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Dangerous Ideas: Sourcing and Selecting 
Elected Officials 
BY DAVID CREELMAN 

Prelude: At The Edge John Brockman has been asking the world “What’s your dangerous idea”; here is one 
of mine. 

Sourcing and Selecting Elected Officials 
Recruiting is by no means fool-proof, but the human resources profession does know a lot about sourcing 
and selecting talent. However, when it comes to some of the most important jobs in society, our elected 
officials, we do not apply any of that know-how. Instead we use an old method called “one-person-one-
vote” (OPOV). If we were designing a new system for society to hire elected officials what would be the 
best way to do it? 

The issues are simple: 

1. We need good applicants 

2. We need capable people making the selection 

3. The people making the selection need to represent the overall interests of the group. 

Let's save time by accepting that getting some good applicants is not usually the big problem. In fact, if 
there is a disincentive to good applicants it is the existing OPOV selection process which turns selection into 
a circus.  

The big issue is that in the OPOV process voters do not know enough about the job or the candidates to 
make informed decisions. We pretend this isn't the case because we don't want to be “against democracy”. 
But if you really are pro-democracy then you want capable voters, not incompetent ones. Democracy is 
about representative government, not the OPOV process. 

The obvious answer is to get a small group of informed selectors, give them time to assess the job and 
candidates, and then leave the decision to them. This is what organizations do. They have an HR expert, the 
hiring manager and perhaps a few other stakeholders take part in the selection. They certainly don't ask 
everyone in the company to vote on who the next new hire should be. 

How do you select the selectors? There's the rub. The reason we have OPOV is because the selection needs 
to represent the overall interests of the group. The only choice for a democracy is to take a representative 
sample (which has a nice ring to it, given that we aim for representative government). This doesn't directly 
solve the quality problem since you are not selecting capable selectors; I don't think there is any way to 
select “quality” people without undermining democracy. What solves the quality problem is that since the 



 

 

number of selectors is relatively small you can devote the time and resources to train them in good 
selection practices. 

How it works 
The process could work something like this: a certain number of randomly selected eligible voters would be 
asked if they were interested in being selectors; of those that said yes, a further random draw would be 
made to make the final choice. That’s pretty much it. 

This is not a fanciful idea. The governments of British Columbia and Ontario used a process very much like 
this to create a Citizens' Assembly to make a recommendation on voting methods. There are endless ways 
to tweak the process: for example, Ontario ensured there were equal numbers of men and women on the 
assembly. However, tweaking can undermine the idea of statistically valid representative sample and, in 
any case, distract us from the core of the idea. 

Once the selectors were chosen they would be brought together to learn about selection methods, 
understand the job, interview the candidates and ultimately vote to decide who is elected. 

Again, this is not fanciful. This is what British Columbia and Ontario did to educate their Citizen's 
Assemblies. I went to see the Ontario Citizens' Assembly operate; it worked pretty well; the largely 
randomly selected group of people were adequately conscientious, reasonable and intelligent enough to do 
a good job. 

There are endless questions of mechanics. How many selectors should they be? How long should they be 
trained? Should they vote using a first-past-the-post system or some other system? The mechanics do 
matter, but not nearly as much as the fundamental decision to use a randomly sample of eligible voters 
rather than the whole population.  

In all likelihood someone somewhere already has a name for this process but I'll call in Sampled One-
Person-One-Vote (SOPOV) to emphasize that we are not abandoning the idea that we want the equivalent 
of OPOV and not some sort of dictatorship of the elite.  

Can the SOPOV system be corrupted by power? 
All systems are vulnerable to corruption, OPOV being a prime example. The biggest risk with SOPOV is that 
the assembly members could be bribed or threatened by power. In a poorly governed state this could 
totally undermine the system; but perhaps no more so than the OPOV can be undermined. However, 
reasonable governance could minimize the outright stealing of an election this way. 

The education and facilitation of the group can also be influenced by power. The rich can have an influence 
over who is seen as an expert in selection. More broadly, the views of the citizens will be influenced by the 
power elite. Imagine in the 1800s in England whether an assembly (even if it was equally men and women) 
would select a female official?  This sort of influence is unavoidable. However the system is resistant to 
influence. Give a hundred people time and resources to study the issues and they will no doubt listen to 
naysayers and unconventional thinkers as well as the accepted experts. Even in the 1800s, in a male 



 

 

dominated society, it is not inconceivable that a group would learn their way past stereotypes and decide a 
female candidate was the best choice. 

SOPOV is not perfect, but with moderately good governance it is less susceptible to corruption by the 
powerful than OPOV. 

Will the system be intelligent? 
Collections of people can be smarter or dumber than individuals. The starting point is the capability of the 
individuals. In Ontario the most important thing was that there was a highly educated population, 
generally, combined with a step in the process that allowed uninterested people to screen themselves out. 
This resulted in a thoughtful and reasonable group of individuals. This is not speculation, this is what 
happened. The quality of the individuals was fine. 

The next step is to take the acceptable raw material and hone it through education. The assembly should 
have the power to call on whatever expertise they feel they need. They could ask to be trained in 
behavioural event interviewing, hire consultants to do a job analysis, or ask to use personality tests. It's not 
a big leap to presume that people who study best practices in selection will learn something useful. 

In addition to education, the processes used to facilitate the group would have a big impact on the 
intelligence of the system. We in HR know a fair bit about group processes, such as rules of protocol 
insisting everyone be civil, letting everyone speak, not interrupting and so on. There is no single magic 
answer but good process will help.  

Organizations make hiring mistakes and no doubt the SOPOV process would make hiring mistakes as well, 
but this process would almost certainly do a better job of selecting the best candidate than OPOV. 

Are we hiring capability or ideology? 
The most interesting impact of the assembly method is not just that it will do a better job of selecting the 
candidate; it will change the nature of the debate. 

In OPOV systems candidates tend to be separated by ideology. In organisations the focus is almost entirely 
on capability not ideology. In SOPOV I think we would get a bit of both, ideology would matter in the same 
way as a candidate's values matter to a corporation, but there would be a shift to focusing much more on 
capability.  

Impact on Sourcing and the Short List 
In most OPOV systems, sourcing is controlled by political parties. Voters then get a very short list to choose 
from. In the new system potentially anyone could apply, not just the few people with a political party 
behind them. This is a very big step forward for democracy, but it raises the question of what the 
representative sample of voters should do if 1000 people run for an elected office. The question is not so 
daunting when you realize organizations deal with this every day. The SOPOV assembly could use any 
method they choose. I suspect they would choose the same method large organisations do which is to scan 



 

 

the resumes, probably using some sort of applicant tracking system, and come up with a short list. This 
process works adequately well in large organisation, it can work for government. 

It is worth noting again how hostile the OPOV system can be to candidates; it can be hugely time 
consuming, extremely expensive and is frequently nasty. The SOPOV system will draw on a much bigger 
talent pool and that too should lead to better elected officials. 

Post Election Behaviour 
It would be nice to think that better selection of candidates would lead to a beautifully governed country 
led by wise and caring leaders. The trouble is that, once in power, politicians soon find they are beset with a 
host of intractable problems and are constrained by other powerful actors. Elite groups in the society may 
find they have lost the power to control who is elected, but they will still have plenty of opportunity to push 
elected officials around.  

This proposal is not meant to solve all the problems in a democracy; simply improve them in a significant 
way. 

However, one positive effect on post-election behaviour is that officials may be more comfortable making 
wise but unpopular, hard to explain decisions. Imagine an official after looking at the best evidence believes 
the country needs to raise the retirement age despite strong popular opposition. They know that when the 
time for re-election comes they will have an opportunity to explain the decision at length to an educated 
group of selectors.  

Making it Happen 
It's hard to imagine any large political entity dropping OPOV for SOPOV voting. If you believe in the 
potential of this system, then the tactic to deploy is to use SOPOV wherever a leader is chosen. A volunteer 
group like Toastmasters could replace OPOV with SOPOV. A church could use it to select a new minister.  A 
school district could use it to select a parent to lead the parent-teacher committee.  In smaller groups the 
assembly might only be 3 or 4 people and would not look any different from a traditional selection 
committee. However, the important thing is to use the process of random selection and name it as the 
SOPOV process. 

If this process really is better than OPOV then its value should gradually be recognised by society.  Just as 
first-past-the-post voting systems have been slowly losing ground in favour of other voting system (e.g. 
single transferable vote, mixed member proportional representation) so too the SOPOV method may 
ultimately come to be seen as a better way to do things and the outdated OPOV process will be retired. 

I'm convinced this would lead to a better democracy—but I admit it's a dangerous idea. 

 

David Creelman writes and speaks on human capital management (www.creelmanresearch.com) and just 
occasionally about dangerous ideas. 

 


