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Abstract
Do voters use information about and preferences over who will form government in their
vote choices? Voters might have preferences over both which party wins the most seats
and what type of government that party can form, which they can use to inform their
vote choice. To answer this question, we examine the influence of preferences over gov-
ernment types and compare them to trends in party support in the 2019 Canadian federal
election. Using rolling, daily cross-sectional survey evidence from the Canadian Election
Study, we find that preferences over government type are strongly related to vote choice
and that this relationship depends on the perceived viability of the preferred party. We
also find that this relationship differs outside and within Quebec: outside Quebec, only
the Liberal Party suffers among voters preferring minority governments, while within
Quebec, the Liberal Party, New Democratic Party and Conservative Party all struggle to
hold on to voters who prefer minority governments.

Résumé
Dans leurs choix de vote, les électeurs utilisent-ils des informations et des préférences sur
la formation politique qui formera le gouvernement? Afin d’éclairer leur décision, les
électeurs pourraient avoir des préférences à la fois sur le parti qui remporte le plus de
sièges et sur le type de gouvernement que ce parti s’apprête à former. Pour répondre à
cette question, nous examinons l’influence des préférences sur les types de gouvernement
et les tendances du soutien aux partis lors de l’élection fédérale canadienne de 2019. À
l’aide de données d’enquête transversales quotidiennes et continues tirées de l’Étude sur
l’élection canadienne, nous constatons que les préférences liées au type de gouvernement
sont fortement corrélées au choix du vote et que cette relation dépend à la fois de la
viabilité perçue de leur parti préféré et diffère au sein et en dehors du Québec. À
l’extérieur du Québec, seul le Parti libéral pâtit parmi les électeurs préférant les
minorités, tandis qu’au Québec, le PLC, le NPD et le PCC luttent tous pour conserver
les électeurs préférant les minorités.
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Introduction
Voters in parliamentary systems face a dilemma. Not only must they choose a can-
didate to represent them in the legislature, but their choice of representation in the
legislature also contributes to who forms the cabinet. Voters with preferences over
types of cabinet then have to consider not only their expectations and preferences
over district-level outcomes but also their preferences and expectations over the
national-level outcome.

It has become increasingly common for politicians to try to leverage preferences
over government types. For example, the 2007 Quebec provincial election resulted
in the first minority government in 129 years and fractured the once stable party
system: the conservative Action démocratique du Québec (ADQ) became the offi-
cial opposition, winning 41 seats to the government’s 48. In response to this per-
ceived parliamentary instability, as well as the looming economic crisis, Premier
Jean Charest called a snap election in 2008. Seeking a majority government,
Charest argued that “we can’t face an economic storm with three hands on the rud-
der” (CBC News, 2008). The need for a majority government was evident and press-
ing: parliamentary uncertainty was coupled with the economic downturn in the
premier’s direct appeal for a legislative majority, something that his Liberal Party
ultimately received in 2008 (see Bélanger and Gélineau, 2011; Daoust and
Péloquin-Skulski, 2021). Similarly, in the 2018 Ontario provincial election in
Canada, when it became clear that the Progressive Conservative (PC) Party
would win the most seats, the incumbent Liberal premier, Kathleen Wynne,
urged voters to support her party in order to deny the PC Party a majority
(CBC News, 2018). Preferences over government type have the potential to motivate
a different type of strategic voting.

Canada is an ideal case to examine the influence of second-order preferences on
vote choice. Although the Canadian political system has diverged from the two-
party expectations that Duverger (1954) argued would come from plurality electoral
systems (Gaines, 1999; Johnston, 2017), Canadian voters remain nevertheless sub-
ject to Duverger’s “psychological effect,” which induces a subset of Canadian voters
to vote for their second-preferred party as a way to block a lesser-preferred party
from winning constituent representation.

And while there is a growing body of literature that suggests that Canadians
respond to campaign dynamics (Fournier et al., 2004; Johnston et al., 1996;
Kilabarda et al., 2020) and that media coverage, polling and debates can affect
respondents’ vote choice, the extent to which campaign dynamics affect the type
of government preference remains to be determined. Further, little is known
about how preferences over type of government might interact with beliefs about
the election outcome to influence individual-level vote choice. Daoust (2018) pro-
vides clear evidence that voters do use these preferences in making strategic votes.
Our study differs from Daoust in that we observe how government preferences vary
within intended vote and, crucially, that we find a considerable strategic voting
incentive among supporters of the incumbent governing party. Our analysis allows
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us to show that the Liberals are in the most precarious situation and that, paradox-
ically, those who prefer a Liberal minority in fact opt not to vote Liberal at all. This
demonstrates that future studies should note that strategic voting might also reflect
government preferences and the voter’s ability to vote for a non-preferred party to
seemingly limit the possibility of a majority government.

Minority Governments in Canada
Minority governments have become more prominent at the federal level in Canada
recently. Eleven minority governments were elected from 1867 until the beginning
of the twenty-first century, while five of the eight federal elections held since 2000
have resulted in minority governments, often in quick succession. Yet the presence
of minority governments and voters’ reactions to these governments remains rela-
tively understudied. Although some research has been done on minority govern-
ments from an institutional perspective (Godbout and Høyland, 2011; Russell,
2008, 2009; Strøm, 1990; Thomas, 2007), we know relatively little about minority
governments from the voter’s perspective. Dufresne and Nevitte (2014) are respon-
sible for one of the most relevant studies that directly look at support for minority
governments in Canada. Importantly, they find that support for minority govern-
ment is positively associated with supporting a minor party and that there is also
support for minority government among major-party partisans who believe their
preferred party is likely to lose the upcoming election. They further find strong sup-
port for minority governments among those who are “averse to a concentration of
authority” (Dufresne and Nevitte, 2014: 837).

Because governments in a minority setting require the consent of the chamber to
continue governing, proponents of minority government argue that this structure
leads to a more moderate form of governing (Russell, 2008). On the one hand,
we recognize that support and opposition toward minority parliaments are heavily
influenced by partisanship, electoral expectations, consociationalism, and opposition
to the concentration of power (Dufresne and Nevitte, 2014). On the other hand,
we argue that government preferences can explain vote choice as well. A voter
must take the likelihood of winning and the potential outcome into account when
choosing to vote, as we discuss below. For this reason, preferences about government
type serve as a variable that can, in part, explain vote choice. These effects are concen-
trated more among potential strategic voters who not only might desert their preferred
party in an attempt to block a lesser-preferred party from winning the local riding but
also might do so to try to block a majority government. Those who prefer a minority
government, then, might vote in such a way to maximize this potential outcome.

Campaign Effects and Strategic Voting
Although political scientists in the twentieth century tended to believe that cam-
paigns mattered little and instead focused on the “fundamental models” of elec-
tions, the importance of campaigns has been recognized in recent decades. In
the Canadian context, Johnston and colleagues (1992, 1996) have demonstrated
how the 1988 campaign and the Charlottetown referendum campaign influenced
voters. Fournier et al. (2004) find that Canadians are responsive to campaign
dynamics, the debate and media coverage and that many voters make up their
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mind during the campaign. A recent example of this phenomenon was the “orange
wave” in Quebec, where Jack Layton’s appearance on the popular Quebec talk show
Tout le monde en parle, as well as the publication of numerous polls that demon-
strated that the New Democratic Party (NDP) was for the first time in the party’s
history a viable party in the province, resulted in a pronounced increase in NDP
vote intent in Quebec (Fournier et al., 2013; Kilabarda et al., 2020).

The influences of the campaign—often seen at the macro level, in the form of
debates, leaders’ traits, or media coverage—can also occur at the micro level.
Party preferences and the expectations of the results at the local level have been
found to affect strategic voting (Merolla and Stephenson, 2007; Blais, 2002; Blais
et al., 2001, 2009; Blais and Nadeau, 1996) and turnout (Cutler et al., 2022).
Strategic voting is associated with a preference for a minority government
(Daoust, 2018), more common as polarization increases (Daoust and Bol, 2020),
and the likelihood of deserting one’s preferred party decreases as voters are
surveyed closer to election day (Blais et al., 2018). Loewen et al. (2015) find that
those that can reason strategically rely more on probabilistic information when
deciding to vote strategically.

This research note serves to add to the literature identified above. In particular,
we are most interested with the extent to which voters respond to the type of pre-
ferred government.

Case Selection
The 2019 Canadian election provides a useful context in which to study this ques-
tion. It followed the end of the majority government of the Liberal Party of Canada
(LPC), initially elected in 2015. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau remained leader of
the LPC and contested the election against three new party leaders: Jagmeet Singh
of the NDP, Andrew Scheer of the Conservative Party of Canada (CPC) and
Yves-François Blanchet of the Bloc Québécois (BQ).

Campaign-period polling data indicated that vote intention between the LPC
and CPC was quite close throughout the writ period, with the NDP seeing a late
surge in support closer to election day. Indeed, four polls published on the penul-
timate day pointed to a toss-up: both EKOS and Research Co. gave the Liberals an
advantage over the CPC by 4 per cent and 1 per cent, respectively, whereas
Mainstreet and Nanos had the CPC up by less than 1 per cent. No poll had either
the Liberals or Conservatives around the 38 per cent mark generally required to win
a majority government. In this toss-up election, then, a minority government
seemed very likely. In this respect, the 2019 election can serve as an ideal case to
determine whether a preference for a minority government has an effect on vote
choice, given a situation in which the national results acted as a horse race.

In addition to analyzing the 2019 election, we replicate our main results using
data from 2011, which is shown in the online appendix. While the context of
that election was slightly different, we include the results to show that the key find-
ings we observe are not limited to 2019.

This leads us to our main question: Does preference for government type affect
vote choice? That is, when the information that the polls offer to voters is that the
election is close and that a minority government is likely, are voters conditioned
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more by national or local expectations? We also look at how the dynamics of the
Bloc affect voters.

Data
To address these questions and to observe the impact of preferences and expecta-
tion on vote choice, we rely on data from the 2019 Canadian Election Study (CES).

The 2019 CES is unique in its large rolling cross section that covers the entire
campaign period of the 2019 election; an average of 990 respondents were inter-
viewed every day beginning September 13 and ending October 20. This information
allows us to track campaign dynamics over time and to assess their influence on
voter preferences. The sample size is over 37,000 respondents interviewed online
during the 2019 election campaign. Our total campaign- period sample is 58 per
cent women, the mean age is 49 (with a standard deviation of 16.6), and 22 per
cent of the sample is from Quebec.

Our main outcome variable is intended vote choice. Because our focus is on the
four largest Canadian parties, we limit analysis to the LPC, CPC, NDP and BQ. We
code these as binary choices to explain what leads voters to choose specific parties,
focusing on when a voter would choose each party in turn. Models involving the
BQ are presented in Quebec only.

To measure government preference, we include the measure summarized in
Table 1. This measure asks respondents to pick their preferred type of government
among six options, choosing between minority or majority governments for each of
the largest three national parties, reflecting the notion that only the LPC and CPC
and maybe the NDP had prospects of forming government. Simply put, respon-
dents were asked if they preferred a Liberal majority or minority, a Conservative
majority or minority, or an NDP majority or minority. Respondents could only
select one preferred outcome. The advantage of this question is that it captures
the preferences of third-party and swing voters more accurately; a voter might be
unsure whether to vote for the NDP or the LPC but hold a fixed preference for
a LPC minority government. Similarly, a BQ voter might be confident in their
BQ vote choice but also want a CPC minority government in power. Indeed,
because the BQ runs so few candidates, it cannot form government.

One concern might be that local preferences and viability outweigh national
considerations. If a significant number of voters focus on the local race instead

Table 1 Vote by Government Preference in 2019 (columns may not add up to 100% due to rounding)

2019 LPC CPC NDP BQ

LPC majority 69.3% 0.9% 4.2% 10.7%
CPC majority 1.0% 78.4% 1.6% 10.5%
NDP majority 2.7% 0.9% 64.2% 7.4%
LPC minority 24.1% 2.1% 10.7% 43.8%
CPC minority 1.4% 17.0% 3.1% 21.0%
NDP minority 1.4% 0.7% 16.2% 6.6%
Total % 100% 100% 100% 100%
N 4,424 4,380 2,239 619
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of national factors, our findings might be biased. Recent research suggests this is
unlikely; there is substantial agreement that local candidate evaluations are decisive
for less than 10 per cent of voters (Blais et al, 2003; Blais and Daoust, 2017; Sevi
et al. 2022). We also control for the party that the respondent thought would
win in their riding, to control for candidate viability (with Conservatives serving
as the reference category).

In addition, following Cutler et al. (2022), we include the relative chance of the
respondent’s preferred party measured as the subjective chance they give their pre-
ferred candidate compared to the subjective chance they give the next highest can-
didate. This measure ranges from 100 to −100. If a voter is sure their own candidate
will win, then the difference between this candidate and their opponent will be 100;
if a voter is sure their candidate will lose and a different candidate will win, the dif-
ference is thus −100. An even race would produce a score of 0. In simple terms,
values closer to 100 indicate a higher subjective belief that their preferred candidate
will win and vice versa. However, it is still possible that the impact of strategic rea-
soning depends on the viability of the different candidates at the local level; if stra-
tegic reasoning is more or less prominent depending on the viability of different
candidates, our estimates will be biased. We must therefore assume that when con-
trolling for viability, strategic voting is constant.

We also control for the partisan preference of voters. In our main models, we use
the preferred party of voters measured by the combination of party and party leader
that voters most prefer. This is based on feeling thermometer scores that respon-
dents give; their preferred party is the one they feel warmest toward. In the online
appendix, we replicate this using only feeling thermometer scores for the party and
for the leader (in different models); the results are similar across models.

Finally, we include a number of control variables that we omit from all tables for
clarity: fixed effects for the respondent’s home province, age, gender, a dummy var-
iable for Catholics, party identification, income, and education.

To model the relationship between preference about government type and
reported vote choice, and because of Canada’s multiparty system, we employ a
series of ordinary least square (OLS) regressions. The dependent variables in
each model are dummy variables that compare the identified vote intention with
all other parties. As such, each column is a linear probability model where the iden-
tified party takes the form of 1 and all other vote intentions take the form of zero.
We present all models twice, once for Canada outside Quebec and once for Quebec
exclusively. We further present multinomial regression results in the online appen-
dix; the results are largely consistent with OLS.

Findings
We begin by presenting descriptive information on our main variable of interest:
preference about government type. Table 1 is a crosstab of vote intent by preferred
government outcome. Because the CES only asked the preferred outcome question
to a subset of the sample, the sample sizes for this analysis are significantly smaller
than the overall samples of the election studies.

In 2019, 93 per cent of Liberal voters, 95 per cent of Conservative voters, and 80
per cent of NDP voters desired that their party form government. The 95 per cent
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retention rate by the Liberals was significantly higher than their 80 per cent reten-
tion rate in 2011. This is not altogether surprising given that the Liberals had been
languishing in public opinion polls under the leadership of Michael Ignatieff in
2011 and were the incumbent government in 2019. Yet the Liberals were in a pre-
carious situation in 2019: nearly a quarter of Liberal voters preferred a Liberal
minority government—the highest share of same-party government preferences
across the three major parties. This, we argue, might structure partisan consider-
ations among Liberal voters. Liberal voters with a minority preference might be
inclined to desert the Liberals for a different party in an attempt to secure this
minority outcome, trying to block majority government for the party.

Second, there are a minority of voters that intend to vote for one of the three
major parties but have a government preference that diverges from their intended
vote. These preferences are smallest within the two major parties: only 4 per cent of
Liberal voters favour an NDP government and only 3 per cent of Conservative vot-
ers favour a Liberal government. In contrast, nearly 15 per cent of NDP voters pre-
ferred a Liberal government (with a preference for a minority) and over half of the
Bloc voters preferred a Liberal government. Bloc voters are an interesting case. The
Bloc only runs candidates in Quebec and refuses to be a coalition partner. The pref-
erence for a Liberal government in relation to the Conservatives among Bloc voters
reflects the vestiges of the twentieth-century Canadian party system where the
Quebec pole was successfully integrated by the Liberals (Johnston, 2017). Bloc vot-
ers, then, face a choice at the ballot box: to include Quebec in the national govern-
ment or to vote for a regionally concentrated political party that seeks to extract
province-specific demands from the government. In a minority setting, such as
what followed the 2019 election, a successful, regionally concentrated political
party might be able to influence public policy. From this perspective, Bloc voters
might be more willing to vote for the Bloc when expecting a minority government.

Table 2 presents linear probability models for the likelihood of voting for the
Liberals, Conservatives and NDP. Each column is a linear probability model
where the identified party takes the form of 1 and all other vote intentions take
the form zero. The coefficients thus represent the impact of each variable on the
probability of voting for the specific party compared to all other parties. We are
most interested in the effects of government preferences on vote choice and thus
exclude other control variables from the tables. In both tables, Liberal majority
preferences serve as the reference category; the coefficients compare each other
type of preference to this.

The first column of Table 2 demonstrates a consistency in Liberal voting inten-
tion. Unsurprisingly, Conservative government preferences are negatively associated
with a likelihood of voting Liberal. Yet preference for a Liberal minority govern-
ment is likewise negatively associated with voting for the Liberals such that those
who preferred a Liberal minority were almost 8 percentage points less likely to
vote for the Liberals than those who wanted a majority government.

Importantly, this controls for the respondent’s preferred party and the relative
chances of their preferred party. Regardless of the respondent’s preferences over
party and their views of what local candidate is likely to win, their preference
about government type causes Liberal voters to be less likely to vote for the party
if they want a majority. In addition to looking at preferred parties, we include
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three additional measures for partisan preference in the online appendix; across all
models, the results are substantively and significantly the same.

The size of the difference between Liberal majority and Liberal minority voters is
unique to the Liberal Party; for the Conservative Party, the difference is only 1.5
percentage points, and for the New Democrats, the difference is 2.7 percentage
points. That the Liberals have a poor retention among those who prefer a Liberal
minority government is problematic for the party for two reasons. First, those
who preferred a Conservative minority were 52 percentage points more likely to
vote for the CPC. Those who preferred an NDP minority were 47 percentage points
more likely to vote for the NDP in 2019. The negative coefficients in the first col-
umns of Tables 2 and 3 demonstrate that party defection is largely concentrated
among those who prefer a Liberal minority government, indicating that voters
might opt to not vote the Liberals as a way in which to block a potential majority
government. Paradoxically, not voting for the Liberals might be the best way to
ensure that one’s preferred Liberal minority government is reached.

Table 3 replicates the models from Table 2 but in Quebec instead of the rest of
Canada. Focusing solely on the Quebec electorate demonstrates the extent to which
behaviours varied between Quebec and the rest of Canada.

As in the rest of Canada, the LPC minority coefficient is negative. But unlike the
rest of Canada, the coefficient is over twice as large in 2019: outside Quebec, Liberal
minority voters were 7.7 percentage points less likely to vote for the Liberal Party,
while in Quebec, they are almost 17 percentage points more likely to defect. This is
particularly interesting given that the Liberals were both the incumbent governing
party and led by a Quebecker—a Quebec-born leader generally rewards the party in
the province (Johnston, 2019).

In Quebec, we also see that the size of the Liberal defection problem is not
unique; both the CPC and NDP also face significant defections among their

Table 2 Relationship between Expectations, Preference about Government Type, and Vote Choice
outside Quebec in 2019 (control variables are omitted from the table)

Dependent variable

LPC vote CPC vote NDP vote

CPC majority −0.515*** 0.531*** −0.016
(0.016) (0.012) (0.015)

NDP majority −0.509*** 0.008 0.501***
(0.015) (0.011) (0.014)

LPC minority −0.077*** 0.031*** 0.046***
(0.010) (0.007) (0.010)

CPC minority −0.504*** 0.516*** −0.013
(0.017) (0.012) (0.016)

NDP minority −0.490*** 0.016 0.474***
(0.018) (0.013) (0.017)

Constant 0.767*** 0.082*** 0.151***
(0.030) (0.022) (0.028)

Observations 5,272 5,272 5,272
R2 0.805 0.899 0.725
Adjusted R2 0.804 0.898 0.724

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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minority voters. For the CPC in Quebec, voters who prefer a minority to a majority
are 15 percentage points less likely to vote for the CPC. For the NDP, this difference
is about 10 percentage points. Interestingly, the BQ mainly benefits from these
defections, as their support is predicted primarily by preferences for minority gov-
ernment and not by preferences for majorities.

This is likely because the Bloc only runs candidates in Quebec and thus cannot
form government. Preferring an LPC or CPC minority to a majority and voting for
the Bloc, we argue, is not incongruous. Instead, it reflects the realities of post-1993
Canadian politics. The Bloc acts as a party of regional defence, offering voters a
province-specific voice in the national legislature. Particularly given that Quebec
was a necessary and sufficient condition for a Liberal majority in the twentieth cen-
tury, voting for the Bloc serves to prevent the Liberals from winning a majority gov-
ernment (see Johnston, 2017, Table 3.1).

These effect sizes can be quantified specifically, if we make the strong assump-
tion that the coefficients we estimate are exactly right and that our sample is rep-
resentative. For each party, we can then estimate how many voters preferred a
minority government of that party and use the estimated effect of preferring a
minority (compared to a majority of the same party) to estimate how much larger
their popular vote would be had those voters preferred a majority government. For
instance, if 10 per cent of voters wanted a minority Liberal government, we could
say that had those voters all wanted a majority, then 10 per cent of voters would be
8 per cent more likely to vote LPC had they wanted a majority government, increas-
ing the LPC’s vote share by 0.8 per cent.

We summarize these results in Table 4, looking at the percentage point loss of
the major- party vote share each party faced. We find that outside Quebec, none of
the parties lost a significant number of voters, with the Liberals losing the most at
0.8 per cent. Inside Quebec, however, the impact is much larger, as both the LPC
and CPC lost over 1 per cent in support, generally to the Bloc. In total, this suggests

Table 3 Relationship between Expectations, Preference about Government Type, and Vote Choice in
Quebec in 2019 (control variables are omitted from the table)

Dependent variable

LPC vote CPC vote NDP vote BQ vote

CPC majority −0.393*** 0.368*** 0.035 −0.009
(0.031) (0.026) (0.025) (0.028)

NDP majority −0.297*** 0.007 0.292*** −0.003
(0.032) (0.028) (0.027) (0.029)

LPC minority −0.169*** 0.034** 0.072*** 0.063***
(0.019) (0.017) (0.016) (0.018)

CPC minority −0.337*** 0.218*** 0.034 0.085***
(0.028) (0.024) (0.023) (0.026)

NDP minority −0.334*** 0.099*** 0.189*** 0.045
(0.038) (0.032) (0.031) (0.034)

Constant 0.279*** 0.007 0.068 0.645***
(0.053) (0.045) (0.044) (0.048)

Observations 1,248 1,248 1,248 1,248
R2 0.789 0.778 0.683 0.741
Adjusted R2 0.786 0.774 0.678 0.736

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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that for about 1 per cent of voters outside Quebec and 4 per cent of voters inside
Quebec, preference about government type is pivotal in causing them to abandon
their preferred party (for a much larger fraction of Canadians, preference about
government type is pivotal in causing them to remain with their preferred
party). Between 2 per cent and 8 per cent of voters are motivated by local candidate
characteristics that receive significant attention (Sevi et al., 2022), so these effect
sizes are certainly worthy of attention.

Discussion and Conclusion
Voters in multiparty systems face two related dilemmas. First, they face a strategic
decision at the local level: they must decide among multiple parties that are likely to
be competitive and among those that they prefer. Second, they face a further
dilemma of selecting a candidate likely to result in the type of government or coa-
lition they want. A voter must consider both the local and national impacts of their
vote choice. Voters in Canada face exactly this dilemma; because Canada operates
using a Westminster parliamentary structure, voters must anticipate electoral
results to achieve the government they want. This makes Canada an ideal place
to study strategic behaviour in multiparty elections.

Using data from the 2019 federal election, we show that preferences over govern-
ment type are important. Vote choice is jointly determined by preference over gov-
ernment results and beliefs about local viability. In a system in which only two of
the major parties are likely to form government despite multiple parties being com-
petitive at the local level, we see that preferences over the outcome are strongly
related to vote choice, that national and local expectations matter little, and that
the Quebec electorate exists in a political reality different from that of the rest of
Canada.

Empirically, we show that outside Quebec, the Liberals face the largest challenge
holding on to voters who prefer a minority to a majority. Among voters who prefer
other parties, they are substantively about as likely to vote for their preferred party
regardless of whether they prefer a minority or majority. In Quebec, the role of
minority preferences is exaggerated, as the Bloc provides a natural home for voters
wishing to prevent a majority government; across all three major national parties,
preferring a minority is negatively associated with vote choice in Quebec.

Liberals outside Quebec might face defection at higher rates because their voters
feel as if they have choices that can force a Liberal minority, while those who sup-
port the NDP and CPC might not feel they have this choice. A voter who wants a
Liberal minority could reasonably have defected to the NDP or Green Party or even

Table 4 Summary of Popular Vote Loss by Party inside and outside Quebec

Party

Voters lost (percentage points of major party vote)

Outside Quebec Inside Quebec

LPC 0.81% 2.79%
CPC 0.16% 1.12%
NDP 0.05% 0.32%
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the CPC without being concerned they might drive the other party into a winning
position federally, while a NDP or CPC voter could not reasonably expect the same
if they voted for the centrist Liberal Party. Thus the Liberals’ median position,
which has traditionally benefited them, might also be the cause for defections in
2019.

We point to this as an important aspect of voter preferences for parties to con-
sider. The future viability of third parties in Canadian politics largely depends on
their continued ability to earn votes from voters who prefer minority to majority
governments. Our evidence suggests these voters, especially if they prefer the
Liberal Party, are likely the most persuadable type of voters in Canada right now,
but if the share of minority voters drop, the NDP and Bloc will struggle to maintain
their positions as viable alternatives at the local level.

Beyond the practical considerations, we contribute to the existing literature on
strategic voting by adding a second layer to the potential strategy voters could
employ. While there is an extensive literature on voting strategically at the constit-
uency level, little is known about how national considerations affect strategy. While
national preferences matter, voters are only marginally attuned to incentives that
change with the state of the national campaign.

Our results also indicate that future studies of strategic voting and vote choice
would do well do address the extent to which partisan balancing occurs.
Balancing is a process in which voters intentionally vote for a party that differs
from their ideological preference as a way to achieve more moderate policy out-
comes or to pull policy away from the median position (Kedar, 2009). That
those who prefer a Liberal minority are less likely to vote for the Liberals might
indicate two things. First, as discussed, it could indicate that voters might be
paradoxically trying to ensure a Liberal government by not voting for the party.

Second, in Canada, minority governments might give third parties more influ-
ence, given that they require parliamentary co-operation for their survival
(Russell, 2008). Not voting for the Liberals and instead voting for the NDP
might represent an opportunity for voters to attempt to pull government policy
toward the left, assuming the Liberal Party co-operates with the NDP in the legis-
lature. This pattern would tangentially follow ones similar to what is observed in
Israel, where the psychological mechanisms of the Duvergerian expectations can
influence voters in proportional systems, with voters voting strategically on the
expected government coalition and the formateur (Bargsted and Kedar, 2009; see
also Duch et al., 2010; Gschwend et al., 2003; Gschwend, 2007). These expectations
might be at play in multiparty and majoritarian cases, as in Canada, where voters
cast strategic ballots to extract policy demands from the governing party. As such,
these “strategic considerations” differ from the traditionally understood logic of
strategic voting: voters might not be voting for their non-preferred party to block
a lesser preferred party but instead to elect a government that needs legislative sup-
port to provide public policy.

Our results also speak to two specific Canadian election dynamics that are often
studied. We show that Liberal voters, at a given level of support for the Liberal
Party, are not all the same. Those who prefer minority governments act signifi-
cantly differently than those who prefer majorities. Second, dynamics in Quebec
are substantially and significantly different than those outside Quebec. The
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presence of an additional regional party has an important impact on voter behav-
iour in the province and allows voters across the spectrum to defect from their pre-
ferred party if they want to avoid majority governments.

Future research should examine these preferences more carefully. In countries
with local elections that contribute to a national-level outcome, voters must balance
preferences over local outcomes with preferences over national outcomes. Examples
such as the local popularity of the Green Party in German national elections despite
the party’s weak performance on the party vote suggest that voters can have distinct
preferences across levels of amalgamation and must make decisions to balance
them.
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