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It is an early rallying cry from the army of Liberal leadership hopefuls crisscrossing the country from the spring until December looking for support.

"Party members are fed up with polling replacing the wisdom of party presidents, the instincts of candidates at the door," Toronto Member of Parliament Carolyn Bennett told Alberta Liberals early in April.

"We've got to present new ideas, and those ideas cannot be based on our pollsters," Liberal and previously Progressive Conservative MP Scott Brison proclaimed at the same meeting.

Were it so simple.

The comments reflect the post-election backlash among Liberals against the sense that every policy pursued by Paul Martin's government emerged only after it had been polled and focus-group-tested by Earnscliffe Research and Communications, the Ottawa firm founded by some of those closest to Martin.

As Christopher Page argues in The Role of Public Opinion Research in Canadian Government, the view that opinion polling regularly influences the substance of public policy is largely a myth. It may play a role in some cases, he concedes, but the real influence and importance of opinion research lie in how it shapes the way policies are implemented, not the details of the policies themselves. Page uses an extensive examination of government opinion research and interviews with all the key political pollsters of the past quarter century to reach his conclusions.

He also presents three case studies of polling by three different governments-the constitutional debates of 1980-81 under Pierre Trudeau's Liberals, the introduction of the goods and services tax in 1987-90 by the Progressive Conservative government of Brian Mulroney and Jean Chrétien's pursuit of gun control between 1994 and 1998, which led to the creation of the federal gun registry. Assessing the impact of opinion research in advancing a symbolic policy, an economic policy and a social policy should allow broader conclusions. It should highlight where such research fits into the government policy process that starts with agenda setting and moves through development and assessment of alternatives, choosing the route to pursue, implementing it and then evaluating how well it worked.

In 1980-81 polling found widespread public support for the Charter of Rights and Freedoms; so the Charter, rather than patriation of the constitution itself, became the central message the Liberal government used to persuade Canadians of the importance of settling the constitutional future of the country. Opinion polling was also crucial in helping Mr. Trudeau break the stalemate with the provinces over patriation. He proposed a referendum knowing, thanks to national poll results, that there was strong public support for both the Charter and the concept of a referendum to solve contentious issues. The provinces knew that as well and ultimately chose to compromise, backing away from a confrontation.

The federal GST is perhaps the most obvious recent example of a government policy proceeding against almost overwhelming public opposition. Even so, polling played a role in the Conservative government's decision to set the GST rate at seven percent rather than the originally proposed nine percent. That was part of the overall effort to reduce public antagonism to the tax and increase awareness about its implementation. Page also believes that had more polling been done, the government would have discovered what he describes as opinion dikes-barriers that impeded the government's message from getting through to voters. That might have avoided several errors that made the tax a tougher sell. The Conservatives would have mandated that the tax be included within the price of goods and services as occurs with European value-added taxes rather than visible on top of the posted selling price, reminding Canadians of its presence every time they reached for their wallets. The Mulroney government also might have avoided initially arguing that the new tax would be "revenue neutral," raising no more than the manufacturers' sales tax it replaced. It was a claim no one believed and in the end polling finally led the Conservatives to the opposite communications message by stressing the need for the new tax to help reduce the deficit. Without these stumbles the GST might have been a slightly easier sell, but Page wisely does not try to push that argument too far.

His third example, gun control, provides the opportunity to make a counterintuitive case about the impact of opinion polling on government. It makes good politics to decry the antidemocratic nature of "policy making by poll," but on gun control Page argues that polling did serve a democratic purpose. A loud and very well-organized minority opposed the Liberal gun control proposals and particularly the firearms registry, but public opinion polling consistently found that vocal opposition did not reflect the views of a majority of Canadians who supported the concept. Those poll results helped persuade most Liberal caucus members, particularly those from rural Ontario ridings, to support the program even in the face of active local opposition. In this case, polling results served a democratic purpose as they undercut the potential influence of the vocal opponents of gun control.

"In all three instances," Page concludes, "the governments knew what they wanted to accomplish and polls did not determine their position; rather, as the road map metaphor indicates, they used opinion research to help them to achieve their goals."

But these were also all highly partisan issues that produced very bitter political confrontations. Joe Clark and the Progressive Conservatives fought Trudeau's constitutional plan every step of the way in Parliament, even rushing the Speaker's chair at one point to demand to be heard. The Liberal parliamentary fight against the GST was just as nasty, forcing Mulroney to resort to the rare provision of expanding the Senate by eight seats to ensure the tax legislation passed. Gun control and the firearms registry pitted the Liberal government with its urban and Quebec bases of support against the largely rural backers of the Reform Party. Not only did polling help implement policies, but in two of the three cases (and maybe even in the third by making the GST slightly more palatable) the use of polling also helped the party in power. Yet Page spends almost no time assessing or expressing concerns about the obvious extent to which the governing party benefits from spending taxpayers' dollars to do its opinion research for it, making its policies more attractive and salable and improving its chance of re-election.

Page also notes that it is the bureaucracy in Ottawa, rather than politicians, who are most devoted to opinion polling and surveys. In 2002-03 the federal government commissioned 576 different opinion surveys at a total cost of almost $21 million to test everything from different ways to phrase brochures to the tone used in advertising. While that is the most recent year for which Page quotes figures, there is no evidence that federal spending on opinion research has declined subsequently.

Page suggests that within the federal government approximately 20 percent of research requests come from ministers' offices. The remaining 80 percent originate in either the communications or strategic policy branches of individual government departments, but he concludes it is the communications branches that commission and use opinion poll data most frequently. Opinion research is usually requested late in the policy process after a government is committed to a policy decision, in part because the communications branches of most government departments have virtually no input into their departments' policy-making activities. Throughout most of the federal government, communications branches are viewed as there to sell what has been decided, not to help decide what to sell based on the likelihood that it can be sold.

Polling and focus group work commissioned by government is a field Page claims has received virtually no academic study or analysis. While concluding that government-commissioned opinion research is not playing a major role in how politicians make policy choices, Page accepts that it does play a role in agenda setting and in spotlighting growing public concern about a specific issue, and can be used by the bureaucracy to try to stop policies a government may be intent on introducing.

At the same time, there are lots of others playing the polling game. Interest groups frequently commission polls and either release them to the media or take the results privately to bureaucrats or politicians in an effort to shape policy. Page, perhaps optimistically, believes bureaucrats and politicians dismiss most such research as self-serving.

He also has little time for media polling, suggesting correctly that much of it is done on the cheap, with small samples and few questions, posed when public interest in an issue is at a peak and designed primarily to produce a story. Even so, he concedes that politicians and bureaucrats read media polls and that these polls can raise the visibility of issues at a time when governments are setting their agendas, although it is often bureaucrats rather than politicians who call pollsters seeking more details of results than appear in the press. Page also notes that media polls can have an impact on public perceptions even when they offer conflicting views of public opinion.

In fact, one of the strengths of the book is the chapter that lists all the potential and real problems with public opinion research. Page details possible shortcomings in the methodology of gathering samples, problems in how questions are written, difficulties in interpreting results, the risk of errors in response to the growing demands that pollsters turn around data quickly and the limited effectiveness of focus groups as research tools. He also argues that the ability of the public to request opinion research results through the Access to Information Act limits the effectiveness of that research. Potentially controversial questions are not asked and polling on sensitive issues is avoided for fear of criticism. Recommendations may also be toned down or even omitted from a pollster's final report to the government since that final report is the only document available to the public through an access application. In other cases analysis and conclusions about poll results are deliberately presented only orally so there will be nothing on the record in writing. Of course, none of these distortions would occur if government accepted the premise that opinion research done with public money should be available to the public without an access battle.

The Role of Public Opinion Research in Canadian Government is a well-researched and argued book that sheds considerable light on the degree to which the federal bureaucracy has become a captive of public opinion research. But in distinguishing between the use of polling in policy formulation and in the selling of policy, Page is highlighting a distinction that does not contain much of a difference. The two are integrally linked. A good case can be made that the Martin government was overflowing with policy ideas and even implementation strategies but proved utterly incapable of implementing any of them. In the end, it was that failure to do any of what Mr. Martin talked about doing that helped defeat his government. That is not to say that polling did not play a role in major policy decisions made by the Martin government. The former prime minister's last-minute change of heart to reject Canadian involvement in the U.S. ballistic missile defence system, for example, was surely a response to opinion polls showing many Canadians opposed Washington's plans.

As Page himself notes, "more often the main use of public opinion is not to improve clarity but to make a message more persuasive." At another point, while assessing the Liberal government's approach to gun control, he concludes that public opinion "had an impact on the politics of the issue without a corresponding effect on the content of the policy." That is why the complaints from politicians about the degree to which public opinion research has come to dominate politics and even policy formulation should be taken with a load of salt. Such comments get cheers from grassroots party supporters and it is true that some politicians and bureaucrats actually do not want polling to play a role in policy formulation, but that does not mean they want to swear off public opinion research entirely. They are all happy to have whatever help they can get in selling the government's policies to the public because, in the end, that will determine whether they are re-elected. That is certainly what Stephen Harper and his Conservative government believe and why they think that successful implementation of their five priorities can turn their minority into a majority the next time Canadians vote.

Suggesting that bureaucrats rather than politicians are the instigators for much of government's public opinion research is again a distinction without much of a difference. Civil servants usually want to please their political bosses but in some cases, as Page notes, they do commission research to support their own policy choices that are different from those of party and politicians in power. In fact, bureaucratic opinion research can act as a shield protecting politicians from the allegation they are using taxpayers' money for information that will benefit primarily their own political party and its attempts to stay in power. No matter who is asking and paying for the research, politicians on the government side-especially Cabinet ministers and senior officials in the Prime Minister's Office-can easily get the details of whatever the government is doing on the opinion research front.

It is much harder for either the Opposition or the public to get their hands on any opinion research conducted by the government to allow for independent assessment and use in developing timely critiques of government policy. Such material is almost all, in theory, available through access to information requests, but no poll results are ever released until long past their best-before dates. That is likely the soundest indication of the real value government politicians and bureaucrats place on-and the degree to which they rely on-public opinion research.

Leaving aside the debate about where policy formulation, policy implementation and political advantage intersect, Page's work is a valuable contribution that sheds considerable light on the degree to which polling and other approaches to opinion research are central to the daily operations and decision making of the Canadian government. The author clearly outlines both the benefits and drawbacks that flow from the widespread use of polling. It is an informative assessment for anyone interested in public policy and should be compulsory reading for all politicians, bureaucrats and journalists who cover politics.

Christopher Waddell is a professor at the School of Journalism and Communication at Carleton University. He was parliamentary bureau chief for CBC Television News from 1993 to 2001, and a reporter, Ottawa bureau chief, associate editor and national editor of The Globe and Mail between 1984 and 1991.
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