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ABSTRACT
The atide examines the impact of issues and the economy in the 1997 Canadian eection among
voters outside Quebec. We show that both factors affected individua vote choice. We provide
edimates of how much difference the issues and the economy made in the eection. It appears that
the issues were decisve for nine per cent of the voters and the economy for four per cent. Issues
mattered more than the economy for individua vote choice. The net impact of both the issues and
the economy on vote support for the different parties was practicaly nil. The findings indicate that

the Liberd victory cannot be imputed to the economy or the issues.



On 2 June 1997, the Liberd party was returned to power. It was a small victory, as the party
managed to garner only 38 per cent of the vote, 5 percentage points less than in 1993, and won only
155 seets, just enough to form amgority government. But avictory it was.

There are a least two interpretations for the Libera victory. The first is the economy.
According to that interpretation, the Liberds were re-elected because Canadians were mostly
satidfied with the performance of the Canadian economy and consequently rewarded the party in
power. There are good reasons to assume that relatively favourable economic conditions may have
helped the Liberds in 1997. There is a vast literature showing that economic conditions affect
electoral outcomes in Canada® as sewhere? and that economic perceptions influence individud vote
choice?

Such an interpretation raises vexing questions about the meaning and import of elections in
Canada. If the Liberds were re-elected mostly because the economy was in good shape, and if the
performance of the Canadian economy (at a given time) depends mostly on internationa factors, and
little on the decisions made by the party in power, the implication would be that voters do not have
much say about the orientation of public policy. Alvarez and Nagler make that point in stark terms
about the 1996 American presdentia eection, in which economic considerations appeared to
dominate: If “ voters reward or punish incumbents for economic performance” and “ if incumbents
have little control over short-term economic performance, voters are choosing candidates essentialy
at random...and might be logng therr ability to insure that they eventudly achieve the non-economic
policy outcomesthey desire”*

An dternative interpretation is that voters re-elected the Liberals at least in part because they
liked their positions on the mgjor issues of the day or, at least, because they preferred these positions

over those of their competitors. The literature is mixed with regards to the impact of issues on the



vote. The conventional wisdom used to be that issues do not play a great role in eections,® and the
same agument has been made for Canadian dections® But recent studies indicate that issues can
play apowerful role’

Did the Liberas win the 1997 dection because many Canadians preferred their positions on
the mgjor issues of the day? Horowitz, in particular, has asserted that the Liberal party had been so
successful in the past because of its centrist orientation. Would that verdict ill apply in 19977
Many voters seem to have perceived the Liberds man competitor, the Reform party, as too
extreme® Does that imply that the Liberas won because Canadians liked their “ moderate ”
positions?

Our methodology is inspired by Alvarez and Nagler. They have examined the relative impact
of issues and the economy in the United States, Britain, the Netherlands and in the 1988 and 1993
Canadian dections® Alvarez and Nagler conclude that the two Clinton victories in the United
States presidentia dections of 1992 and 1996 must be imputed to the economy, but they aso show
that the rdaive emphass placed by voters on the economy and on issues varies across countries and
time. We refine and gpply their methodology to the 1997 Canadian election in order to determine
the rlative importance of issues and the economy in the smal Libera victory.

We focus on the two central issues of the 1997 eection: Quebec and the role of the date.
What should be done about Quebec has been a dominant issue in Canadian politics. Political parties
managed to avoid the nationa question in the federal eection of 1988 which centred on free trade,
but it was a key factor in the 1993 dection: the Reform party succeeded in tapping anti-Quebec
sentiment in the West, while the Bloc Québécois was able to get the support of sovereignists in
Quebec.’* Did the issue help or hurt the Liberdsin 19977

The role of the dtate is aso a traditiona issue in Canadian politics and, for that matter, in



palitics tout court. It is the classc Ieft-right issue, as "the badc criterion diginguishing the left from
the right concerns the role of government versus that of the market."? This is the most common
cleavage in western democrecies.*®

Between 1993 and 1997, the Liberal government managed to diminate the deficit, and in so
doing took it off the politica agenda. The next question was whether to cut taxes, as Reform and the
Conservatives argued, or to put more money back into the socia programmes that had been curtailed
in the defiat dimination exercise. Were the Liberals perceived to be the party of the centre on this
issue? Was the centrist position popular with the voters? Did the party gain votes because of it?

We use the 1997 Canadian Election Study (CES).** The CES queried voters about ther own
views and about tharr perceptions of the parties positions on these two central issues. On Quebec,
respondents were asked whether they thought more, less, or about the same as now should be done
for Quebec. If they sad "more" or "less" there was a follow-up question about whether it should
be "alot,” "somewhat,” or "a litle" more or less (see the Appendix). This makes it possible to place
people on a -3 to +3 scale, where -3 means that alot less should be done for Quebec and +3 means
alot more.

On the role of the state, previous research indicates that many people are inclined to support
increased spending in areas they consider important, but that they also fed that the taxes they pay
should be reduced. To force respondents to recognize the trade-off between spending and cuiting
taxes, the question was drafted in the following way: "We face tough choices. Cutting taxes means
cutting socia programmes and improving socia programmes means increasing taxes. If you had to
choose, would you cut taxes, increase taxes, or keep taxes as they are?.” As with the Quebec issue,
those who sad "cut" or "increase" were asked whether taxes should be cut or incressed a lot,

somewhat or a little. As above, this alows us to distribute responses on a -3 to +3 scale, where -3



means cutting alot and +3 increasing alot.

We probed both respondents own postions on the issues, and their perceptions of parties
positions. On the Quebec issue, for ingtance, they were asked: "How much does the Liberal party
want to do for Quebec: more, less, or about the same as now?,” with the follow-up question about
whether it wants to do a lot, somewhat or a little more (or less). This dlows us to locate respondents
perceptions of the parties’ positions on each issue on the same -3 to +3 scale.

The CES survey measured a wide variety of economic evaluations. Like Alvarez and his
colleagues, we focus on retrospective judgments, and digtinguish egocentric  (whether the
respondent’s financial Situation had improved or worsened over the previous year) and sociotropic
evauaions (whether the respondent thought that Canada’s economy as a whole had got better,
worse or stayed the same).

The andlyss is redricted to an examination of the vote outsde Quebec. The party system is
different in Quebec, with the presence of the Bloc Québécois, the virtual absence of Reform, and
the extreme weakness of the New Democratic Party (less than 2 per cent of the vote). Outside
Quebec, the Libera share of the vote in the 1997 eection was 39 per cent; Reform came second
with 27 per cent, the Consarvatives third with 18 per cent and the NDP fourth with 15 per cent.*> Our
main purpose is to determine to what extent the Liberd lead in vote support can be imputed to the

economy and to party positions on the issues.

How Did Voters Feel About the Issues and the Economy?
Table 1 shows the distribution of responses on the two issues.’® On taxes versus social programmes,
the dominant position, adopted by three voters out of five, was the status quo. About one voter out

of four would have liked a reduction in taxes, and one out of six would have preferred increased



gpending on socia programmes. The first choice was the status quo and the second lower taxes. The
overal mean (on the-3 to +3 scale) was -0.3.

--Table 1 about here--
Differences were more subgtantiad on Quebec. Only one out of ten Canadians thought that more
should be done for Quebec. The dominant position was the dtatus quo, but a substantid minority
would have liked less to be done for Quebec, and among this group the most frequent position was
alot less. The mean position was alittle less (-0.7).

Table 2 indicates the mean scores ascribed to the parties on the two issues. Following
Alvarez and Nagler,!” we use these mean scores as proxies for parties’ actual positions.

-- Table 2 about here--

On the taxes versus socid programmes issue, the Liberds were perceived to be close to the
neutra point, the NDP to stand for a dight increase in socia programmes, the Conservatives for
gmd| tax cuts and Reform for somewha more subgtantia tax reductions. On this issue, the average
distance between voters and parties postions is lowest for the Liberds (Table 3). On the Quebec
issue, the NDP was perceived to occupy the middle ground, with the Liberals and the Conservatives
ganding for doing a litle more, and Reform for doing somewhat less. The NDP was closest to the
position of the average voter, and had the lowest average distance from voters postions (Table 3),
and the Liberas were farthest, overdl, from voters.

-- Table 3 about here--

Table 4 indicates how Canadians fdt about the economy. As indicated, we consider voters
retrospective evauations of ther own persond finances and of the Canadian economy in generd.
The modal response for both dimensons was neutrd. About hdf of the sample sad that the personal

and nationd economic Stuation had not changed. That said, egocentric evauations were dightly



negetive. Slightly more people thought that their own persond Stuation had worsened rather than
improved. We find a clearer and opposite pattern for the national economy, where many more
people thought that it had improved rather than deteriorated over the previous year.

-- Table 4 about here--

Did the I'ssues and the Economy Affect Vote Choice?
We edimate a modd of vote choice dong the lines suggested by Alvarez and Nagler. Like them,
we measure the impact of issues through variables that correspond to the absolute difference
between the respondent’s and the party’s postion. The hypothess is that the more digant a
respondent is from a party, the less likdy she or he is to support that party.® We measure the impact
of the economy through voters evaduations of whether thar own persond finandad Stuation and
Canada’s economy had improved or worsened over the preceding year. Postive/better,
negativelworse and neutrd/the same evauaions have been coded +1, -1 and O respectively. The
hypothess is that the more pogtive the evauation, the greater the propensity to vote Liberd.
Because the Libera party is the reference point in the estimation modd, the expectation is that
economic perceptions will be negatively correlated with voting for the Conservatives, the NDP and
Reform (rather than Liberd). The model dso indudes party identification, and the four most
important socio-demographic correlates of vote choice: region, religion, ethnicity and gender.’® We
use a multinomia probit estimation procedure, which is more adequate for multi-party dections than
multinomid or conditiond logit.2°

Table 5 reports the findings They confirm that, even controlling for party idertification,
socio-demographic  characteristics and economic evauations, respondents distance from party

positions on the taxes versus socia programmes and the Quebec issues had an independent impact



on the propengity to vote for a given party. More specificdly, the more digant an individua was
from a given party on an issue, the less prone she or he was to vote for that party. Both issues had
a diginct impact of amilar magnitude. We thus conclude that party podtions on these two issues
mattered and that voters were systematically more inclined to support the party that was closest to
their own views on them.

-- Table 5 about here--

The economy aso mattered. The more postive voters fet about the economy, the more
likely they were to vote Libera and the less likely to vote for either of the three other parties. Five
of the 9x economic evauation coefficients have the expected negative sign, though only one is
daidicdly dgnificant. Egocentric judgments seem to have mattered most, especidly for the choice
between the NDP and the Liberds, and sociotropic evauations for the choice between Reform and

the Liberals. These resultsindicate that both the issues and the economy affected the vote.

How Much Difference Did the I ssues and the Economy M ake?

This is a more difficult question. It can be reformulated the following way: What difference would
it have made if the issues or the economy had not mattered, that is, if vote choice had not been
afected by either of them? Our strategy is to Smulate what the outcome of the eection would have
been if issues or the economy had had no impact on the vote. We can compare which party each
individud is predicted to support given her or his distance from the parties on the two issues, party
identification, economic evaudions and socio-demographic characteristics on the one hand, and
which party that same respondent would be predicted to support if we were to take into account all
these variables except distance from party postions on the two issues. If the two predictions

coincide, the implication is that party podgtions were not decisve in vote choice, snce the



respondent is predicted to vote the same way irresepective of perceived closeness or distance from
the different parties. If the two predictions diverge, the implication is that the issues were decisive,
that the individua would have voted differently if she or he had not factored in party positions on
the issues?* The same logic can be applied to economic evauations. We can compare which party
each individud is predicted to support whether or not economic evaduations are included in the
modd. Only if the two predictions diverge can we conclude that economic evauations were decisve
in theindividud’ s vote choice??

With these amulations, it is possible to edimate the gross and the net impact of issues and
the economy on the vote. The gross impact corrresponds to the percentage of voters for whom the
issues or the economy were decisve in their vote choice, that is, who would have voted differently
had they not factored in the one or the other. The net impact corresponds to the overall gain or loss
that parties incurred because of the issues and the economy. It is possible, for instance, that issues
influenced many voters, but that the net effect on parties was very smdl. Tha would be the case if
a party gained as many votes among those who agreed with its position as it lost among those who
disagreed. The results of the amulaions are presented in Table 6. Nine per cent of the sample
respondents are predicted to vote differently when ther rdative distance from party postions are
taken into account. For those people, party positions appear to have been decisive in their vote
choice. Not surpriangly, different parties made gains and losses among different groups of voters.
The net impact was practicaly nil.?®

-- Table 6 about here--
Economic evauations appear to have been decisve for 4 per cent of voters. Not surprisingly,

the Liberds made some gains among those who were sanguine about the economy but lost among



those with negative evauations. These gains and losses tended to cancel out. The overdl net effect
was minimd.

These results lead to the conclusion that issues mattered more than the economy at the
individud levd. At the aggregate level, however, party gains and losses cancelled out on both
dimengons. Neither the issues nor the economy exerted a huge impact on individual vote choice or
on the actua outcome of the dection. The impact of the economy was quite modest. Party positions

were more important at the individua level but their net aggregate impact was practicdly nil.

Conclusion
We have shown that both the issues and the economy affected individual vote choice in the 1997
Canadian federal dection. The closer voters were to a party’s postions on the taxes versus social
programmes and the Quebec issues, the more likely they were to support that party. And the more
sanguine they fet about the economy, the more likdy they were to vote for the incumbent Liberas.
But issues had a greater impact on individud vote choice than the economy. Twice as many people
voted differently because of how they felt about the issues than because of how they felt about the
economy.

Our findings indicate that it would be wrong to impute the Liberal victory to the economy
or to the issues. The net effect of the economy was minimd. The Liberas gained a litile because of
their centrist position on the taxes versus socia programmes issue but lost a little because they were

perceived to be willing to do too much for Quebec.



Appendix : Question wordings

| ssues:

1. Taxesvs socid programmes.

We face tough choices. Cutting taxes means cutting social programmes and improving social
programmes means increasing taxes. 1f you had to choose, would you cut taxes, increase taxes, or

keep taxes as they are?

For those who responded “ cutting taxes,” the following question was asked:

Should taxes be cut a lot, somewhat, or just a little?

For those who responded “increasing taxes,” the following question was asked:

Should taxes be increased a lot, somewhat, or just a little?

Remember, cutting taxes means cutting social programmes.

Do you think the [ nameof the party] wantsto cut taxes, increase taxes, or keep taxes asthey are?

For those who responded “cutting taxes,” the following question was asked:

Does the [ name of the party] want to cut taxes a lot, somewhat, or a little?

For those who responded “increasing taxes,” the following question was asked:
Does the [ name of the party] want to increase taxes a lot, somewhat, or a little?
2. Quebec:

How much do you think should be done for Quebec: more, less or about the same as now?



For those who responded “more,” the following question was asked:

Should a lot more be done for Quebec, somewhat more, or a little more?

For those who responded “less,” the following question was asked:

Should a lot less be done for Quebec, somewhat less, or a little less?

How much does the [ name of the party] want to do for Quebec: more, less or about the same as

now?

For those who responded “more,” the following question was asked:

Does the [ nhame of the party] want todo a lot more for Quebec, somewhat more, or a little more?

For those who responded “less,” the following question was asked:

Does the [ name of the party] want to do a lot less for Quebec, somewhat less, or alittle less?

Economy:
1. Persond finances.

Financially, are you better off, worse off, or about the same as a year ago?

2. Nationd economy:
Now, | want to ask you about theeconomy. Over the past year, hasCanada’'seconomy gotten better,

gotten worse, or stayed about the same?



TABLE 1

Digribution of Voter Opinions (in per centages)

Taxes/Programmes  Quebec

-3 6.3 19.7
-2 11.8 13.2
-1 6.0 6.9

0 60.0 50.9
+1 6.1 2.1
+2 9.0 51
+3 1.0 2.1
Mean -0.28 -0.71

N 1551 1590




TABLE 2

Per ceived Party Positions (M eans)

Taxes/Programmes  Quebec

Liberd +0.25 +0.93
Consarvative -0.54 +0.51
NDP +0.44 -0.22

Reform -1.08 -1.49




TABLE 3

Distance Between Voters and Parties (M eans)

Taxes/Programmes  Quebec

Liberd 0.94 1.85
Consarvative 1.02 1.50
NDP 1.07 1.14

Reform 1.30 1.49




TABLE 4

Economic Evaluations (in per centages)

National Economy Persond Finance

Postive 379 20.0
Neutral 45.7 535
Negative 164 26.5

N 1727 1715




TABLES

Multinomial Probit M odel of Vote Choice, Canada 1997 (outside Quebec)

Variables Choice Conservative/ NDP/ Reform/
Specific Liberal Liberal Liberal

Paty Identification ~ 1.67 (.08)°
|ssues.

Taxes -.16 (.05)°

Quebec -.21 (.03)°
Persona Finances .07 (.10) -.22(.12) -.03(.10)
National Economy -.07 (.10) -13(.12) -.26 (.10)°
Atlantic 1.13 (.21)° 1.43 (.26)° 42 (.24)
West -.68 (.16) 51 (.18)° 72 (.14)°
Cahalic -.46 (.15)° -43(.18)2 - 73 (.15)P
No religion -.09 (.21) 33(.23) -.13(.18)
Mde -.12 (.13) -39 (.17)2 11 (.13)
North European -.16 (.20) 14 (.23) 36 (.17)2
Non European -.69 (.25)° -1.05 (.33)° -1.00 (.24)°
Congtant -.36 (.14)? -.60 (.17)° .06 (.15)
sLIB,NPD -.34(.23)
sPC,REF -.04 (.22
sNPD,REF 57 (.10)°
N 1668

dggnificant at .05 (one-tailed test)

bggnificant at .01 (one-tailed test)



TABLE 6

The Impact of Issuesand the Economy

| ssues Economy
Gross | mpact
% of votersfor whom decisve 94 39
Net |mpact on the Parties
Libera +0.8 +0.3
Reform +0.4 -0.2
Conservatives -1.0 +0.3

NDP -0.1 -0.4
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