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Pearson sought to reform the unstructured and 
chaotic cabinet procedures of the Diefenbaker era 
(Van Loon and Whittington 1987, 473) with a new 
approach to executive action that offered greater 
systematization to decision making while enhancing 
the power of elected ministers vis-à-vis unelected 
senior officials, including deputies (Thomas 1999, 
132–8; Dunn 2010, 92–4). Pearson inaugurated a 
permanent system of standing cabinet committees, 
staffed by ministers themselves. Each committee 
was given responsibility for developing recom-
mendations with respect to a broad jurisdictional 
field spanning the portfolios of several related 
departments. Full cabinet, in turn, met to discuss 
these policy and program recommendations and to 
endorse those the ministers collectively desired as 
government initiatives. A full analytical assessment 
of the institutionalized cabinet system can be found 
on the Thinking Government website. Certain core 
dynamics of this system are noteworthy:

• The Priorities and Planning Committee 
(P&P) was the key coordinating committee 
of cabinet, overseeing and directing the work 
of all other committees.

• P&P was the only committee chaired by the 
PM, with all other members being the chairs 
of the other cabinet committees.

• The institutionalized cabinet system was 
designed to ensure that elected ministers 
and not unelected deputy ministers were the 
makers of policy.

• This system was also designed to promote 
top-down, centralized, systematic, and 
rational decision making.

• The institutionalized cabinet was also 
provided with alternative sources of advice 
respecting policy making and assessing 
program administration differently from 
government departments.

• These other institutions came to be known as 
central agencies.

HOW AN INSTITUTIONALIZED 
CABINET WORKS

While the cabinet structures of all the govern-
ments ranging from that of Pierre Trudeau to 
his son Justin differ, they are all characterized as 

Figure 4.2 Departmental hierarchy
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