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Introduction
Four Decades of Canadian Election Studies

MEBS KANJI, ANTOINE BILODEAU,
AND THOMAS J. SCOTTO

The Canadian Election Studies (CES) are an impressive body of survey data
that have been gathered and analyzed for over four decades. The primary
objective of this collection of surveys has been to investigate why Canadians
vote the way they do. The CES are designed and administered by academ-
ics, and they have been paid for largely through public funding agencies
such as the Canada Council and the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada. They are made freely available to the general
public but are used most extensively by scholars and university students in
the field of political science.

This volume brings together several researchers, most of whom have
served as principal investigators on various CES research projects con-
ducted over the past forty or so years to tackle three main objectives. The
first is to document the evolution of these studies as there is much about the
beginning, development, and current state of the CES that is not widely
shared or understood. For example, how did the CES first come into being?
Who were the key players? And what were the driving theoretical under-
pinnings? Also, how has the methodology of these studies advanced over
time? Has the implementation of these surveys resulted in notable payoffs?
And what are the most pressing challenges that lie ahead?

The second objective is to highlight some of the major findings and ad-
vances in thinking that have emerged from researching the CES. Forty years
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is a considerable period of time in which to be repeatedly injecting signifi-
cant amounts of public research dollars into a single set of projects without
taking stock of how these investments have contributed to our understand-
ing and the prospects for further study. What have we learned from the
CES? Do we know any more about why Canadians vote the way they do than
we did four decades ago? And do these surveys inspire new investigative
opportunities?

The third objective of this volume is to project forward after taking a
systematic and reflective look at the past. Here, our intentions are mainly
twofold. The first is to attempt to synthesize what has been achieved as a
result of conducting the CES over four decades. The second is to flag ways
in which this research endeavour might be improved, based on what we
have gathered from the various contributions to this book and the insights
that we have developed along the way. Our hope is that this exercise can
provide some added perspective to the ongoing debate about where to steer
the CES in the years ahead.

The idea for this volume was conceived initially at a one-day workshop
that was scheduled prior to the Annual Conference of the Canadian Political
Science Association, held at the University of Saskatoon in June 2007. The
workshop was entitled Assessing the Canadian Election Studies’ Contribution
to Canadian Political Science. The purpose of this workshop was to provide
a formal occasion for dialogue between the principal investigators from the
various CES research teams and others who were interested in examining
and assessing the CES’s contribution to Canadian political science.

The degree of interest and debate sparked by this workshop suggested
that this project might be worth following up. As a result, we asked the prin-
cipal investigators who attended, as well as others who were not able to at-
tend, if they would be willing to participate as contributors to an edited
volume on the subject. The reaction was very positive and encouraging. The
road since has been long, but the end result of this collaborative undertak-
ing is now complete and is laid out on the pages that follow.

What Are the Canadian Election Studies?

The place to begin is with a more elaborate description of the CES. These
surveys have been randomly administered (mostly over the telephone) to
eligible Canadian voters primarily during and/or after federal elections. As
Table 1.1 indicates, the studies were launched in the mid-1960s and have



Introduction 3
TABLE 1.1

Principal investigators of the Canadian Election Studies, 1965-2006

Year  Principal investigators Specialization

1965 1. John Meisel (Queen’s University)
2. Philip Converse (University of Michigan)

3. Maurice Pinard (McGill University)
4. Peter Regenstreif (University of Chicago)
5. Mildred Schwartz (University of Chicago)

1968 1. John Meisel (Queen’s University)

1974, 1. Harold Clarke (University of Windsor)
1979, 2. Jane Jenson (Carleton University)
and 3. Lawrence LeDuc (University of Windsor)
1980 4. Jon H. Pammett (Carleton University)
1984 1. Ronald D. Lambert (University of Waterloo)
2. Steven D. Brown (Wilfrid Laurier University)
3. James E. Curtis (University of Waterloo)
4. Barry J. Kay (Wilfrid Laurier University)
5. John M. Wilson (University of Waterloo)
1988 1. Richard Johnston (University of British Columbia)
2. André Blais (Université de Montréal)
3. Jean Créte (University of Laval)
4. Henry E. Brady (University of California, Berkeley)
1992 1. Richard Johnston (University of British Columbia)
and 2. André Blais (Université de Montréal)
1993 3. Henry E. Brady (University of California, Berkeley)
4. Elisabeth Gidengil (McGill University)
5. Neil Nevitte (University of Toronto)
6. Joseph Fletcher-1992 only (University of Toronto)
1997 1. André Blais (Université de Montréal)
and 2. Elisabeth Gidengil (McGill University)
2000 3. Richard Nadeau (Université de Montréal)
4. Neil Nevitte (University of Toronto)

Political Science
Political Science/
Sociology
Sociology
Political Science
Sociology

Political Science

Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science

Sociology
Political Science
Sociology
Political Science
Political Science

Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science

Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science

Political Science
Political Science
Political Science
Political Science

>
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<« TABLE L1

Year  Principal investigators Specialization

2004 1. André Blais (Université de Montréal) Political Science

and 2. Elisabeth Gidengil (McGill University) Political Science

2006 3. Neil Nevitte (University of Toronto) Political Science
4. Patrick Fournier (Université de Montréal) Political Science
5. Joanna Everitt (University of New Brunswick) Political Science

Note: Some of these researchers have since relocated to other universities.

been conducted several times since over a span of more than forty years.
During this period, the CES were steered and implemented by eight differ-
ent teams of researchers, most of which were made up of four to six political
scientists, from different universities in Canada and occasionally from the
United States.

The more exact breakdown reported in Table 1.2 shows that a total of
fourteen separate CES projects were administered between 1965 and 2006.
Of these, twelve were conducted during federal elections and two during
major referendums — the Quebec Referendum in 1980 and the Charlottetown
Accord Referendum in 1992. Thus, the CES are not exclusive to covering
just elections. With these data, it is possible to explore Canadians’ survey
responses across a variety of political and electoral contexts.

Note too that the total number of surveys conducted and available for
study is even more extensive. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s, the
standard methodological approach for most CES research projects was to
implement one cross-provincial post-election survey immediately after
every federal electoral contest. The only exceptions to this rule came in
1972, the one federal election year during this period when no such election
study was attempted,' and in 1980, when one additional provincial survey
was administered more than three months after the 1980 federal election,
during the time of the first Quebec Referendum. In total, there were seven
surveys administered during this initial twenty-year period (see Table 1.2).

Following the mid-1980s, however, the total number of surveys con-
ducted almost quadrupled. The research team designated to study the 1988
federal election brought with it a more expansive research agenda, which
included both the desire to study campaign dynamics and a variety of broad-
er topics, not all of which dealt directly with voting and elections. In order
to accommodate their research interests, the 1988 CES research team intro-
duced a new three-wave survey methodology, which included a campaign



