Leadership matters - but only to a point
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The gap may have narrowed. But the federal election campaign still sees a disconnect in the polls between perceptions of leadership on
the one hand and voting intentions on the other, especially where it relates to the Liberals.

Although public opinion surveys can measure voters' appreciation of the leaders' strengths and weaknesses, and in this campaign they
have been quite consistent, they are an imperfect predictor of party choice on election day.

Conservative Leader Stephen Harper has outscored both Liberal Leader Stephane Dion and NDP Leader Jack Layton (along with the
other two party leaders) by substantive amounts on the question of who would make the best prime minister, and in the other measures
of leadership such as the Nanos Research ratings of trust, competency and vision.

Indeed, on Sept. 3 - just before the election call - Ipsos found that 50 per cent of Canadians believed Mr. Harper would make the best
prime minister. Around the same time, Harris/Decima said 47 per cent "had a positive impression of him." And yet only between 35 and
40 per cent of those same voters are prepared to vote Conservative.

While we have seen the Conservative vote share edge towards the number needed for a majority of seats in the House of Commons, it is
falling well short of a majority of the electorate.

In that Sept. 3 Ipsos poll, the NDP suffered from much the same disconnect. While 31 per cent said Mr. Layton would make the best
prime minister, just 19 per cent said they would vote NDP. That gap has widened as the campaign has progressed.

For the Liberals, the leadership/party choice disconnect has been more fortuitous, at least until recently. Ipsos found only 20 per cent of
the respondents said Mr. Dion would make the best prime minister, but 27 per cent would vote Liberal. Nanos had the Liberals and
Conservatives in a statistical tie around 35 per cent each on writ's eve, although only 14 per cent said Mr. Dion would be best prime
minister. (Nanos now has the Conservatives 9 points ahead.)

How can we square results showing a Canadian electorate that clearly favours Mr. Harper as prime minister, but won't vote for him at a
level that will reliably make him prime minister? And how can there be an even greater gap for Mr. Layton?

The answer is, in short, is that voting is not only about leadership. This might seem obvious, but it is worth a reminder especially in this
campaign where the apparent (or unapparent) leadership qualities of the major party leaders have had such prominence.

While it is obviously important, just how much of a role leadership plays in people's voting decisions is the subject of an ongoing
dialogue among pollsters, academics and other political analysts.

Indeed, in a September 25th Ipsos poll, respondents said the most important factor in determining how they will vote is "the parties'
positions on important issues™ (62 per cent), not what they "think about the party leaders" (21 per cent) or their local candidates (17 per
cent).

These results are consistent with what voting behaviour research tells us, at least insofar as they suggest that party leadership is just one
— and rarely the most important — factor. (This research also shows, however, that "issues" are rarely very important to voting. VVoters
often have strong partisan attachments that effect on their vote, independent of both leaders and issues, although recent research
suggests partisan attachment is weakening. )

Data in the Canadian Opinion Research Archive at Queen's University shows the current gaps between leader and party have lots of
precedents. As much as 30 per cent of those preferring a certain party leader regularly vote for another party.

The situation is sometimes worse for smaller parties. A striking leader-party disconnect was evident in mid-1986, when 26 per cent of
Canadians thought Ed Broadbent would make the best PM, over Brian Mulroney (24 per cent) and John Turner (18 per cent). At the
same time, party support numbers were stacked in the opposite direction: 27 per cent Liberal, 23 per cent Conservative, and 21 per cent
NDP.

In running ahead of their parties' current support levels, Mr. Harper and Mr. Layton may elicit some sympathy from former Progressive
Conservative leader Joe Clark and former prime minister Paul Martin. In late 2000, 18 per cent of Canadians thought Mr. Clark would
make the best PM, but only 10 per cent intended to vote PC. In early 2004, 40 per cent thought Paul Martin would make the best PM but
only 30 per cent intended to vote Liberal.



Mr. Harper and Mr. Layton nevertheless now face a very different situation than what they themselves did previously. In early 2004,
just 19 per cent of respondents thought Mr. Harper would make the best PM, but 27 per cent intended to vote Conservative; only 10 per
cent thought Mr. Layton would make the best PM, but 27 per cent intended to vote NDP. Clearly, some people were supporting these
parties in spite of the leader.

As for Mr. Dion, the Liberal leader has been running behind his party since he won its leadership. But in the latest Nanos poll, his rating
as a potential prime minister is down to 10 per cent - half of Mr. Layton's and only a quarter of Mr. Harper's support. Nonetheless,
Liberal Party support has remained around 24 per cent (still ahead of the NDP).

That could be about to change. There are indications Liberal support is on the edge of a precipice, in danger of tumbling towards Mr.
Dion's personal standing.

Pollster Nik Nanos explains it this way: "For two years, the Conservatives have been running ads criticizing him. But attack ads only
begin to bite when there is independent verification of the ad message. Dion's weak performance in the campaign has become that
verification."

As we have seen, party support levels and leadership appreciation are not a perfect fit. There are ideological tendencies that tend to stick
to parties, for instance, regardless of how charismatic their leaders are on television. The Conservatives cannot win simply by promoting
Mr. Harper and deriding Mr. Dion, just as the Liberals cannot focus just on marketing Mr. Dion and attacking Mr. Harper.

There is another reason why the results on Oct. 14 may not look quite like leadership ratings might have predicted: strategic voting.
Academic work suggests that voting strategically is, in practice, relatively rare. But Angus Reid Strategies released a poll last Friday
suggesting that 54 per cent of Liberal voters, 47 per cent of NDP voters and 44 percent of Greens - i.e. 37 per cent of the electorate
overall - are prepared to vote for a candidate they dislike to reduce the chance of a Conservative government.

That remains Mr. Harper's worst nightmare, whatever his own leadership numbers at the time.
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