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Abstract
We perform a survey experiment on the issue of immigration. People are presented with a
situation where public opinion is at odds with the election promise. In our control group,
no information is given about public opinion. In the treatment groups, respondents are
told that 55 per cent or 80 per cent of the people are against the project. When respon-
dents are informed about the election promise but are not told about public opinion, 64
per cent say that the party should fulfill its promise. That percentage drops to 51 per cent
when people are informed that a slight majority (55 per cent) are opposed to the project
and to 42 per cent when they are told that a strong majority (80 per cent) are opposed.
Citizens thus believe that politicians should pay attention not only to the majority view
but also to the size of that majority.

Résumé
Nous menons une expérience de sondage sur l’enjeu de l’immigration. Nous présentons
aux répondants une situation où l’opinion publique est en opposition avec une promesse
électorale. Dans le groupe témoin, aucune information n’est donnée sur l’opinion pub-
lique. Dans les groupes expérimentaux, on indique aux répondants que 55 pour cent ou
80 pour cent des personnes sont opposées au projet. Lorsque les répondants sont
informés de la promesse électorale mais ne sont pas au courant de l’opinion publique,
64 pour cent disent que le parti devrait tenir sa promesse. Ce pourcentage tombe à
51 pour cent lorsque les gens sont informés qu’une légère majorité (55 pour cent) est
opposée au projet et à 42 pour cent lorsqu’une forte majorité (80 pour cent) s’y oppose.
En somme, les citoyens estiment que les politiciens devraient prêter attention non
seulement à la majorité de l’opinion, mais également à la taille de cette majorité.
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What are citizens’ views about what governments should do in a democracy? More
specifically, what should be the priority when an electoral promise does not gather
much support in public opinion? Does it make a difference whether there is a
strong or a weak majority opinion? These are the questions that we address in
this research note. We address these questions through a survey experiment
whereby a sample of Canadians was invited to tell us if a government should follow
its promise even when a majority of citizens oppose the policy that had been prom-
ised in the previous election campaign.

There are good reasons to argue that the party in power should do what it prom-
ised during the election campaign. Election pledges play a central role in the prom-
issory model of representation (Mansbridge, 2003). From that perspective, in an
election the various parties reveal in their platforms what they would do if they
win the election, the voters examine these platforms and then vote for the party
whose pledges they like the most. As a consequence, the party with the most pop-
ular promises wins the election, which provides parties with the incentives to come
up with policy positions that are in accord with public opinion. Furthermore, voters
can reward or punish the incumbent party in the following election, depending on
whether the promises have been fulfilled or not. The whole process ensures the rep-
resentation of voters’ interests (Pomper, 1967); this is a crucial component of the
Responsible Party Model (APSA, 1950).

There are also good reasons to argue that the government should do what a
majority of citizens think it should do: that it should follow the majority point
of view on a given issue. This corresponds to what Mansbridge (2003) has called
the anticipatory style of representation, in which the party in power attempts to
maximize its chances of re-election and reasons that the best way to do so is to for-
get about past promises and follow present public opinion. This ensures a strong
link between public opinion and public policy.

What do citizens think their government should do when there is a clash
between these two types of representation—that is, when they find that the prom-
ised policy is opposed by a majority of voters? What course of action should the
government take: follow its campaign promise or public opinion? This is our
research question.

Our research is inspired by recent studies that have used an experimental design
to determine what representational style citizens prefer (Campbell et al., 2019;
Dassonneville et al., forthcoming; Doherty et al., 2016, 2019; Werner, 2019a,
2019b). The basic idea is to present respondents with concrete situations and ask
them what they think the legislator or party should do, with the various options
corresponding to different styles of representation. We leave aside the trustee
style of representation according to which legislators should decide on the basis
of their own judgment about the common good (Pitkin, 1967). We focus on
whether priority should be given to campaign promises or public opinion.

Like Werner (2019a, 2019b), we focus on the type of representation that the
party should adopt. In a parliamentary system, as is the case in Canada, party dis-
cipline is strong; it is the parties that make the most important campaign pledges,
and it is the leader of the party in power (the prime minister) who makes the final
policy decisions.
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However, contrary to Werner (2019a, 2019b), and in line with Dassonneville
et al. (forthcoming), we select a concrete issue that is highly salient and about
which most people are likely to have formed prior opinions. We choose the issue
of immigration. We present our respondents with the same specific proposal that
was used by Dassonneville et al.—that is, to reduce the number of immigrants
by 10 per cent.

Previous studies about the importance that people attach to public opinion show
that views about what elected representatives should do shift, depending on
whether a majority of the public supports or opposes a proposed policy
(Dassonneville et al., forthcoming; Doherty et al., 2016, 2019; Werner 2019a,
2019b). This is an interesting finding. We suppose, however, that people take
into account not only on which side the majority is (for or against the proposed
policy) but also the relative size of that majority; that is, they react differently
depending on whether there is a slight or a strong majority view. This is the
main contribution of our study.

Finally, there are good reasons to believe that citizens also rely on their own
policy preferences to determine what the government should do. This belief is in
line with motivated reasoning theory (Taber and Lodge, 2006; Lodge and Taber,
2013).

Research Design and Data
We performed a vignette experiment among a national sample of 1,000 Canadians
who are eligible to vote. The survey experiment was included in an online omnibus
survey that was conducted by Ipsos between February 24 and March 5, 2020. The
sample is nationally representative according to age, gender and region.1

Respondents were first asked a question about their opinion on immigration:
whether Canada should admit more or fewer immigrants (or the same as now).
We asked this question before the treatment to make sure respondents’ personal
preferences are not influenced by the treatment.

We subsequently showed the respondents a short text introducing the electoral
promise, followed by a treatment, if any, and then a question asking what the party
should do (Figure 1). Our experiment includes three groups: a control group with
only the introduction, as well as two treatment groups with additional information
about public opinion. The first treatment group was informed that the party con-
ducted a poll showing that 55 per cent of the people were opposed to the proposal
to reduce the number of immigrants. In the second treatment, the poll showed that
80 per cent of the people were opposed to the proposal. Finally, all respondents
were asked whether the party should go ahead with the project. This question serves
as our dependent variable.

We expect respondents’ support for the project to be weaker in the experimental
groups, as they are informed that a majority of people are opposed to the project.
That impact, however, should be weaker when that majority is a mere 55 percent
than when it is 80 per cent. Furthermore, a slight majority (55 per cent) could
be viewed as ambiguous. In a way similar to Doherty and Wolak (2011), we thus
expect people’s personal preferences to play a bigger role in an ambiguous situation.
Thereby, our hypotheses are the following:
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H1: The two treatment groups are more likely to say that the project should be
dropped than the control group.

H2: Those in the strong majority treatment are more likely to say that the project
should be dropped than those in the slight majority treatment.

H3: The impact of respondents’ personal preferences is bigger in an ambiguous sit-
uation—that is, in the slight majority treatment than in the strong majority
treatment.

Results
Our objective is to determine whether the size of the majority matters when there is
a clash between public opinion and an electoral promise. We find that 64 per cent
of respondents in the control group think that the party should go ahead with the
project, compared to 51 per cent and 42 per cent, respectively, in the 55 per cent
and 80 per cent treatment groups.2 This simple comparison supports our first
hypothesis.

Table 1 shows the results of multivariate linear regressions estimating the impact
of the vignettes on respondents’ opinions. Our dependent variable is coded 1 if the
respondent thinks the party should go ahead with the project and coded 0 other-
wise. Model 1 assesses the impact of each treatment without controls. Everything

Figure 1 The Vignettes
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else being equal, the predicted probability of believing that the project should go
ahead is, respectively, 14 and 22 percentage points lower among those who had
the 55 per cent and the 80 per cent vignettes. A post-estimation Wald test confirms
that the treatments have significantly different effects (Prob > F = 0.0225). Thus, the
80 per cent vignette has a significantly stronger impact than the 55 per cent
vignette, which supports our second hypothesis.

We add in Model 2 respondents’ personal views on immigration. We create two
dummy variables, respectively, for those who believe Canada should receive fewer
or more immigrants (the reference category corresponds to those who believe
Canada should receive about the same number). Respondents’ personal views
help to explain their opinions about what the party should do, but the treatment
effects remain unchanged.

In Model 3, we add interaction terms to determine whether respondents’ per-
sonal views affect their reaction to the treatments. Finally, we add in Model 4 con-
trols for age, gender, income, education, whether the respondent is born in Canada,
whether the respondent’s parents are born in Canada, and region. All interactions
between the treatments and respondents’ personal views on immigration have a
positive sign, and three of the four interactions are statistically significant. This
indicates that the negative impact of the treatments is weaker among both those
who want more and those who want fewer immigrants than among those who pre-
fer the status quo (the reference category). This suggests that the impact of the

Table 1 The Impact of the Treatments on Supporting Going Ahead with the Project

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Treatments

only
Personal
view

Interaction
terms

Additional
controls

Treatment 55% −0.14*** −0.14*** −0.22*** −0.21***
(0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.05)

Treatment 80% −0.22*** −0.22*** −0.32*** −0.31***
(0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.05)

Dummy more immigrants −0.15*** −0.25*** −0.21**
(0.04) (0.06) (0.07)

Dummy fewer immigrants 0.43*** 0.32*** 0.33***
(0.03) (0.05) (0.06)

Treatment 55% # more immigrants 0.08 0.09
(0.09) (0.10)

Treatment 80% # more immigrants 0.23* 0.20*
(0.09) (0.10)

Treatment 55% # fewer immigrants 0.17* 0.18*
(0.07) (0.08)

Treatment 80% # fewer immigrants 0.15* 0.16*
(0.07) (0.08)

Control for socio-demographic
variables

No No No Yes

Constant 0.64*** 0.51*** 0.57*** 0.52***
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.08)

Adjusted R-squared 0.032 0.226 0.261 0.256
N 1,000 1,000 1,000 923

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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treatments is stronger among those who are more ambivalent (they want about the
same number of immigrants) and more prone to be swayed by new information.3

In line with hypothesis 3, there is an interaction between the treatments and
respondents’ views on immigration, but what appears to matter is not the ambigu-
ity of the situation but people’s degree of ambivalence on the issue. As such, the
evidence does not support hypothesis 3.

To give a better overview of our results, we present in Figure 2 the adjusted pre-
dictions of the propensity to think that the project should go ahead in each treat-
ment group, according to the respondent’s personal view. We can see that the
impact of the two treatments is much stronger among those who think that the
number of immigrants should remain about the same.

Discussion
Keeping campaign promises and following public opinion are two important con-
siderations that parties should take into account when deciding to go ahead with a
project, according to citizens. Our objective in this study was to assess whether it
matters whether there is a strong or a slight majority view in the public. To do
this, we ran a survey experiment on the issue of immigration. In our control
group, no information was given about public opinion. In the treatment groups,
respondents were told that 55 per cent or 80 per cent of the people are against
the project.

Our results are straightforward: the size of the majority matters. When respon-
dents are informed about the election promise but are not told about public opin-
ion, a majority (64 per cent) say that the party should fulfill its promise. When they
are informed that a slight majority (55 per cent) are opposed to the project, they are
evenly divided (51 per cent say that the party should go ahead). But when they are

Figure 2 Predicted Support for Going Ahead with the Project
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told that a strong majority (80 per cent) are opposed, then only a minority (42 per
cent) insists that the promise must be fulfilled.

Although these considerations help explain why people think that the party
should drop or not drop the project, the respondent’s personal view on immigra-
tion is also extremely important—that is, a respondent is much more likely to
think that the party should go ahead with the promise to reduce the number of
immigrants when that person personally favours having fewer immigrants.
Furthermore, those who are more strongly affected by information about the
state of public opinion are those with a “moderate” opinion on immigration,
who think that the number of immigrants should remain about the same, and
who are probably more ambivalent.

A limitation of the present study is that because we wanted to focus on the
impact of majority size in public opinion, the electoral promise was kept present
in all three conditions. As a consequence, we cannot compare the relative impor-
tance of a slight or strong majority versus that of a campaign promise.
Furthermore, as there are big and small majorities, there are also big and small
promises. Citizens may attach greater import to central than to secondary promises.
We thus need to know how people react to different types of promises, as well as to
different types of majorities. These are interesting avenues for future research,
which would, of course, require additional treatment groups and larger samples.

In our study, people were asked if the party should go ahead with the project or
not. This is the most direct way of tapping into views about what elected represen-
tatives should do. It could be argued that in a representative democracy, what mat-
ters is not what people think that parties or legislators should do but rather whether
people are willing to reward or punish the incumbent government for its behaviour.
From that perspective, the most appropriate question to be asked is if they would
vote for the party if it had gone ahead with its promise even if a majority of voters
were opposed. It would be interesting to see whether we get similar findings with
such an approach.4

Finally, our results raise questions about how people perceive what constitutes a
majority in a democracy and also about whether people react differently to infor-
mation about the majority or the minority. More specifically, we presented respon-
dents with information that a majority of 55 per cent or 80 per cent opposed the
campaign promise. We do not know whether the reaction would have been the
same if, for example, they had been told that 45 per cent or 20 per cent supported
the project. Would vignettes with a positive frame have a weaker effect (Tversky
and Kahneman, 1981; Soroka, 2014)?

Whatever the case, our contribution to the literature is clear and simple. It may
be misleading to ascertain how much importance people attach to public opinion in
general, since the opinion depends on the size of the majority (and minority). Yes,
public opinion matters a lot when there is a strong majority view in one direction.
But it has less weight when there is only a slight majority.
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Notes
1 The experiment was not preregistered.
2 The three groups are balanced in terms of socio-demographic characteristics (see Appendix 1 for more
details).
3 Note that with the logit estimations (Appendix 2), the four interaction terms are also positive (as in the
ordinary least squares [OLS] estimations) but only one of them reaches statistical significance.
4 We wish to thank the reviewers for some of the ideas discussed in this paragraph and the previous one.
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