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Overview
Academic analysis of referendum voting behaviour
1. Accounting for the vote in BC
2. Accounting for the vote in Ontario
3. Comparing BC and Ontario: Why 57% & 37%

• one voter in five voted NO in Ontario, YES in BC
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Survey Details
• Surveys in BC and Ontario during Campaigns
• Interviews every day – “Rolling Cross-Section”

– BC: January – May 16
– Ontario: Sept 10 – Oct 9

• Questions on
– Referendum Awareness
– CA Awareness & knowledge
– Proposal Awareness & knowledge 
– Electoral System Attitudes
– Specific Proposal Elements Attitudes
– Populism vs. Expertise, Attitude to Risk, 

Attitude to role of Parties
– Vote & Party Attitudes

• 20-25 minute interviews; cost: $100K BC, $50K Ont
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Underlying Attitudes to Proportionality

BC: strong 
support for 
proportionality

Likes Coalitions
Likes Choice
Hates FPTP seat 
majorities
Some concern 
about instability
Little concern 
about 
complexity

Anti-Proportional                               to                        Pro-Proportional

Coalitions, Artificial Majorities, Worried about STV Complexity, Worried about Instability, like more Choice
BC views on Proportionality

Attitude Agree Disagree Ratio DK
Prefer Coalition over Getting things done 63 36 1.8:1 1
Choice over Knowing who to blame 82 14 5.9:1 4
Concern about Instability 44 46 1.0:1 9
Artificial Majorities Unacceptable 81 18 4.5:1 1
Not Concerned about Complexity 63 32 2.0:1 5
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Underlying views about politicians & their parties

• 2/3 say we’d be better off with more grassroots 
participation and involvement in politics

• CA is ordinary folks
• System they designed prioritizes ordinary folks

– local representation
– encourages ‘maverick’ party members as MLAs
– encourages wide appeal within electoral district

• Ordinary folks trust ordinary folks when there’s not 
a whole lot of expertise required

• Ordinary folks believe ordinary folks can 
become experts
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So the more they 
learned about CA & 
STV, the more they 
would like the proposal

RIGHT?
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Aware of CA

Aware of Referendum

STV Knowledge
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Did the Public Learn in BC?

A:  Modest learning about CA & STV
Lots of room for more education
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Question 2: Did Public Like what it Learned?

46% Yes
51% Yes

62% Yes 66% Yes

0%

50%

100%

CA & STV Know
Nothing

CA Know
Something

STV Know
Something

CA & STV Know
Something

24% 
of BC

13% 
of BC

11% 
of BC

52% 
of BC

A: YES vote depends on learning
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Did CA Alter Voters’ Decisions? 
A: Yes, it Satisfied 2 Kinds of Citizen

Populists (2/3 of public)
Sceptical of Elite Decisions

Typically Vote ‘NO’

To get to YES:
• needed to know about CA 

–ordinary folks 
–deliberation & fairness

• elements of proposal 
not so important

Non-Populists (1/3)
accepting of elite 

decisions 

To get to YES:
• needed to learn CA was 

– expert
and / or
• know about proposal 

(STV)
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Where are the Grassrootsers?

So emphasize ordinariness & fairness everywhere
emphasize expertise in urban Vancouver & Victoria

Postal Area % Grassroots % of Prov
V0 70% 10%
V1 64% 8%
V2 67% 12%
V3 64% 16%
V4 66% 8%
V5 60% 10%
V6 46% 9%
V7 54% 8%
V8 55% 6%
V9 65% 8%
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Table 6
Determinants of the Vote - CA & STV

Changes in Probability for Changes in CA & STV Attitudes
Grassroots Question

Determinant of Vote Populists Non-populists
CA Legitimate 0.40 0.34

(0.09) (0.15)
CA Members Ordinary 0.21 0.00

(0.06) (0.09)
CA Became Experts 0.03 0.17

(0.05) (0.06)
Choice over Accountability 0.13 0.23

(0.05) (0.08)
Likes Coalition Gov't 0.12 0.15

(0.05) (0.06)
Artificial Majorities Acceptable -0.15 -0.35

(0.06) (0.07)
Concern About Instability -0.09 -0.54

(0.09) (0.12)
Concern About Complexity 0.44 0.46

(0.09) (0.12)
N 514 396
pseudo-R2 0.206 0.318
standard errors in parentheses, changes in bold significant at p<.05
changes are marginal effects,  estimation by probit
all other values set at means for each change
all changes from 0 to 1, the range of all variables

Did they use 
different criteria?

Yes

Populists: 
representativeness

Non-populists:
Expertise

Substance twice as 
important for non-pop
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Impact of Knowledge about CA

• Controlling for 
– preferences on proportionality
– education
– general political interest/awareness
– knowledge about BC-STV

• The following views about CA promoted YES vote
– equal chance of being chosen +4.2%
– represented ‘people like me’ +12.2%
– became experts +7.6%
– represented all parts of BC +4.0%
– members wanted best for BC +22.8% 

(not themselves)
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Not all about CA – Learning about STV
Learning about STV meant that 

A. electoral system values could kick in
B. perceptions of the CA got less important (CA as proxy)
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Conclusions from BC

• CA DID integrate unlikely YES voters

• Only voters not completely turned off / tuned out

• Would have passed (60%) 
with a more robust campaign 
– about Substance (STV) AND Process (CA)

• CA process needs publicity 
Enter… Ontario’s $6.8M Budget for Publicity
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Ontario Vote – Summary

• Different recommendation?
– MMP open to populist and elitist criticism 

• Different campaign
– More money for advertising
– Politicians taking positions
– Less coverage & awareness of CA  

• Different Result – Why?
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Underlying Attitudes to Proportionality in Ontario

Ontario not as 
keen on elements 
of MMP

Likes Coalitions
Likes Choice
Dislikes FPTP seat 
majorities
HATES lists!
Doesn’t want 
more seats

Anti-Proportional                               to                        Pro-Proportional
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Underlying views about politicians & their parties

• 2/3 say we’d be better off with more grassroots 
participation and involvement in politics

• SAME AS BC 
– no more elitist
– no more deferential
– even more skeptical of parties!!!!!
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• So the more they 
learned about CA 
the more they would 
like the proposal

• But the more they 
learned about MMP, 
um, um, not so good

RIGHT?
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Ontario Learning?

Aware of CA

Aware of Referendum

Vote for MMP

MMP Knowledge
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35%
42%

37%
47%

0%

50%

100%

CA & MMP
Know Nothing

CA Know
Something

MMP Know
Something

CA & MMP
Know

Something

Yes Vote Depends on Awareness (but less!)

20% 
of ON

14%
of ON

25%
of ON

41% 
of ON
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Globe and Mail Claim:
Everyone well informed = Flipped Result

• Predict Vote based on
– general political knowledge (attention)
– MMP knowledge
– CA knowledge
– and simulate for the end of the campaign

• Mean values of everything: 39%
• Mean everything with full MMP knowledge: 49%
• Mean everything with full CA knowledge: 56%
• Mean general knowledge,

full MMP&CA knowledge 62.6%
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Impact of Knowledge about CA 

• Controlling for 
– education
– general political interest/awareness
– knowledge about MMP

• The following views about CA promoted YES vote
– equal chance of being chosen +2.2%
– represented ‘people like me’ +2.4%
– became experts +2.5%
– represented all parts of Ont +11.6%
– members wanted best for Ont +7.3% 

(not themselves)

• CA effect NOT AS POWERFUL AS IN BC
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Explain the 20% difference
Not because “Ontario’s different”
1. Ontario less “need for change”

– no Glen Clark “wrong winner” or Campbell landslide
– less purchase for radical policy swings argument

2. More about MMP for media and others to dislike
• so in Ontario, media attention in general

was a negative influence
• even though learning MMP was positive

3. More learning about CA in BC
4. CA learning FIRST – both citizens and media

• household mailout in January very important
• set the media and public agenda
• not in Ontario (Or, FVO’s pre-campaign polling)
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Explain the 20% difference
4. Less worry about instability in BC because we 

already have instability!
5. PC & NDP position in Ontario bred scepticism

• politicians and their self-interest again, so reject change

6. NDP & Green voters 50% for MMP; 70% for STV 
7. More wasted and frustrated votes in BC
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Lessons I – What are Citizens Like?
• Very low motivation – “Don’t waste my time” (sorry 

demochoice)
• Therefore: Low levels of information
• General aversion to risk

– Government stability important
• Cue-taking

– They want to know if one group or another supports or opposes it so 
they can triangulate to figure out what they should think.

• Belief in very general, populist democratic principles
– One-person one vote
– Votes should count
– Mistrust motives of political elite
– Parties are part of the elite machinery of politics
– Independence is good
– Local connection important (not more important in rural areas, just more 

intimate
– Ordinary people can learn and make good decisions
– Will generally hear opposing points of view
– e.g. on MMP= “minority” = instability
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Lessons II - Advice

• BC Voters just need to learn
– They need to learn about both
– Everyone will talk about the system
– YOU should talk about the CA FIRST!

• But… MOST DON’T WANT TO LEARN
– “Don’t waste my time!”

• Effective Messages are Efficient Messages
– what’s wrong with FPTP – wasted votes, conflict politics
– CA were randomly chosen people with no axe to grind 

and they voted 93% that BC would be better with STV
– STV is the people’s electoral system

• reduces party control
• forces compromise
• everyone gets a representative they can relate to
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Lessons III – Cutler’s Advertising Campaign

“ My name is ___________. I was a member of the 
Citizens Assembly on Electoral Reform in BC.  We’re 
responsible for the referendum on changing the way 
we elect our representatives in Victoria.

We think premier Campbell was right to let the people 
decide how we should elect politicians.

So 169 of us, ordinary British Columbians, learned all 
we could, met together over 10 weekends, debated 
the pros and cons, and at the end of all that work…

93% of us, ordinary people just like you, decided our 
politics would be better with BC-STV. It’s a fairer way 
to do elections, it makes the parties less powerful, it 
forces them to compromise, and it means we all get a 
local representative we can relate to.

Now it’s up to you.”


