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THE QUALITIES OF A 
QUALITY PRESIDENT

Siobhan reflects on the demands of the job and offers food for thought on 
what to look for in an MSU President

MSU Presdentials are upon us 
once more! It’s a time when different 
presidential candidates are vying for 
your votes and campaign colours are 
out in full force.  Right now, students 
are taking stock of what the MSU is 
doing and are discussing the issues that 
directly shape our students union.   The 
student body is actively exploring the 
issues that impact them and how the 
student experience at McMaster can be 
improved. 

As a voter, you will probably think 
about the role of the MSU President 
and what you would like to see reflected 
in a candidate. Traditionally, it is the 
role of the current MSU President to 
comment on the qualities of a good 
candidate.  I intend to provide some 
insight on what my experience has 
been like and illuminate some of 
the qualities I feel may be useful to a 
president.  I hope that my words help 
you further understand the role in order 
to empower you in your choice.  This is 
not intended to bias your selection by 
any means, only to convey some of the 
key features that you should consider 
when evaluating candidates and  
electing your next MSU President.

Reflections on the Job
The MSU President’s role is to 

advocate for and engage with the 
student body.  The job calls for someone 
who is always willing to bring student 
issues to the attention of those within 
the McMaster community who have 
the ability to create a positive change. 
The role needs someone who is not 
afraid to make tough decisions and 
is capable of looking out for the best 
interest of students. 

The president’s job intersects 
with almost all elements of the entire 
organization. To the naked eye, 
the MSU may seem like a simple 
organization. You may use Compass to 
buy your GO train ticket to go home on 
the weekend, eat lunch at TwelvEighty, 
or even join a club this year.  In these 
perspectives, the MSU should come 
across as a simple organization. 
However, the game changes when 
you become the president, empowered 
through the MSU’s channels to 
fulfill particular tasks and working 
with different elements within 
the organization. The job of MSU 

President has been the most intense 
experience of my entire life. Winning 
the election was one thing. Doing the 
job is another. Being in the role requires 
a high level of energy and a degree of 
stamina, some things a president needs 
to be able to manage. 

Qualities of a President
There is no single type of person 

that makes a successful MSU President, 
but there are some key characteristics 
that individuals should embody. No 
MSU President is the same as a past 
MSU President because we have all 
been very different people with our 

own unique experiences and visions for 
the organization. There is no perfect 
president, nor perfect candidate. Every 
candidate brings something new to 
the table.  The question is what do you 
want on your table?

Engaging with Students
The role of MSU President calls for 

someone who has a genuine desire to 
serve the student body and its collective 
interest.  It calls for long hours, hard 
work and for someone who is always 
willing to listen.  It calls for someone 

with a passion for student life. A great 
deal of the job requires the president to 
go to numerous meetings to represent 
student interests. It is important to 
pick someone who you think would 
accurately reflect your values and key 
things that you find important. Who do 
you think has what it takes to effectively 
communicate on your behalf? What is 
important to you in your next MSU 
President? Do you want them to be 
approachable? Knowledgeable? Kind? 
Again, these are just a few things to 
think about when choosing a candidate 
on your ballot.

Knowing the Issues
There are some simple aspects 

to student life on campus. There are 
also complex elements to the student 
experience.  Students are not all the 
same and are not all looking to get 
the same thing out of their campus.  
A president needs to be able to 
understand the complexities of the 
University, the ways in which the 
MSU interacts with various branches 
of the organization and how the MSU 
achieves its mandate through different 

bodies within the University. The MSU 
President needs to be able to do this 
while balancing consistently changing 
external factors, internal complexities 
of the organization, and the long term 
interest of students.

Presidential candidates should 
present a strong understanding of 
student issues.  In essence, a strong 
platform reflects the issues that students 
feel need to be addressed by the MSU. 
A good platform is also well-informed 
and well-researched with respect to the 
potential of the organization. What 
are the issues that you are currently 
facing? To make an informed choice, 
ask questions and see which candidates 
have concrete plans  about the issue(s).  
Selecting a candidate with clear vision 
and defined implementation strategies 
will ensure that the issues addressed 
are the ones that are important to you.

Adaptability
Another thing to keep in mind is 

that there is far more to the role than 
just a platform. To give you a rough 
idea on what I spend the majority of 
my time on, I would say that 15 % 
of my time has been spent directly 
working on issues that I raised in my 
platform, while the rest of the time is 
spent on a variety of other problems, 
businesses, and tasks. Why am I 
sharing this? Well, while platforms 
and campaigns are important, it is also 
important to recognize that you are 
electing more than just a platform. You 
are also electing an individual who has 
a particular leadership style, strengths 
and weaknesses.  Understanding their 
skill set, personal accomplishments 
and professional experiences within 
the McMaster community may also be 
beneficial when making your choice.

The MSU President should 
articulate a clear vision for the 
organization but this is not an arm chair 
job. A president also needs to have the 
ability to work dynamically in order to 
implement their platform and other 
initiatives within the organization 
and campus community.  The role 
truly requires a degree of flexibility as 
challenges within the organization can 
emerge at any time.  I could never have 
anticipated everything I have faced 
since last January.  It isn’t just about 
foreseeing every problem every time.  It 
is also about acting quickly, decisively, 
and responsibly when required.

In summary, the decision is 
ultimately in your hands. Remember 
that the leadership of the organization 
will not only impact next year but 
future years as well.  Make sure you 
ask questions and get engaged with the 
process. 
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