelines and exigencies of their 
party on the one hand and Elections Canada on the other.  Once 
combined, meeting the demands of both the party and EC was both 
confusing and time-consuming. 

 
 Several participants also said that advice or opinions regarding electoral 

law coming from the party differed from what EC agents had told them 
which sometimes created problems in determining ‘who is right’. 
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2. The Complexity of the Rules 
 

 Key Challenges: Accepting the Role 
 
In all cities, participants felt they were not aware nor made aware of the level of 
involvement and the extent of their legal responsibility at the time of accepting 
the role of OA or FA.  For the most part, participants moved into the role of FA 
following the change in the legislation, but they first started as Official Agents. A 
comment heard often was: “If I had known what I was getting myself into, I 
would never have accepted.”  In the different sessions, the following challenges 
were identified: 
 

  They did not have access to a simple quick document that outlined the 
actual legal responsibilities and realistic descriptions of the role of the OA 
and the level of commitment needed during but mostly AFTER Election 
Day. 

 
 Their political party did not inform them or did not offer specific 

information on what it means to be an OA or what their legal 
responsibility would be vis-à-vis the Canada Elections Act. 

 
 No peer-to-peer communications which would have helped to understand 

what the role was prior to accepting. 
 

 Due to the time crunch between the day of the writ being dropped, the 
candidate’s name submitted and all other demands of “getting started”, 
many ‘blindly’ accepted the role before knowing “who does what?” during 
the campaign.  While many were familiar with participating in a campaign 
as a volunteer in the past, several were also learning about elections since 
they were coming from the candidate’s entourage and not necessarily the 
local party association. 

 
 Transition was also seen as problematic with many new FA’s assuming the 

role from a previous FA who was no longer around and therefore not 
available to answer questions or assist in picking up the role. Further to 
this, many commented on the fact that it was also very difficult to give up 
the role due to the complexity of the regulations. They mentioned that 
they would find someone who was interested in performing the role, only 
to have that person decline once the rules and regulations were spelled 
out to them. This forced the FA’s in many cases to continue in their role 
and continuing to look for a successor. 
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 Some participants stated that you needed to be a financial expert in order 

to fulfill the role and on more than one occasion professional accountants 
performing the OA role stated that they found the role to be difficult even 
for them. 

 

 Key Challenges: Who Does What? 
 

Two specific issues were mentioned regarding understanding the respective roles 
of different agents and how they impact the OA and FA.  This set of issues dealt 
with their first experience as an OA and how they learned ‘who does what’, while 
the second set of issues was related to the legal implications of dealings between 
different entities or agents at very specific times in the cycle. 
 

 For first-timers, the pace of the election itself was their main challenge.  
During these first few days of being the OA, the Returning Officer is often 
the only official they will encounter.  Many believed the Returning Officer 
should play a guiding role and refer them to the right people or places to 
further understand their function.  

 
 In terms of confusion over ‘who does what’ or ‘what can each do’, 

confusion was still witnessed when it came to key steps such as when can 
the bank account be opened, when can money actually be deposited or 
withdrawn from the account and what should happen at the very end of 
the process when, for example, surplus disposition has been resolved. 

 
 The issue of transfers, both in terms of their timing and their 

management, was also a key issue. 
 
 The impact of the writ being dropped on the EDA and the money the EDA 

may be able to transfer to the candidate at that time. 
 

 Understanding what is the role of the external auditor, the services the 
auditor will or can supply and the impact of the involvement by an 
external auditor on meeting timelines and milestones. 

 
 The role the OA and FA will play in the handling of contribution receipts 

and how some contributions should be handled and receipted depending 
on when they occurred. 
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 Key Challenges: Using the Forms 
 

Given that almost all participants were seasoned OAs or FAs, using the forms 
themselves was not a key aspect of the discussion on challenges the agents 
faced.  Spontaneously, form-related issues were not mentioned and, when 
prompted with the potential issue, forms did not bring up many comments. 
 

 Some participants did mention having issues with Part IV forms and felt 
these forms were the only ones that did cause them problems. 

 
 Others wished that some forms be simplified, most notably when the form 

demanded re-entering some tombstone information which had been 
already entered in the software. 

 
 Some participants also mentioned they initially had difficulty in clearly 

understanding how to deal with non-monetary contributions or ‘fair 
market value’ assessments. 

 

 Key Challenges: Receipts 
 

When it comes to handling receipts, most believed that the EFR module 
dedicated to receipts was a major innovation saving them time, a lot of hassle 
and limited the potential for human error.  The only issues that did come up 
were tied to the following: 
 

 Several participants, namely more junior OAs and FAs, asked questions 
relative to the interpretation of certain sections of the Act regarding the 
differences between the unofficial receipt and the tax receipt. 

 
 As well, some issues regarding the decision of OAs to accept or not a 

contribution. 
 

 The last issue that was brought up was the impact of contribution limits 
on the capacity of an OA or FA to be able to know or track if a 
contribution made locally would not exceed a contributor’s limit if other 
contributions had been made in another riding or to the party directly.  
Some believed that the fact of giving the last association which received a 
contribution as responsible for returning that contribution was something 
they could not adequately monitor or prevent from happening. 
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  Key Challenges: The EDA 
 

Dealing with the EDA or understanding the legal role of the EDA was not an issue 
to the OAs and FAs present.  As such, it was seldom mentioned spontaneously 
by participants when asked to list their issues or challenges. 
 

3.6  Key Challenges: Meeting Key Dates and Milestones 
 

The issue of meeting deadlines was not a key concern for OAs or FAs.  For the 
most part, little was said about missed deadlines at the reporting stage outside 
of the delay caused by the need to defer to the external auditor. 
 
Timeline issues were rather tied to the time crunch described earlier regarding 
the opening of the bank account, confirmation and acceptance of the candidate.  
Some believed that parties should be able to confirm a candidate at any time to 
get rid of the issue. 
 
For FAs the registration process was seen as problematic.  It was spontaneously 
mentioned as a challenge, and it did raise concern when the moderators probed 
on this specific issue. 
 
One potential issue discussed with FAs was tied to having training in February for 
a May deadline for submitting their annual report.  For most, the February 
training sessions were best in terms of timing, however a few felt that January 
might be the optimal timing, even though they are in the Annual planning 
meetings at this time of the year. 

 

3.7 Potential Solutions 
 
 

In several sessions, also echoed in the preparatory session with Elections 
Canada representatives, the idea of a one page calendar to show the key 
dates and timelines, as well as who was responsible for what and under 
which deadline would be useful.   

 
Others also believed that a quick checklist of duties and rules would be 
helpful for first-timers, not only for them but to communicate to campaign 
staff.  Some commented that the recently sent posters were to serve that 
purpose.  However, some commented that without the appropriate top-down 
communications within their party structure, they will still struggle with 
campaign managers who “are there to spend and do it fast.” 
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4 Communications and Correspondence 

4.1 Key Challenges: Dealing with Elections Canada 
 

 

When it comes to dealing with Elections Canada all along the process, comments 
were generally positive when it comes to the use of the 1-800 number.  
Representatives at the other end of the line were said to be courteous, genuinely 
helpful, resourceful and available.  Overall, four types of comments regarding the 
relationship between EC and OAs and FAs: 
 

 The first type of comment is that written documentation tends to be too 
frequent, too formal and legalistic, and threatening.  The fact that 
everything has to be registered mail was also said to be a hassle. 

 
o The main impact related to the issue of frequency is the 

difficulty of agents to know which mailing is ‘really’ important 
versus another which may not apply to them or be more 
general in nature.  Since they already feel overburdened, 
‘reading all that’ and feeling it is too much makes them 
cherry pick which ones they ‘think’ may be important 

 
o The issue of the legalistic language used is mostly one of 

understanding and getting clarity on what the letter actually 
entails.  As well, others say they quickly glance through the 
documentation if they feel they cannot adequately 
understand it. 

 
o The issue of the ‘threatening’ nature of the letters has a 

negative impact on motivation and feeling that their hard 
work is valued or appreciated.  ‘Why should I put up with 
that?’ was a common comment.  Furthermore, some are 
never quite sure if the threat is directed at them or not since 
they sometimes assume the message deals with something 
they may have already sent in  or reported on correctly. 

 
 Several participants mentioned receiving letters regarding a form they had 

already filed or on timelines they had already met.  Since they had never 
received confirmation that they had filed a particular document or that it 
was completed correctly, many felt a great deal of anxiety regarding the 
letter received. A confirmation letter or access to the website to obtain 
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confirmation would be appreciated by OAs and FAs.  
 
 The second category of comments regarding written communications is 

the fact that they do not include a proper summary or title in lay terms for 
them to quickly know if it is directed at them personally or not.  
Furthermore, the multiple cc were said to sometimes cause problems for 
them since they can raise issues that the OA or FA had already dealt with 
appropriately.   

 
 Some even suggested they could obtain some form of tracking on the 

status of their report. 
 

 The third category of comments regarding the relationship with EC was 
related to the absence of follow-ups or status reports.  In several 
sessions, OAs in particular, said they were always concerned regarding 
past reports filed because they were never told or they never received a 
clear indication that their report was OK, that they had completed all their 
duties for the last election.  Many said they would like to receive a status 
report or to know where they stand and ultimately get a sense of closure. 
In sum, they would like to receive a notice of assessment from EC to 
confirm everything is adequate or if certain modifications need to be done. 

 
 The last category of comments regarding dealings with EC, even if their 

comments on telephone communications with EC were overwhelmingly 
positive, some were critical of the following: 

 
o Getting different answers from different agents 

 
o Having to ‘start over again’ and explain their issue a second time to 

a new agent 
 

o An agent saying they cannot provide an interpretation regarding 
the legislation or a complex issue (‘referral to legal’ as they called 
it) 

 

4.2 Potential Solutions : New Means of Communication 
 
When it comes to communications, participants overall hinted at two categories 
of solutions: 
 

 The first solution, for many, would be for EC to move to electronic 
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communications, at all stages of the process.  When it comes to 
updates, changes, reminders, formal guidelines and other broad 
communications, which are often delivered through registered mail, 
participants wished they could subscribe to a service which would send 
a notification and grant them access to the information.  In fact, many 
hope that EC would offer the agent the choice between traditional mail 
and electronic communications.  This suggestion is also in line with 
wishing that EFR would allow for submitting the forms electronically 
without any need for sending paper forms via traditional mail.   

 
 When the subscription service available on EC’s website was described, 

several participants celebrated the innovation and felt it was a step in 
the right direction, that is the direction they wish for.  Several 
participants took note of the information and said they would subscribe 
right away. 

 
 The second solution regarding communications centered around the 

issue of the ‘too formal’ and ‘too threatening’ tone of the 
communications.  While participants acknowledged that the ‘lawyer-
speak threats’ may be legally necessary, they also felt that EC could 
package that mandatory aspect of the communication in ‘friendlier’ and 
more common language. Many felt it was hard for them to decipher 
what the letters were about, if it concerned them individually and what 
should be their right course of action.  Furthermore, the tone of the 
letters does not make them feel appreciated, valued and recognized as 
volunteers working very hard and simply doing their best.  Here are 
the main solutions suggested: 

 
o Include a clear heading that states in only a few who (which agent) is 

directly concerned by the content of the letter and what the letter is 
about (a change in interpretation, a notice of some sort, etc). 

 
o Include a short summary in lay terms of the purpose and impact of the 

letter prior to getting into the details  
 

o Ensure that at least that summary or a quick introduction be set in a 
friendlier, more respectful tone 
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5 Tools, Training and Support 

 

5.1 Key Challenges: Initial Training 
 

Most participants in all cities had participated in Elections Canada training in the 
past.  Some said that they did attend but only once they had had their first 
experience of an election.  Overall, most said they were satisfied with their initial 
training but felt it could be improved, or that other tools adjunct to the training 
would give that training more value.  Key challenges relative to training were the 
following: 
 

 The initial training focuses too much on EFR and not enough on key dates, 
legal responsibility, timelines, requirements, etc. While they accepted the 
fact that EFR should be a key element of the training, they believed that 
the training should give more or at least equal weight to roles and 
responsibilities and timelines. 

 
 An important number of participants also believed the training should opt 

for a lab concept or setting with very hands on DIY style.  Many who 
attended EFR training some years ago felt that while they initially felt they 
would do OK once they themselves started working with EFR, they found 
themselves lost, even after the ‘classroom’ style EFR training. 

 
 Some more senior OAs or FAs believe the training is mostly directed to 

newcomers or first-timers while the training did not allow for them to 
discuss or ask questions on more specific issues.  These more senior OAs 
and FAs would prefer a Q&A-style session aimed at clarifying certain 
aspects of the legislation. 

 
 Several participants also said access to training could be made difficult 

due to either their scheduling, their geographic location or their frequency.  
While they commented on the fact they understand the financial and 
resource implications of multiplying the training sessions, many said that 
other media for training should be explored to allow all volunteers decent 
access to EFR training (this issue will be further discussed in the ‘solutions’ 
section of the report.) Some also would like to see more live regional 
training sessions outside of major cities where possible. 

 
 Some also believed that the depth of the EFR 2004 training was 
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insufficient in the absence of a good wizard tool in EFR.  For most, this 
issue has been resolved with the more recent version of EFR. 

 
 

5.2 Key Challenges: Supporting Documents 
 

When addressing the issue of supporting documentation to help them get started 
as OAs and FAs and learn about their role, two issues very quickly became 
central issues: 1) supporting documents are too technical, legalistic, wordy and 
challenging to understand and 2) mailed-in documents often use a ‘threatening’ 
tone which they feel is unacceptable and a major source of dissatisfaction in their 
work.  The latter critique will be discussed in section 2.13 (dealing with Elections 
Canada), while this section will only focus on the former.  When it comes to 
supporting documentation, the challenges faced most often were: 
 

 Some versions of the handbook were too big and daunting both from the 
perspective of the language used (too ‘bureaucratic’ and ‘legalistic’) and of 
the sheer length of the guide.  Some said they usually gave up at some 
point. 

 
 Several were critical of the capacity to search inside the document, the 

lack of a proper index in the older paper versions or the lack of a good 
search engine when using on-line documentation.   

 
 The issue of the perceived poor quality of the search engine on-line was a 

common critique throughout the sessions. 
 

 Some felt the Handbook lacked quick reference tools like a timeline flow 
chart, an organizational chart of ‘who does what and when’, a quick 
reference using screen shots for EFR and key information regarding 
Elections Canada services, help and support (phone numbers, business 
hours, etc.). When later shown the new Workbook for OA’s and FA’s, most 
felt this was an appropriate tool. 

 
 Some participants, even among seasoned OAs and FAs, were not aware of 

the existence of certain tools, simply because they did not readily find 
them when searching the EC website. Many participants were not aware 
of the subscription service for example. 

 
Many FAs commented on the fact they would need a detailed guide on 
fundraising given the changes in the legislation.  In some sessions, FAs argued 
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with one another on the issue, with several providing incorrect information 
during the sessions. 
 

5.3 EFR: Getting Familiar and Usage 
 

While EFR was often discussed, the software was not the key concern of OAs 
and FAs.  While all those present in the different sessions use EFR, they believe 
that once they have gone through EFR a first time, the software is fairly easy to 
use.  However, they do mention being challenged by the software when they 
started using it.  In fact, some said the challenges they had encountered were 
now largely resolved in the most recent versions of the software. 
 

 One of the key issues with EFR used to be the lack of good tutorials and 
wizard features.  Some said when they first accessed the software, they 
did not know where to start and where to go next.  Participants now felt 
this was largely resolved. 

 
 Some also mentioned difficulties in matching and aligning their own ‘home 

made’ accounting spreadsheets and software with EFR.  Some were 
critical of EFR in saying “it was only a reporting software” and not a 
financial management tool.  

 
 Some also said they would like to be better able to itemize their expenses 

in EFR to match with their own EDA accounting needs.    
 
 Participants believed that the electronic management of the contribution 

receipts was a major improvement over the older pen and paper approach 
and that this single innovation saved them considerable time and hassle. 

 
 Some more senior OAs and FAs believe that an ‘advanced’ course and 

refresher on EFR would still be useful, even if they are now quite familiar 
with the software. 

 
 One key critique or concern over EFR was the fact it did not allow for E-

filing of the reports.  The ‘why print it?’ question was frequently heard.  
Some believed this would save time, hassle and would be more 
environmentally sound compared to the older methods of filing. However, 
there is still the need to provide supporting documentation and vouchers 
for Official Agents of Candidates. 

 
No printer driver, CPU speed or other technological issues were mentioned by 
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participants. 
 

5.4 Awareness of Tools Available 
 
When it comes to awareness of the tools available to OAs and FAs, all were 
aware of the website and EFR, but few could name additional tools used.  Many 
participants referred to ‘guides’ in general without being specific on their content.  
 
Recall of the Multi-Media Kit was fairly high, most mentioning they currently had 
a copy or remember receiving it in the past. 
 
Most remember recently receiving two posters. 
 
However, awareness of the work book was limited, but this is a relatively new 
product.  While the majority recalled this specific tool when shown a copy, it was 
seldom mentioned spontaneously.  Comments after showing participants the 
work book were very positive. 
 
Awareness of the subscription service on the Website was almost nil, except for a 
handful of participation who had subscribed to the general service but not the 
one specifically designed for OAs and FAs. All participants were informed of this 
service at the end of each sessions. 
 
Whereas all know of the existence and frequently use the toll free telephone 
service offered by Elections Canada, few were aware of the opening hours and 
schedule of the service or that the service went into extended hours during 
elections. Almost every participant rated the toll free telephone service offered 
by Elections Canada as excellent. 
 

5.5 Usage of Tools Provided 
 
All participants present are now using EFR.  Most had received specific training 
on EFR, while some were self-taught or taught by a former FA or OA.  Overall 
satisfaction with EFR was very high.  Newer versions of the software were said to 
be much superior to first editions.  Suggestions for further changes or 
improvements to the software were the following: 
 

 The possibility of integrating a real bank reconciliation tool inside the 
software. 
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 Improve the printing features of the software. 
 
 Integrate an e-filing module both for the annual report or election report 

but also when sending modifications to reports downstream.  Many 
believed that electronic filing would save them time, ensure compliance 
when it comes to deadlines but also offer a more environmentally sound 
alternative.  Some also believed that this way of submitting reports would 
signal the start of a new era where most if not all communications would 
now be electronic.  Lastly, many believed that electronic filing would also 
allow for a quick yet official way of acknowledging receipt of the report 
and sending updates on the status of ones report as well. 

 
 Some would like the software to be able to save and recall key tombstone 

information from form to form. 
 
 Some also would like for some new update features to be implemented to 

limit re-entering historical data (contributors, for example) every year. 
 

5.6 Usage of the Website 
 
Overall, most visit the Elections Canada website with some regularity.  Whenever 
they have questions, issues or concerns regarding their work as OA (post-
election day for the most part) or FA, the website is usually the first stop.  In the 
event they did not readily find the information they needed on the website, they 
will quickly turn to the toll free telephone service to get the information they 
need.  Several admitted not searching the site in-depth and that they will give up 
as soon as they hit a dead end in their search.  Issues with the website were the 
following: 
 

 The overall structure of the website and the navigation which did not 
appear intuitive to participants.  To them, there is no clear tab which is 
labelled OA or FA where they know they will find all they are looking 
for.  In many cases, participants said their quick search did not give 
them the results they needed. 

 
 The search engine (overall site search) is seen as ineffective and 

unproductive.  In many cases, their queries are about a very specific 
aspect of their role, the legislation or definition of a particular item in a 
form.  However, they feel they cannot simply enter the terminology 
giving them a problem and be directed to the appropriate section of 
the guide, the legislation or any other supporting document which 
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could at least partly answer their query. 
 

 Participants said they were motivated to use the website more and 
believe it is already a useful tool for them but wished to use it more.  
To them, along with EFR, the website should be conceived as the 
number one resource for OAs and FAs. 

 

5.7 Potential Solutions: Tools and Support 
 

 EFR. Two main solutions were offered when it comes to EFR: 
 

o E-filing: OAs and FAs hope that EFR comes with an e-filing 
module, much like CRA.  They believe this major innovation 
would not only make their lives easier, but would ensure 
better compliance with deadlines, quicker replies to EC 
queries and would be a more suitable solution when it 
comes to the environment.  In fact, they do not understand 
why they still need to send paper forms in this day and age. 
However, OAs understand that they would still need to send 
hard copies of vouchers. 

 
o In several sessions, participants mentioned that a bank 

reconciliation tool in EFR would make them more productive 
and resolve several issues they may experience. 

 
 

 The website. Regarding the website, participants volunteered several 
potential solutions: 

 
o They wish for a true website search engine that can locate a 

particular issue inside posted literature or even the act itself. 
 

o They would like to have access to a peer-to-peer forum to 
get access to quick help from peers. They noted that this 
should be a party provided service. 

 
o Several said they would like to receive via e-mail a warning 

or advisory regarding a change or update and be linked in 
directly to the source on the website. All participants were 
notified at the end of each session that this service currently 
exists. 
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o They would like to be able to register on the website to 

transfer from mail to e-mail communication. Many would like 
to be able to receive all formal communications by mail and 
all informal communications by email. 

 
o They would like to be able to consult their own individual 

files or status reports on-line. 
 
 

 Reference person. When it comes to helping learn their job and ensure 
they comply with the legislation with the collaboration of all persons in the 
party structure, participants suggested the following: 

 
o Participants in several sessions would like to find at party 

headquarters or regionally a “EC certified” reference person 
that would help them make the right choices as OAs and 
FAs. 

 
o They would also like to get help in order to ensure that 

proper value be given to the role of the OA or FA and allow 
the agent to have the necessary authority locally to fulfill 
their duties. OA and FA want more respect and support from 
the party. 

 

5.8 Potential Solutions : New Forms of Training 
 
When it comes to training, participants offered quite a few specific solution: 
Moving to on-line training, computer lab sessions, regional sessions and role 
training.  
 

 Participants believed these new forms of training would resolve several 
issues, such as geographic challenges, frequency of training, delivering 
training fast when the writ is dropped, work scheduling issues and cost of 
training to the taxpayer. 

 
 Participants in several sessions also felt that on-line training sessions could 

be saved on-line and be readily available from the website for consultation 
at the appropriate time.  Some also felt that short on-line training sessions 
could be developed for very specific issues which would also appeal to 
more seasoned OAs or FAs who may not need basic training but still have 
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issues with more complex or non-routine situations. 
 
 Several participants also felt that they still needed ‘refresher’ training on 

changes to the legislation or new versions of EFR or any other change 
which may affect them. While they may not opt to physically go to a new 
training session locally, the more convenient setting of the on-line training 
would be an incentive to participate. 

 
 Still participants felt that basic classroom training may still be necessary, 

but that they themselves would likely opt for on-line training.  Most 
believed that EC could still produce CD-Rom versions of the webinars on 
demand for those in more remote regions where high speed Internet is 
not available. 

 
 Several participants mentioned however that Elections Canada should 

keep on offering traditional live sessions since they provide them with 
more value and give them the possibility to ask questions in an interactive 
way. 
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6 The External Auditor 
 

6.1 Key Challenges: The External Auditor 
 

 

The issue of the external auditor raised a number of emotions and tended to 
polarize participants.  On the one hand, some believed their external auditor did 
provide them with added value.  They made comments and recommendations 
which improved the quality of the reports prior to being filed to EC. These OAs 
and FAs had a closer relationship with their external auditor and felt the auditor 
had taken the time to fully review their report.  However, the majority view was 
rather critical of the role of external auditor.  The critique was the following: 
 

 Participants feeling the external auditor simply ‘rubber stamped’ their 
report, did not comment it or demand changes. 

 
 Others said that the extra step of going to the external auditor made them 

come very close to a deadline or caused anxiety related to the fear of 
missing a deadline. 

 
 Some simply believed that the external auditor was redundant in the 

process since they did not add value to the report, while participants say 
that EC representatives will perform a thorough review of their report 
anyway. 

 
 Some believe that the $1,500 subsidy is a waste since the auditor does 

not really impact the process in any other way. 
 
For FAs, the timing of when their report needs to be filed just after the busy tax 
season for potential auditors generally means that they will file at the very last 
minute while they could have filed in advance if it was not for the auditor. 
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Elections Canada: 
 

Evaluation of Tools provided to Political 
Entities to Assist with Filing of 

Campaign and Annual Financial Returns 
 

 



 

PART 1 INTRODUCTION 

DURATION 10 minutes 

 
 
PRESENTATION 
 
 Introduction of moderator 
 Presentation of Leger Marketing 
 What we do 
 
INTRODUCTION OF GROUP DYNAMIC 
 
 Informal discussion 
 Spontaneous reactions 
 Speak your mind, don’t have to agree with others 
 React to what the others are saying 
 No right or wrong answers 
 Respecting opinions 
 
FOCUS GROUP ROOM 
 
 Introduce one-way mirror and audio taping 
 
OBJECTIVE OF THE GROUP 
 
 The Objectives are:  
 (1) To obtain input on challenges relating to obligations of OA’s and FA’s  
 (2) To evaluate usage and satisfaction with existing products and services  
 (3) To determine what new tools should be developed by: 

o Determining which tasks clients find most difficult 
o Determining clients’ level of comfort with technology and web delivered 

solutions 
o Determining how clients would like to receive training information (on-line, 

print etc.) 
  
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
 Your identity will never be revealed, what you say cannot be traced back to the 

person who said it. Information is presented in aggregate. 
 
PARTICIPANT PRESENTATIONS AND WARM-UP 
 
 Name 
 Role within the organization (OA or FA) (Note: Could also be a CEO of an 

Association) 

 



 

 

PART 2 GENERAL EVALUATION AND IDENTIFICATION OF THE MAIN 

BURDENS 

DURATION 45 minutes 

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The main objective of the research to be conducted is to better understand 
what, in fulfilling the obligations related to your positions, OAs and FAs find 
more challenging and what could be done to ease and streamline the work of 
OA’s and FA’s. From these sessions, we hope to better understand how we can 
assist you in fulfilling your obligations and develop solutions.  
 
MAIN ISSUES 
 

 To begin with, what are the main challenges you face with the whole process of 
performing your role.  What do you find too difficult or complex? Or time 
consuming? 

 If you had to identify the biggest challenge in your role, what would it be? (One 
thing) 

 
 What are the issues you find difficult to resolve?  Are they usually tied to … 
 
PROBE FOR: 

o Learning the job when you start 
o Finding adequate training  
o Finding your way through the literature made available to you 
o Understanding duties and responsibilities 
o Finding out who does what during the process 
o Getting familiar with and using the reporting software 
o Understanding and using forms (if some are a problem, which ones and why?) 
o Handling, issuing receipts (remember the list: what about: -unpaid claims, 

surplus disposition, supporting vouchers, etc.) 
o Dealing with the EDA 
o Working with campaign staff and the candidate 
o Working with party headquarters and meeting their demands too 
o Dealing with Elections Canada (if so at what stage of the process?)(Returning 

Officers, HQ, etc.) 
o Dealing with the demands of the external auditor 
o The actual reporting process (annual report or election) 
o Meeting key milestones and deadlines 
o Handling requests by Elections Canada 

 

 



 

 As an OA or an FA, do/did you ever want(ed) to “give up” your position?  What is the 
main reason why you want/wanted to leave your position?  

 
 What are the key differences between the issues and challenges that OAs and FAs 

face? 
o Why? 

 
 The new legislative framework has been in place now for more than four years, and 

was changed again on January 1, 2007.  What has changed during these past four 
years?  What is better now?  What could be improved in the process from an OA and 
FA perspective?  

o Why ? 
 
 If we had to summarize the challenging areas for OAs and FAs, from what was 

discussed, what would the priorities be?  
 
 How about the registration process? The annual update? Any challenges with this 

process? 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

PART 3 AWARENESS, USAGE AND PERCEPTION  

OF CURRENT TOOLS AVAILABLE 

DURATION 20 minutes 

 
 
TOOLS IN GENERAL 
 

 Generally speaking, how comfortable are you with technology and web delivered 
solutions? 

 
 Among the various tools created by Elections Canada to assist you and your 

organization with filing campaign and annual financial returns, which ones are you 
aware of? 

 
 Which tools do you use? (probe for software, videos, manuals, forms, training 

sessions, 1-800 number, Website, Multi-Media Kit for Federal Entities, info sheets) 
 
 How often do you use each tool? (probe for software, videos, manuals, forms, 

training sessions, 1-800 number, Website, Multi-Media Kit for Federal Entities, info 
sheets) 

 
 Which tools do you like most?  
 
 Which ones do you like the least and why? 
 
 Why don’t you use the following tools? (probe for software, videos, manuals, forms, 

training sessions, 1-800 number, Website, Multi-Media Kit for Federal Entities, info 
sheets) 

 
 More specifically, why don’t you use the Electronic Financial Returns (EFR) software? 
 
 Would you like training options that could be utilized at your own pace and location? 
 
 And what about the new work book. Have you used it? Is it useful? 
 
 In terms of road shows, Election Canada usually conducts them in February, in order 

for you to complete the report in May, is this ok? Would you prefer Election Canada 
to conduct the road shows earlier (January, or even December?) 

 
 
 

THE WEBSITE 

(This section must focus on the section on political financing) 

 



 

 Have you ever visited Elections Canada’s Website? How often do you do so? Why ? 
 
 Have you ever used some of the tools available on Elections Canada’s Website? 
 
 Generally speaking, how pertinent is the information available on Elections Canada’s 

Website for you?  
 
 How useful is the Website to you? 
 
 What improvements could be done to the Website to better the overall experience 

(probe for additional information, products and services available, visual 
presentation, etc.) 

 
 
OTHER 
 
 From a communications perspective, are there any other tools you do/or would find 

useful? 

 



 

 

 
 

PART 4 SUGGESTED  SOLUTIONS 

DURATION 25 minutes 

 
 
 What would be your suggestions about ways to improve things.  What have been 

some of those suggestions? 
 
 In your opinion what could be done to improve the tools offered to you that would 

meet your expectations and needs? 
 
 What new training tools could be developed to better assist you in completing the 

various tasks required such as financial reporting? (probe for online tutorials, 
computer labs, online meetings, etc.) 

 
 In your opinion, since Elections Canada does not have a list of candidate official 

agents until their nomination papers are filed with the returning officers following the 
call of an election, what would be the best way to communicate with potential 
Official Agents?  

 
 Do you think there is an increased role to be taken on, or played by the Registered 

Political Parties? Candidates? Electoral District Associations? 
 
 What would you say a newcomer to the process, or someone interested in becoming 

an OA or an FA about the requirements of the job and so on? 
 
 What would be your recommendations to streamline and facilitate your work? 
 
 
 Any other comments or suggestions? 
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