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Election Campaigns as | nfor mation Campaigns:
Who Learns What and with What Effect?

Abstract

During dection campaigns political parties compete to inform voters about their leaders, the issues, and
where they stand on these issues. In that sense, eection campaigns can be viewed as a particular kind of
information campaign. Democratic theory supposes that participatory democracies are better served by
an informed eectorate rather than an uninformed one. But do al voters make equa information gains
during campaigns? Why do some people make more information gains than others? And does the
acquigtion of campaign information have any impact on vote intentions? Drawing on the combined
indghts from political science research, communications theory and socia psychology, we develop
gpecific hypotheses about these campaign information dynamics. These hypotheses are tested with data
from the 1997 Canadian Election Study, which includes a ralling cross-nationa campaign component, a
post-eection component, and a media content analysis. The results show that some people do make
more information gains than others; campaigns produce a knowledge gap. Further, the intensity of media
sggnds on different issues has an important impact on who receives what information and information
gains have a sgnificant impact on vote intentions.

Submitted to: The American Palitical Science Review, March 2001.



Elections are opportunities for voters to acquire vauable information that can help them make
informed choices (Bartels 1996; Gelman and King 1993; Holbrook 1996; Just et d. 1996; Popkin
1994). Growing interest in the role of information has produced a convergence between how
information campaigns and eection campagns are being conceptudized. For example, Holbrook
(1996) identifies dection campaigns as a particular type of information campaign, and Zaler (1939)
more eaborady views dection campagns as the encounter of information flows, resulting from a
competition between riva information campaigns.

Recent investigations of the information diffused by parties (West 1997; Norris et d. 1999), its
ddivery by the media (West 1997; Just et d. 1996; Norris et d. 1999), and its absorption by voters
during campaigns (Zhao and Chaffee 1995; Just et d. 1996; Marcus and MacKuen 1993; Zdler 1991,
Johngton et d. 1996) have degpened our understanding of the role of information in campaigns. But
taken dngly, these advances have been less useful for developing precise hypotheses about the
dynamics of campaign information than might otherwise be the case. A richer and more systematic
perspective on the diffusion, penetration and consequences of campaign information can be devel oped
by combining these ingghts from political science research with those in socid psychology (McGuire
1968, 1969) and communications research (Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970; Chaffee, Zhao and
Leshner 1994; Chaffee and Kanihan 1997; Kwak 1999).

A paticularly promising line of investigation is opened up by linking Converse's (1962) and
Zdler's (1989, 1996) work on information flows with one of the most fertile concepts pioneered by
communications researchers, namdy, the knowledge gap (Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970;

Gaziano and Gaziano 1996; Viswanath and Finnegan 1996; Kwak 1999). Integrating these two



theoretical perspectives brings key research questions into sharp focus. Who recelves what information,
inwhat context, and with what effects?

We take advantage of the multifaceted design of the Canadian Election Study of 1997 to
address these questions. The combined use of the different components of that study provides the most
detalled portrait to date of the diffuson, penetration, and influence processes of politica information
during an dection campagn. We show in particular that the longstanding fears of communication
gpecidigts (Hyman and Sheatdey 1947; Star and Hughes 1950; Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970;
Gaziano and Gaziano 1996; Viswanath and Finnegan 1996; Kwak 1999) that campaigns benefit
dready well-informed individuals and so widen the ‘knowledge gap’ between the “information rich” and
the “information poor’’ are well-founded in the dectora context. These results raise questions about
the effectiveness of dection campaigns as information campaigns and about the democrétic virtues of the

electora process.

General and Campaign Specific Information

Mogt typologies of political information (see Gaziano 1983; Neuman 1986; Ddli Carpini and
Keeter 1993, 1996; Price and Zaler 1993; Viswanath and Finnegan 1996; Gaziano and Gaziano
1996) digtinguish between generd palitical information and information that is specificdly linked to the
campaign context. Converse (1962) was the first to compare the generd stock of politica information
avallable to individuas before dections with the information gains they make during campaigns. Building
on that digtinction, Zaler (1991, 1996) suggests that the generd stock of politica information measures
the voters level of politicdl awareness (motivation and competence in obtaining and understanding

political informetion).



Communications researchers Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner 1994: 306; see also Kwak 1999)
amilaly disinguish between “pre-campaign knowledge,” which reflects an understanding of the parties
generd ideologicd orientation and “campaign knowledge’” which measures the knowledge of the
parties specific politica positions taken during the campaign. They aso show that prior knowledge isa
crucid determinant of campaign knowledge (see Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970; Ettema and
Kline 1977; Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner 1994; Gaziano and Gaziano 1996).

These conceptud and empiricd pardlds extend to common perspectives on what are the
principd sources of information intake during campaigns. Both research domains typicdly rely on
respondents knowledge of candidates and parties positions on the issues as indicators of information
gans registered during the course of a campaign (Zdler 1991; Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner 1994;
Chaffee and Kanihan 1997; Kwak 1999: 396-397). This measure closdly resembles that used by
Berdson and his collaborators [1] and indicates “voter enlightenment” for Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner
(1994: 306).

These observations suggest two hypotheses about the dability and dynamics of campaign
gpecific information and generd politica information during campaigns. Hypothes's 1a, asilludrated in
Figure 1, is that voters general stock of paliticd information (GS) will remain praecticaly stable during
campaigns. After dl, nether palitical parties nor the media have much incentive to diffuse a type of
information thet is of little interest to voters and that has little progpect of influencing partisan choices
(Norris 2000). Voters, amilarly, have no incentive to acquire generd information that is of no utility to
decison-making (see Lupia and McCubbins 2000). The case for campaign specific information is
clearly quite different. Voters do have an interest in learning about the postions of the parties on the

issues of the day and parties do have an interest in informing voters about their stlands on what they



perceive to be «winning» issues. We should thus expect a sgnificant increase of campaign specific
information (CSl) during the course of the eection campaign (hypothesis 1b).

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

The Knowledge Gap

The mogt intriguing and important fegture of the eectora dynamic concerns the possihility that
there will be an unequa penetration of information among different segments of the dectorate, an
information or knowledge gap. [2] In their classc account of the knowledge gap, communications
theorists Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien argue that as“the infuson of mass media information into a
socid system increases, segments of the population with higher socio-economic status tend to acquire
thisinformation at afagter rate than the lower status segments, so that the gap in knowledge between the
segments tends to increase rather than decrease” (1970: 159-160). Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien go
on to speculate that “one principd function of a presdentid campaign would be to increase the
difference in leve of information at educationd extremes’. They conclude that “the prospects for
closing knowledge gaps in broad areas of science and public affairs gppear dismd” (1970: 170).

The source of their pessmism springs from the very nature of politicd information and the
gpecific context of eection campaigns. The lack of depth and uniformity in the socid digtribution of
eectord information is dternately attributed to the complexity of this information (Tichenor, Donoghue
and Olien 1970), its limited pertinence (Ettema and Kline 1977; Ettema, Brown and Luepker 1983)
and the briefness of dectord campaigns (Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970; Moore 1987) [3]. Itis

these consderations that led communications theorists to suspect that the knowledge gap hypothesis



might apply ‘primarily to public affairs and science news (Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970: 160;
Ettema, Brown and Luepker 1983: 193).

Among the individud determinants of widening knowledge ggps, communication specidists
typicdly rely on two indicators, education and motivation (i.e. interest in an issue) to explan the
knowledge gap (see Kwak 1999 for a discusson of these models). One of Zdler's most important
contributions to this debate is his demondration that factua information about politics is the best
predictor of specific information gains (CSl) during a campaign (1991, 1992, 1996; see dso Price and
Zdler 1993). Of dl the different measures of gptitude and motivation which should highlight the
exigence of a knowledge gap during campaigns, it is the measure of “political awareness’ as defined by
Zdler that brings out this phenomenon most gtrikingly.

Zdler's andyds (1989) of the variadle intengty of campaigns fluxes may aso shed light on
campaign specific factors related to the knowledge gap. According to Zdler, campaigns can be
differentiated according to the intengty (high for presidentid dections, medium for senatoria campaigns,
and generdly wesk for dections to the House of Representatives) and the partisan balance (about even
between the presdentid candidates of the mgor parties, largely dominated by incumbents for loca
elections) of their communication flows. Zdler's idea that the penetration and effects of communication
flows vary according to their intengty can be gpplied to the andysis of asngle campaign: asaresult of
agenda- setting battles and the collison of partisan information flows, issues within a single dection
campaign will be characterized by the varying intendty of their media coverage.

Our second set of hypotheses predicts that the force of the informational signd for each issue
will have different effects. Specificdly, we hypothesize that the relationship between the evolution of the

information ggp and the intengty of the media coverage of the various issues during a campaign should



be nonlinear. When an issue is covered intensely and continuoudy (strong signd), dl categories of
voters should be able to make information gains, with the result that the information gap on that issue will
be stable from the beginning to the end of the campaign (hypothesis 2a). But, when an issue Sgnd is
very wesk and sporadic, even the most attentive will not be able to make sgnificant and continuous
gans, and the gap between the information rich and the information poor will remain sable (hypothess
2c). Between these extremes lies another dternative, namdy, when a signd is strong enough to be
heard by the mogt atentive but not sufficiently loud to be noticed by the less atentive (medium signd).
Under these circumgtances, we expect that only the information rich will make learning gains, with the
result that the knowledge gap should increase as the campaign unfolds (hypothesis 2b).

Figures 2a to 2c schematicaly represent these principa hypotheses concerning the knowledge
gap. They illugrate the expected increase in campaign specific information according to the leve of
voters generd politica information, in the case of wesk, medium and strong media Sgnds on issues.
These figures suggest that the overdl penetration of information and its dissemination among different
groups vary according to its intendty of coverage. To the extent that these hypotheses imply the
maintenance or growth of the knowledge gap depending on the issue, hypothess 2(d) expects the gap
between the information rich and the information poor to grow wider during the dection campaign, as
Figure 2d illudtrates. [4]

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]

Information Intake and Voting Behavior
Given the consgderable interest in determining the origins of the knowledge gap, it is remarkable

that “little empiricd attempt has been made to investigate consequentid aspects of the SES-based



knowledge gap’’ (Kwak 1999). A prdiminary step for assessing the effects of the unequa penetration
of information across different socid groups is to determine the impact of electord information on vote
choice. There are good reasons to expect that the acquigition of campaign specific information has, for
some voters at least, the potential to change vote intentions (Holbrook 1996; Norris 2000). [5] There
are dso good reasons to expect that an individud’s genera stock of information reflects a capacity both
to absorb new information and to resst it (Converse 1962; McGuire 1969; Zdler 1989, 1996).
Consequently, we hypothesize that gains in campaign specific information will encourage vote volatility
(hypothesis 39) while voters generd stock of information works in the oppodte direction to encourage
vote stability (hypothesis 3b).

From this perspective, it is voters who are moderatdy wel informed who will be the most
susceptible to influence by information diffusion. It is reasonable to suppose that new information must
be both important and intdligible to condtitute a decisve eement in evaluaing a party or a candidate.
These conditions are not necessarily present to the same degree among different groups of voters
according to their level of awareness. For low aware voters, new pieces of information obvioudy form
important additions to thelr exiging stock of palitica information but their ingbility to interpret this
information limits its impact. [6] We expect the same lack of sengtivity to information gains among the
highly aware voters. Information gains are meaningful for these voters but the additiond information
may not be sufficiently new and important to didodge well-established vote intentions. It is the
moderately sophisticated and informed voters, those who are sufficiently experienced to understand the
information that is diffused but not well enough informed at the sart to avoid being “ surprised’, thet are

the mogt likely to be influenced by the new information. We thus expect that the impact of campaign



specific gains on vote ingability will be positive and significant for moderately sophiticated voters and

zero for those who lie a the extremes of the information ladder (hypothesis 3c).

The Design of the 1997 Canadian Election Study

Andyzing the role of informatiion gans during an dection campaign presents a number of
methodologica chadlenges. The research desgn must be adle to distinguish between generd politica
information and campaign specific information, it must be able to detect information flows during the
course of a campaign, and to connect those information flows to the dynamics of individua vote choice.
The design of 1997 Canadian Election Study’s desgn meets these chalenges. [7] The daly ralling
Cross-section component of the study enables us to measure fluctuations in campaign information intake
by voters. The campaign survey contains measures of respondents generd stock of political information
as wdl as campaign-specific knowledge. Along with standard SES indicators and vote choice variables,
the study dso includes a content analys's component that enables us to measure the strength of television
media sgnds on the three issues that are used to gauge campaign specific knowledge for voters.
Together, these data dlow us to examine diffuson, penetration and influence processes of information

from both an aggregate and individua perspective.

Measuring Information I ntake

Knowledge of campaign-specific issues is a sandard measure of information gains during a
campaign (Converse 1962; Zdler 1989; Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner 1994. 306; Kwak 1999). Our
measures are derived from factud questions about the issue-positions of three of the parties during the

1997 eection [8]. Thefirst question concerned a condtitutiona position taken by the Reform Party, the



second dedlt with the Conservative Party’ s promise to reduce taxes by 10%, and the third asked about
the New Democratic Party’s promise to cut Canadd's unemployment rate in hdf by 2001. The
answvers to these questions are examined separately but they are dso grouped to create a sngle
measure of campaign-specific information.  Though not exhaudtive [9], this battery of questions is
particularly useful for this investigation because, as the results of the content analysi's show, each issue
was covered with different levels of mediaintengty (see below). Consequently, it is possible not only to
test the generd hypothesis concerning the growth of the knowledge gap between chronicdly poorly and
wdl-informed voters during campaigns (Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970; Kwak 1999), but also to
explore the more specific hypothes's concerning the link between the intensity of media coverage and

the expected evolution of the knowledge gap during an election campaign.

The Deter minants of Information Gains

There is a subgtantiad body of research that focuses on the determinants of political information
(Converse 1962; Neuman 1986; Luskin 1990; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1993, 1996; Nadeau and
Niemi 1995; Zdler 1989, 1991, 1992, 1996). The conclusions of this work generaly support those of
communication specidists (see Gaziano and Gaziano 1996, and Viswanath and Finnegan 1996 for a
literature review). Research shows that male and older voters are generally better informed (Nadeau,
Niemi and Levine 1993; Ddli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Accordingly, both varidbles are included in
our explanatory modd of campaign information gains. The intendty of partisan identification is aso
included as an indicator of the importance of the election and its result for a respondent (Zaler 1989).

The other variables used measure respondents ability and motivation to acquire new

information even more directly. Education is a central variable to most analyses of the knowledge gap
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(Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970). It is usudly taken to indicate peopl€'s general capacity to
acquire information. But the education variable can be interpreted in other ways;, it Sometimes takes on
a “catch-dl” character in analyses of paliticd information (Gaziano and Gaziano 1996; Viswanath and
Finnegan 1996). High leves of formd education are sometimes associated not only with individuas
cognitive capabilities, but aso with socid roles where information is vaorized and useful, and with
access to networks where thisinformation circulates more widdy. [10]

This dud interpretation of education is potentidly confounding. For that reason, we include
additiond varigbles that more specificdly measure voters interest and motivation in acquiring politica
information (Ettema and Kline 1977; Ettema, Brown and Luepker 1983; Kwak 1999). The first
measures the respondents’ interest in the current eection (on ascale of 0 to 10 where 10 reflects avery
high interest). Secondly, we include two indicators of the respondents degree of exposure to dection
news during the campaign (using O to 10 scales measuring exposure to televised and newspaper
coverage of eection news, respectively; see Chaffee, Zhao and Leshner 1994, and Kwak 1999 for a
amilar operationdization). These exposure measures indicate the reception of campaign-specific
information (see Converse 1962, and Zaller 1989, 1991, 1992, 1996).

The measure of voters general stock of palitica information is based on knowledge of four
political actors: (1) the premier of the respondent’ s own province; (2) the first woman Prime Minister of
Canada (Kim Campbdl); (3) the name of Canada' s Finance Minister (Paul Martin) [11]; and (4) the
name of the United States President (Bill Clinton) [12]. Classfying voters according to their number of
correct answers (0,1=1,2,3,4) divides the eectorate into four groups of roughly equa size (23, 29, 27

and 21% respectively, n=2,957) that distinguish respondents according to their level of genera stock of
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information (very low, farly low, farly high, very high). Various indications confirm thet this battery

provides an adequate operationdization of voters levels of avareness[13].

Content Analyss: Strong and Weak Signals

In Canada, as in most western countries, televison has become the principal source of
campaign information (Ansolabehere, Behr and Iyengar 1993; Nevitte et a. 2000). The practice of
using the coverage provided by the mgor televison networks as an indicator of media coverage as a
whole is common in Canada and esewhere (Johnston et a. 1992; Taras 1993; Mendelsohn 1993;
Zdler 1996; Nadeau and Niemi 1999; Nevitte et d. 2000). Many studies demonstrate a substantia
convergence between information presented on televison and that found in newspapers, as wel as
between the televison networks themselves (Zdler 1996). Content analyss of televison news thus
provides essentid information for evauating the nature and amplitude of the media signd received by
voters during a campaign. The content analysis of the 1997 Canadian ection focused on the late night
newscadts of the four principd televison networks in Canada. [14] Two of the networks are public
(Radio-Canada in Quebec and CBC outside Quebec) and two are private (TVA in Quebec and CTV
outside Quebec).

The four networks' late-night eection news items were classified first according to whether the
dominant angle dedt with the issues or with the dectord race [15]. Then the andyss turned to
determining the intendty of the media coverage of the three issues that are of centra concern. The
aggregate reaults for the French language (Radio-Canada and TVA) and Englishlanguage networks
(CBC and CTV) are presented in Table 1 [16]. The fird part of the table indicates the reative

importance given to the issues and to the dectord race (leaders tour, polls, strategies etc.) during the



1997 campaign. The relative proportions indicate that the electora race dominated campaign coverage
(76% of news items for both the French and English networks), a trend found in most western
democracies (see Norris et a. 1999; West 1997). The second part of the table compares the coverage
given to the three issues under sudy. The results show that they occupied a significant place in the
electoral coverage devoted to issues, both in Québec and the rest of Canada. Moreover, the data
indicate that there were sgnificant variations in the intengty of the media Sgnds  For the English and
French networks, the sgnd was strong for the Reform Party’s condtitutiona position, medium in terms
of the Conservatives tax pogtion, and weak for the NDP's jobs policy. Findly, a week by week
andyss confirms the characterization of these media Sgnds and shows that the intengty of these sgnds
can be linked to the parties’ battle for vishility in the 1997 Canadian eection. [17]

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE]

Aggregate Patter ns of Campaign Communications

Based on previous work on information flows (Converse 1962; Zdler 1989) and recent
advances in cognitive psychology (Lupia and McCubbins 2000), we expect that, during campaigns,
voters generd stock of information (GSl) will remain stable (hypothesis 1) and that campaign specific
information (CSl) will increase (hypothesis 1b). These hypotheses, examined in Figure 3 with data from
the rolling cross-section survey, are broadly confirmed. The tability of the generd stock of information
(GSl) contrasts sharply with the upward movement of campaign-specific information (CSl). These
results are important, first, because they empiricaly ground the conceptud distinction between generd
politicd and campaign-specific information. And, second, the overal increase in the level of ectord

information during the campaign shows that when information is sufficiently avalable and, more
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importantly, pertinent, that a certain number of voters bother to integrate it in order to possbly clarify
their voting choices (Popkin 1994; Holbrook 1996) [18].

[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Campaign Knowledge Gap

Borrowing from communications research, we expect that the overal knowledge gap between
the information rich and the information poor will grow during campaigns (hypothesis 2d). Following
Zdler's work on the varidble intengity of information flows, we aso expect that knowledge gaps on
gpecific issues will remain the same when the media coverage of an issue is ether strong or wesk
(hypotheses 2a and 2c) and will widen when it is of average intensty (hypothesis 2b).

Figure 4d depicts the evolution of campaign specific information across the campaign for dl
three issues combined (using 5-day moving averages) with voters differentiated according to their leve
of generd politicd information (very low, farly low, farly high, very high). The overdl gans in
information are clearly more pronounced among voters who are dready well-informed a the beginning
of the campaign. Figures 4ato 4c illustrate the evolution of the knowledge gap when each of the issues
is taken singly. The overdl shape of the curves corresponds quite closdy to the stylized expectations
presented in figures 2ato 2c. They show a widening of the gap between the groups when it comes to
knowledge of the Conservative (medium signd) issues. Furthermore, there is a relaive maintenance of
theinitid gap in knowledge of the New Democratic (wesk sgna) and Reform parties positions (strong
sgnd).

[FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE]
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The knowledge gap hypothess is examined in a more rigorous fashion in Table 2. Campagn
gpecific information for the three parties combined is andyzed in column 1. The expectation is that we
will find a widening of the knowledge gap across time (hypothesis 2d). The Reform and New
Democratic cases (columns 2 and 4) should exhibit a stable gap between the information rich and the
information poor (hypotheses 2b and 2d), while the gap should increase for the Conservative Party
(column 3; hypothesis 2¢). In each case, the criticd test entails determining whether, ceteris paribus, the
impact of generd politica information on campaign specific information increases, or not, during the
course of the campaign.

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE]

The results presented in column 1 confirm the hypothess about the overdl widening of the
knowledge gap. [19] Voters levd of information is linked to the habitua factors separating the better-
and less-informed voters. As expected, voters who are older, male, better educated, interested in the
campaign and attentive to televised dection news, show a higher leve of campaign specific information
[20]. More importantly, the results confirm that voters who are better informed about politica matters
in generd are aso those who are better informed about campaign specifics, even after dl of the other
determinants are taken into account. The gap in campaign specific information between those who are
very wdl-informed about politics in general and those who are very poorly-informed is.19 on a scde of
0 to 1 early in the campaign. This dready large gap grows dgnificantly during the campaign, as the
variable measuring the interaction between the proximity of the eection (measured in campaign-days)
and the impact of the awareness variable shows. The data clearly indicate that this gap increases as the

campaign unfolds, reaching .33 on the eve of the dection [21].
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The knowledge gap hypothesis, shared by communication specidists and politicd scientists
(Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien 1970; Moore 1987) is thus confirmed; the inequdity in the information
digribution did increase during the campaign. The hypothesis, inspired by Zaller’ swork (1989, 1996),
about the presence of interaction effects between the intensty of media issue coverage and the
knowledge gap is dso very clearly confirmed by the results in columns 2, 3 and 4 of Table 2. As
predicted, the data show a very clear increase in the knowledge gap in the case of a sgna of medium
grength: it widened from .15 to .48 between the beginning and the end of the campaign for the voters
a opposite ends of the generd political information scae (column 2).

Sgnificantly, the findings are quite different for those issues that were dther intensdy or weekly
covered. The limited and sporadic coverage of the NDP's postion on unemployment (see note 17)
severdly limits the possibility for learning gains, even among the mogt attentive [22]. But on the issue that
was mogt intensely covered, the Reform’s Party’ s condtitutiona position on nationa unity, the data are
very different. In this case, the information penetrated the less attentive groups, with the effect that the
knowledge gap holds virtudly steady (the coefficient measuring the evolution of this impact during the
campagn is not sgnificant).

The resultsin Table 2 show that the dissemination of information among the information rich and
the information poor during campaigns varies with the intensity of media coverage.  Knowledge gaps
tend to remain steady when coverage is very low or very high and to increase when it is of medium
intengty. That the knowledge gap increases in certain cases while a best maintaning itsdf in others
provides further reason to be pessmistic about the role of campaigns in increasing the quantity and the

diversty of the information stock of the least aware voters[23].
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The Impact of Palitical Information

Given these findings, the centrd question becomes whether these information flow dynamics
have any consegquence for the sability of vote choice.  We examine three hypotheses in this section,
namey that dectord volatility is postively rdaed to campagn-goecific information gains (hypothesis 3a)
and negatively related to the generd stock of palitica information (hypothesis 3b) and that the impact of
information gains during a campaign will be higher for voters who have moderate levels of generd
politica information (hypothess 3c).

The modds presented in Table 3 investigate these hypotheses. Here, the dependent variable is
vote voldility, which takes the value of ‘1’ if respondents reported vote after the eection is different
from the stated vote intention when they were interviewed during the campaign. The modd in column 1
includes dl voters. It links respondents  vote volatility to four varidbles, namdy, the moment of the
interview, the drength of their partisan atachment, and their levels of generd and campaign specific
informeation.

[TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE]

The results confirm the impact of these four varigbles on the volatility of vote choice. All the
variables included in the modd are of the expected sgn and Satidticdly sgnificant. The proximity of
voting day, the strength of partisan atachment and the level of generd paliticd information al diminish
the probability that a voter will modify his or her choice during the campaign, whereas the acquigition of
campaign specific information increases eectorad ingability. The hypothess that genera politica
information has a negative effect on eectord change and an indirect pogtive effect (through information

gans) on this same variable, isthus confirmed.
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The hypothesis that the impact of information gains will be more important for voters who are
average in terms of their general stock of political information is aso confirmed by our data The
relative weekness of the impact of information gains on eectord change for respondents as a whole
results from the contrast between the effect of this variable on those who are moderately well informed,
and those who are ether highly informed or poorly informed. Information gains do not cause a
questioning of choices for those who are too poorly informed [24] at the beginning to give meaning to
this new information (column 2) or for those who dready possess too much to be influenced by it
(group 4, column 5). But for the voters who occupy the middle ground, theimpact of information gains
is ggnificant and strong. A voter belonging to this group and having acquired information on taxation,
economic and condtitutiona positions of the parties under study has a probability of changing his or her
vote that is roughly 20 percentage points higher than a respondent of the same group who remained

insulated from informetion flows during the campagns.

Discussion and Conclusions

Viewing eection campagns as information campaigns both encourages a more systemdtic
research agenda on the diffuson, penetration and impact of information during eection campaigns, and
alows us to harness the theoreticd and empirica contributions of specidists who have examined these
questions from different disciplinary viewpoints. Certainly, combining Converse and Zaler's work on
communication flows with that of Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien’s on the knowledge gap provides both
aricher and clearer understanding of campaign information dynamics than does the separate use of

ether of these mgor contributions.
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The mgor findings illudrate the benefits of thinking of eectora campaigns as campagns of
information (Holbrook 1996; Sdmon 1989). The patterns of campaign communications reported here
provide useful empiricd and theoretical ingghts about the macro-dynamics of dectord information. The
evidence about the dissemination of campaign specific information across groups not only confirms
Chaffee and Kanihan's conjecture that “the concept of knowledge gap... is applicable to palitica
knowledge as well” (1997: 426) but aso documents how and when campaign knowledge gaps occur.
Findly, the study of the direct impact of information gains offers suggestive evidence to explain “the gap
between knowledge and behavior” which is, according to Hornik (1989: 113) “the centrd theoretical
problem in the fied of purposive communication.”

The results clearly indicate that different segments of the electorate do respond differently to a
certain type of campaign specific information. Information gains matter for the moderately sophisticated
voters but gpparently not for those who gt at the extremes of the information ladder. For these latter
groups, the implications of the weak marginad impact of new information are quite different. For the
least aware voters, the costs associated with learning about issues are high, and most of them lack the
knowledge necessary to interpret new informetion.

Those a the top of the information ladder exhibit the same lack of responsveness to new
information about issues. But the reasons for their nonresponsiveness may well be quite different.
Beyond a certain threshold, exposure to parties postions is not sufficient to modify well-documented
politica choices This does not imply that highly aware voters are immune to dl kinds of information
flows. Rather, it suggests that parties postions per se do not form the type of rich, complex and
“surprigng” pieces of information that make these voters susceptible to reconsdering their partisan

choices. In this sense, learning why a candidate is sanding for certain policies, rather than merely
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catiching what he or she is standing for, is perhaps the equivadent for highly aware voters of what issue
position is for moderately sophisticated voters and even smpler cues are for low aware voters.

Campaigns contain a variety of information flows and media sgnds, not dl of which are about
issues. It is plausble that poorly informed voters are more susceptible to the cognitively chegp and
ample information about leaders. Moderately well informed voters may respond more to information
about issues, whereas wdll-informed voters are more likdly to respond to the more complex information
about arguments (Lupia and McCubbins 2000: 53-54). Well-informed voters have an incentive to
search out factua information about leaders and party positions not Smply because they are interested,
but because that factud information is necessary to congtruct arguments.  If eection campagns are
information campaigns that carry heterogeneous messages about issues, leaders and arguments, then
future research needs to establish whether different types of information have differentia impacts on
different ssgments of the electorate.

These observations raise important questions about what voters should know to vote
competently (Lupia and McCubbins 1998, 2000). Recent work by Bartels (1996) and Kuklinski and
Quirk (2000; see dso Kuklinski and Hurley 1994) showing that judgmenta shortcuts do not necessarily
pave the way to enlightened choices is a powerful reminder that cognitive psychologists view heuristics
decison making as leading to inferior decisons. The suggestion that heuristics rules may be an
inadequate subgtitute for basic information, such as knowledge of parties postions, gives a stronger
meaning to the results about the distribution and the incidence of information gains documented here.
And, accounting for the fact that the explicit objective of most information campaigns is to reach the
least favorable segments of the population (Salmon 1989), it raises even more acute questions about the

efficiency of eection campaigns asinformation campagns.



Increasing or persstent knowledge gaps are regarded as undesirable socid outcomes from a
variety of vantage points. The notion that a “relative deprivation of knowledge may lead to arelative
deprivation of power” is a primary concern expressed by Donoghue, Tichenor and Olien 1973: 4).
And the observation made by Viswvanath and Finnegan (1996: 189) that “knowledge inequdities... may
lead to serious power differentias and reflect on the capacity of [socia system] to serve the needs of dl
ther members equitably” resembles Verba and Nies (1972) worry that information and
participation gaps work to the advantage of the higher-status groups. A common understanding of the
benefits of widespread politica information for the workings of democracy aso characterizes both
disciplines, as exemplified by Gaziano's (1984: 556) conclusion tha “inequdities in knowledge...run
counter to the fundamenta assumption that an informed citizenry is essentid to democracy” and Ddlli
Carpini and Keeter’'s (1996: 8) comment that “information is the currency of citizenship.”

These condderations underline the duad nature of campaigns and provide a larger, and more
gopropriate meaning, to the question “Do Campaigns Matter?” Campaigns do matter from a purely
patisan perspective and the conceptudization of dection campaigns as information campagns is
important for underdanding how they matter. But campaigns aso matter from the vantage point of
democratic citizenship, and interpreting dectord campaigns as information campaigns is critica for
understanding the information dynamics that lead to increasing knowledge gaps. The criteriafor judging
campagns clearly reflect this dud perspective. Staging colorful campaign events or depriving voters of
pieces of information might be wise drategies for media outlets intent on winning the ratings contest or
for parties intent on winning the agenda-setting battle. But those same strategies are obstaclesto voters
ability to make enlightened choices (Page 1978: 187; Butler and Kavanagh 1988: 277). Campaigns

matter, in our view, because they are unique opportunities to “lift the bottom” (Delli Carpini and Keeter
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1996: 280, 287) and to bring voters back in (Cappella and Jamieson 1997: 241). The chdlengeisto
determine why most campaigns fal short of these objectives and why, as Butler and Kavanagh suggest

(1997), campaigns are rarely great educationa experiences.



NOTES

[1] It isworth restating Voting's (1954: 308) famous quotation: “The democratic citizen, according to
Berdson, Lazarsfeld and McPheg, is expected to be well informed about political affairs. He is
supposed to know what the issues are...what the relevant facts are, what aternatives are proposed,

[and] what the likely consequences are.”

[2] In ther origind formulation, Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien (1970) do not digtinguish between
knowledge and information. Lupia and McCubbins (2000: 52) argue that knowledge refers to the
ability to make predictions whereas information refers to data. For the purposes of this article, we use

the terms interchangegbly.

[3] The genera point by Tichenor, Donoghue and Olien (1970: 170) that “media coverage tends to
wane before the knowledge gap closes’ prompted Moore (1987: 198) to consider longer campaigns as

asolution to alow low-educated voters more time to learn about issues.

[4] The generdity of hypothess 2d rests on the assumption that the circumstances conducive to
decreasing knowledge gaps (e.g., the occurrence of “ceiling effects’; see Ettera and Kline 1977, and

Mendel sohn and Cutler 2000) are infrequent during electora campaigns.

[5] For some voters, acquiring new information may ke decisve. Consder the case of voters who

support the Conservatives but who are opposed to tax cuts and unaware that the party is proposing a



109% tax cut. Those voters learning this new information may recondder their vote preference, or
decide to change their vote. For other wdl informed voters making “reasoned choices’ (Lupia and
McCubhbins 2000), this additional information will come as no surprise and so would not induce a vote

change.

[6] Our expectation about the low aware voters is consstent with Khazee's (1981: 517) observation
that for the poorest among the information poor, “information enters [their] cognitive space having
undergone little or no interpretation”. This perspective explains why we conjecture that the riva
hypothes's that exposure to information flows produces high voting ingtability among low aware voters
(Converse 1962; Zdler 1992) holds primarily for pieces of information (scandds, events, leaders)
presenting clear, mple and direct implications in terms of leader and party evauations. We consider
the question of the sengtivity of the various groups of voters to different forms of information gainsin the

concluson.

[7] The data for the CES were collected by the Indtitute for Socid Research a York University in
Toronto. The campaign-period telephone survey began on April 27, the day the dection was called,
and ended on June 1, the last day of the campaign. A totd of 3,949 interviews were conducted,
goproximately 110 per day of the campaign using arolling cross-section strategy. Thetotd sample was
broken down into 36 sub-samples with a new sub-sample being released each day of the campaign.
Random digit diding was used to sdlect households, and the birthday sdlection method was used to
select respondents.  The response rate was 59 percent. The post-election survey was conducted with

respondents to the campaign survey in the eight weeks after the election. A tota of 3,170 persons, 80
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percent of the campaign survey respondents, were re-interviewed. Because the questions on the New
Democrdic Party’s and the Reform Party’s postions were only introduced into the campaign wave
questionnaire on May 3°, the period analyzed is limited to the last four weeks of the campaign (from
May 3 to June 1) and the definition of the weeks (from the firgt to the fourth) thus corresponds to the
last four weeks of the dection campaign. This means that the number of days for the andyss of
chronologica seriesis 30, and the total sample for these 30 campaign days is 3467. Separate analyses
of the Conservative Party’s pogtion on taxes over dl 36 campaign days in no way modify any of the

conclusions. These results are available upon request.

[8] The complete text of dl the questions used is reported in the Appendix.

[9] Two parties are excluded from the battery used here. The firg of these is the Bloc Québécois, a
sangle issue party caling for Quebec sovereignty. Because the Bloc runs candidates only in Quebec, this
party’s role is essentidly that of oppostion. This recessaily limits the diffuson and penetration of its
positions on issues other than sovereignty, even among its own members (Nadeau et d. 2000). The
Libera Paty of Canada, the incumbent governing party, led a prudent campaign based more on its
record than on clear positions on the issues. To account for the partisan bias of the indicators, variables
measuring the party identification of respondents were introduced in a systematic manner throughout the

andyss.

[10] For a recent assessment showing the limits of education as an indicator of cognitive capecity, see

Price (1999).
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[11] Because Paul Martin was the Finance Minister during the entire tenure of the incumbent
government (from 1993 to 1997), and had a high profile during Canada s vigorous deficit-cutting years,
it is reasonable to suppose that knowledge of his name taps generd specific information rather than
campaign-specific avareness. Wesk information gains about Martin during the campaign confirm this
interpretation. See Nadeau and Niem (1999) concerning the vishility of the Finance Miniger in

parliamentary contexts.

[12] These questions vary in their degree of difficulty for respondents. The high percentage capable of
identifying Bill Clinton (84%), higher even than for the provincid premiers (77%) illudrates the high
vighility of the United States in the Canadian media The questions on Kim Campbell and Paul Martin

were more difficult; about two fifths of voters identified them correctly.

[13] Following Zaler (1991: 134, Table 1) and Price and Zaler (1996: 30, Table 3), Tables A1l and
A2 areincluded to check on riva messures of determinants of information gains. The smilarity between
the patterns observed in A1 and in Zdler’ swork is reassuring and leads us to conclude, following Zaller
(1991: 134), that if “information performs... as the best measure of politica awareness, the results in
Table 1 will make it difficult to clam that information’s success is due to the weskness of the competing
measures” The matrix of corrdaions in A2 is dso reassuring.  Firdt, note the highest correlation
between information about the issues and the different measures of reception of thisinformation isin fact
the one linking respondents generd stock of information to the scae of knowledge on issues (0.47).
Second, the overdl pattern of correlations, the strong links among the cluster of campaign variables

(interest and media exposure), the relaively loose tie between these variables and education and the
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direct links between GSI and both measures of ability (education) and motivation (interest and

exposure) aso boost our confidence about the validity of our measure of voters level of awareness.

Table A1l. Comparison of Rival Measures of Political Awareness

Score on the battery of general information stock
0/1 2 3 4 4t00/ 1 DIFF
Education 49 55 .60 .65 16
Interest 45 48 .58 .66 21
TV exposure .36 41 51 .58 22
Newspapers 26 33 42 .53 27

Table A2. Corrdation Matrix: Deter minants of | nformation Gains

CS GS School Interest TV Newspapers
Cs 1.00
GS A7 1.00
School 25 30 1.00
Interest 31 30 12 1.00
TV 30 29 07 .66 1.00
Newspapers .28 32 16 oy 4 1.00

[14] The andlyss was led by two coders and the reliability level is .90. All the materid used in this

content analyssis available upon request.

[15] Reports of the dectord race variety are those which give priority to campaign activities, party
leaders or candidates, polls, dection advertisements, races in certain regions, or any other event linked
to the unfolding of the contest between the palitical parties. News of the issue variety tregts ectionsin
terms of themes, debates, and the positions defended or promoted by the various parties or by voters.
These news items take a particular journdigtic form; they tend more towards the fegture, or the in-depth

report on a particular theme, than towards the ection column.
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[16] The results show a large convergence between the broadcast patterns of the different networks.

These detailed results are dso available upon request.

[17] AsTable A3 below shows, the sgnd for the NDP was not only weak overall but mostly limited to
the beginning of the campaign. Unemployment never dominated the agenda; it ran second early in the
campaign but became nearly invisble thereefter. By contrast, the Conservatives position on taxation
dominated the first two weeks of the campaign and was ill ahead in terms of cumulative mentions after
the third week, but the coverage of taxation never gpproached the vishility of the Reform Party’s
position on nationd unity. An account of the campaign dynamics a the origins of the unequd vighility of

parties and issues in the 1997 Canadian election can be found in Nevitte et d. (2000).

Table A3. Issue Coverage During the 1997 Election

Week1l Week2 Week3 Week4 Week5

Unity (Reform) 0 4 10 21 26
Taxation (PC) 8 9 5 3 1
Unemployment (NDP) 4 1 3 1 1

[18] OLS regression analyses usng GSl and CSl as dependent variables and time as the independent

variable dso confirm hypothesis 1aand 1b (see below).

GSI = .47 (.02)** + .03 (.03) ; R2=.02; N =30.

CSl =.24 (.01)** +.10(.02** ; R2=.44; N =30.
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[19] All the analyses in this section have been redone using logigtic regresson because the dependent
variable is dichotomous (Menard 1995). The results are bardly affected by using this method. We use

Ordinary Least Squares here to smplify the presentation.

[20] The non-dignificant coefficient for the newspaper variable must be interpreted in context. When
generd politica information is regressed on the various measures of information reception (education,
interest in the campaign, attention to televised and published news), newspaper exposure turns out to be

the mogt strongly linked to awareness.

[21] We dso examined the possihility that the knowledge gap phenomenon can manifest itself through
other variables by adding a series of interactive variables between time and the other usud determinants
of information (education, interest, attention to media) in the specification of column (1). Almost al of

these interaction terms were of the expected sign but not sgnificant.

[22] Detailed andyses show that the only group that was significantly more knowledgesble about the
NDP's position was formed of the respondents belonging to the fourth quartile in terms of generd
politica information. This confirms that weak coverage has made tha information a highly goecidized

piece of informeation.

[23] Panel andyses show that information gains about the widdly covered issue of nationa unity account
for dmogt three-fourths (73%) of the learning gains of the least aware voters and for less than one-third

(31%) for the more knowledgeable voters (55 and 36% for the intermediate groups, respectively).



These numbers thus confirm that the information gains of respondents at the bottom of the information
scde are not only limited in quantity but dso in diversty. This may explain, in part, why information
gains do not have a decisve impact in that group, knowing a party’s podtion being less meaningful (and

helpful) if the policies of the other contenders remain unknown.

[24] Two things increase our confidence that the nil finding for the low aware group is a Sdidica
atifact due to higher levels of guessing among that group. First, our measure of information gans
includes a correction for guessng. Second, more detailed analyses show that the amount of guessingis

not substantialy higher among the low aware group.



APPENDIX: Description of variables

Dependent variables;

Vote Change (VC) = coded 1 if regpondent changed his vote between the campaign interview
and the post-election interview, coded O if his actud vote was the same as his vote
intention.

Campaign-Specific Information (CSl) = added score (standardized from O to 1) on three questions
related to campaign promises for which the respondent mentioned the right party (coded 1),
mentioned it with another party (coded 0.5), or did not mention the right party at dl or didn’t
remember (coded O, including no opinions): “Do you happen to remember which party is
promising to lower persond income taxes by ten percent 7’ (Conservatives); “...is promising to
cut unemployment in half by year 2001?" (NDP); “...is againgt recognizing Quebec as aditinct

society?’ (Reform).

I ndependent variables;

Age = actud age of respondent (continuous variable divided by 100).

Male = coded 1 for mae, coded O for femae.

School = a11-point scale running from zero (no schooling) to 1 (professiond degree or Ph.D.).
Politica Interet = a 10-point scde running from zero (no interest) to 1 (a great ded of interest)

using aquestion measuring respondent’ s interest in the eection campaign.
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TV News = a 10-point scde running from zero (no atention a dl) to 1 (a great ded of
atention) usng a question measuring respondent’s attention to news about the eection
campaignon TV.

Newspapers = a 10-point scde running from zero (no atention a dl) to 1 (a great ded of
atention) usng a question measuring respondent’s attention to news about the eection
campaign in the newspapers.

Paty ID: srength = dummy variable coded 1 if respondent feds a very strong or a fairly strong
identification with a political party, coded O otherwise.

Party ID: Reform, PC, NDP and Bloc = four dummy variables coded 1 if respondent identifies
with the given party, coded O otherwise.

Information Gains (IG) = the difference (standardized from O to 1, with negative vaues recoded 0)
between the CSl index and the same index as measured in the post-eection survey usng the
same three questions. “Do you happen to remember which party promised to lower persond
income taxes by ten percent?’; “...promised to cut unemployment in haf by year 20017’
“...was againgt recognizing Quebec as a distinct society?’

General Stock of Politica Information (GS) = a 4point scale (standardized from O to 1) adding
scoreson four questions of factual knowledge (each coded 1 if respondent gave the right
answer, and O if he did not or if he didn’t know): “We would like to see how widely known
some political figuresare. Do you recdl the name of the President of the United States? The
Minigter of Finance of Canada? The Premier of [your province]? The first woman to be Prime

Minister of Canada?’
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= day of the campagn in ascending order, sandardized to run from O (first day of the

campaign) to 1 (last day of the campaign).
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Tablel. Content Analysisof TV News

CBC/CTV SRC/TVA

Tota number of news 417 319
(100%) (100%)

- Campaign 317 243
(76%) (76%)

- Issues 100 76
(24%) (24%)

Soecificissues: Total 60 37
(100%) (100%)

- Unity (Reform) 37 24
(62%) (65%)

- Taxes (PC) 17 9
(28%) (24%)

- Unemployment (NDP) 6 4
(10%) (11%)

Source: Canadian Election Study, 1997 (content analysis).



Table2. A Regresson Analysisof the Evolution of the Knowledge Gap During the 1997 Campaign

cs Reform PC NDP
b SE a b SE a b SE a b SE a

Congtant -12 (.03)** -.22 (.05)** -12 (.05)* -.03 (.04)
Age 12 (04)** .06 11 (06)* .04 23 (06)** .08 .05 (04 .03
Male 07 (OL** .12 09 (02** .09 10 (02** .11 03 (O0L* .04
Schooling 16 (03)** .10 37 (05)** .14 .08 (.05) 03 04 (04) .02
Party ID strength 02 (0)*  -04 01 (02)  -.01 .01 (02)  -.01 -.04 (O1)** -.06
Interest 09 (03)** .09 14 (05)** .07 10 (05)* .06 07 (03)* .06
TV News 12 (03)** .12 14 (04)** .08 15 (04)** .09 06 (03) .05
Newspapers .02 (.02) 02 08 (04)* .05 -03 (04  -.02 02 (03) .01
GS 19 (03)** .23 38 (05)** .27 15 (05)** .11 07 (04 .08
Time .01 (.03) 01 .08 (.05) .05 06 (05  -.04 02 (04 -.01
Time” GSl 14 (05)** .13 .09 (.08) .05 33 (08)** .19 01 (06) .01

Adjusted R? 27 25 14 .03

N = 2412 2398 2410 2400

Note:  Seethe Appendix for the definition of the variables (* p<.05; ** p <.0l).

Source; Canadian

Election Study, 1997.



Table 3. A Regression Analysis of the Impact of Information Gains
on Vote Volatility During the 1997 Campaign

All Level of GS

1 2 3 4
Congant .35 (.03)** 42 (.06)** 29 (.05)** .30 (.05)** 24 (.04)**
Time -.13 (.03)** -.15 (.08)* -.11 (.07) -.11 (.06)* -.14 (.05)**
Party ID: strength -15 (.02)** | -.27 ((05)**  -13 (.04)**  -.14 (.04)**  -.10 (.03)**
GSl -.07 (.03)** Y Y Ya Y
Information gains .06 (.03)* .04 (.13) 20 (.10)* .16 (.08)* -.09 (.07)
Adjusted R2 .06 13 .04 .04 .05
N= 1366 228 316 414 413

Note:  Entries are unstandardized OL S regression coefficients with standard errorsin parentheses

(* p<.05; ** p<.01). Seethe Appendix for the definition of the variables.

Source: Canadian Election Study, 1997.



41

Figure 1. Expected Evolution of CSl and GSI
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Figure 2. Expected Evolution of Information Gains Under Various Conditions
of Awarenessand Media Coverage
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Figure 3. Evolution of CSl and GS|
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Source: Canadian Election Study, 1997.
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Figure4. Evolution of CSI by Levelsof GSI
(five-day moving aver ages)
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Source: Canadian Election Study, 1997.



