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Issue salience, issue ownership, and issue-based vote choice
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Abstract
According to the issue ownership theory of voting, voters identify the most credible party proponent of a particular issue and cast
their ballots for that issue owner. Despite the centrality of this voter-level mechanism to ownership theories of party behavior, it has
seldom been examined in the literature. We explore this model and offer a refinement to its current understanding and operational-
ization. Returning to the roots of ownership theory, we argue that the effect of issue ownership on vote choice is conditioned by the
perceived salience of the issue in question. Through individual-level analyses of vote choice in the 1997 and 2000 Canadian federal
elections, we demonstrate that issue ownership affects the voting decisions of only those individuals who think that the issue is salient.
� 2008 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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The observed decline in the explanatory power of
sociological determinants of vote choice over the past
few decades has prompted scholars to consider more
closely the role of political issues in individual electoral
decisions. One explanation of issue-based vote choice
that has emerged revolves around the idea of issue
ownership (e.g., Budge and Farlie, 1983; Petrocik,
1996). According to this theory, parties and their candi-
dates attempt to mobilize voters by emphasizing issues
on which they hold a reputation of competence. Political
parties in turn receive support on the basis of those
issues that they are perceived to own at election time.

In this article, we consider a refinement to the current
understanding of issue ownership voting. We turn to
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a factor that has been explored in standard models of
issue voting, but surprisingly has received little atten-
tion as an independent variable in the literature on
ownership-based voting behavioreissue salience. While
party ownership of an issue is important to individual
vote choice, we suggest that its effect is conditioned
by the perceived salience of the issue in question. Spe-
cifically, we argue that a party’s competence on an issue
should not influence voter behavior unless the issue
is considered important. By making the role of issue sa-
lience more explicit both in the formulation of the issue
ownership theory of voting and in its empirical testing,
we hope to provide an explanation of issue-based voting
that is more complete and representative of actual voter
behavior. Our re-examination of voter decision making
thus aims to bring individual-level issue ownership vot-
ing research more in line with the original aggregate-
level issue ownership theory, which included saliency
in its formulation (Budge and Farlie, 1983).
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We begin by reviewing the previous work on issue
ownership. We then discuss our refinement of the issue
ownership voting model and test it by analyzing the
individual-level determinants of vote choice in the
1997 and 2000 Canadian federal elections. The results
support the hypothesis that issue salience acts as
a conditioning variable in the relationship between is-
sue ownership and vote choice.
1. The role of issue ownership in party
and voter behavior

In seeking to understand the dynamics of party and
voter competition, scholars have noted that political
parties are viewed as more than just the set of policy
preferences they promote in their campaign documents
and speeches for a given election. Parties have issue
reputations. These images are initially based on the
policy stances they adopt and the constituencies they
seek to attract. But the party’s issue handling reputation
is further shapedd‘‘regularly tested and reinforced,’’ to
quote Petrocik (1996: 828)dby the performance of the
party once in office.

Examples of issue reputations abound. For instance,
in the United States, the Democratic Party is known as
the party best able to deal with issues of education,
welfare, and civil rights, whereas the Republican Party
historically has been seen as the party most competent
at handling foreign affairs, national defense, and crime
(Petrocik, 1996). Similar reputations exist in the United
Kingdom, where the Labour Party is seen as the party
most competent at managing health care and education,
and the Conservatives typically enjoy a positive image
with regard to taxes, crime, and defense issues (Budge
and Farlie, 1983).

These observations from the US and UK cases moti-
vated the theory of issue ownership developed by Budge
and Farlie (1983) and Petrocik (1996).1 The theory’s
aim is twofold. Its first objective is to provide an expla-
nation of party (and candidate) behavior that focuses on
the issues that are put forward by parties during election
campaigns. The theoretical expectation is that parties
place greater emphasis on issues that they ‘‘own.’’
They do so in order to appear credible to voters: the
issues being primed by a party have to be consistent
with the party’s long-standing image (see also Alesina,
1988; Bowler, 1990).
1 This model constitutes a logical extension of earlier work done on

party images and the issues parties emphasize during campaigns (Re-

Pass, 1971; Stokes, 1963; Trilling, 1976).
The theory’s second goal is to provide an account of
voter behavior based on the role of issue ownership in
elections. According to that aspect of the theory,
individuals make their voting decision by evaluating
the competence that each party has in handling specific
issues. Voters, the theory argues, can identify the party
(or candidate) that they feel is the most competent, or
the most credible, proponent of a particular issue.
They then cast their ballots for the issue owner. For ex-
ample, in the American context, if parties highlight the
issue of health care, voters will evaluate the competence
of each party on that issue. Because the Democrats are
generally considered the owner of health care, voters
will most likely prefer the Democratic Party over the
Republican Party, on the basis of that issue. In this
respect, ownership-based issue voting requires less
information than proximity or directional theories of
issue voting (e.g., Downs, 1957; Merrill and Grofman,
1999; Rabinowitz and Macdonald, 1989); according
to the ownership model, voters only need to assess
which party is the owner of the primed issue.

The existing research has focused mainly on the the-
ory’s first goaldto explain party and candidate behavior.
While some studies find that candidates’ behavior is
shaped by the issues that are salient at election time,
sometimes regardless of their ownership (see Aldrich
and Griffin, 2003; Damore, 2004), others report strong
evidence that issue ownership is an important dimension
of electoral campaigns and party behavior, especially in
the United States (Ansolabehere and Iyengar, 1994;
Hayes, 2005; Petrocik et al., 2003; Sellers, 1998; Simon,
2002). The latter studies show that parties actively com-
pete to acquire and defend their issue ownership. Issue
ownership has proven to be more fluid and contested
than initially assumed; parties compete over new issues
(Blomqvist and Green-Pedersen, 2004), and candidates
try to steal issue ownership from their opponents, by
reframing issues (Holian, 2004) or appealing to their
strong personal record in those issue areas (Kaufmann,
2004). Yet, parties nonetheless tend to strategically
emphasize those issues on which they are perceived (at
least for the moment) to be more competent.

These studies are primarily concerned with the
supply side of issue ownership and the campaign
process. Issue ownership votingdthe second dimension
of the ownership theory, which concerns us directly in
this articledis seldom examined in these studies or in
the literature in general. At this writing, only a handful
of studies have provided an empirical test of the rela-
tionship between issue ownership and voter behavior.
In their initial investigation of their ownership theory,
Budge and Farlie (1983) demonstrate that knowledge
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of parties’ issue ownership can help predict parties’
electoral support in 23 democracies. Their analysis is
restricted to the aggregate level, however, and does
not test their individual-level hypotheses about
individuals’ voting decisions.

Subsequent scholars have focused explicitly on the
role of issue ownership in individual-level voter choice.
Looking at survey data from the 1998 Dutch parliamen-
tary election, van der Brug (2004) finds that issue owner-
ship only affects voter party preferences indirectly. He
argues that party competence serves to alter voters’
perceptions of the party’s position on the left-right spec-
trum. This, in turn, colors their party preferences. But the
reliability and generalizability of his results are hindered
by his unusual operationalization of party ownership2

and his use of ‘‘electoral utilities’’ rather than vote choice
as the dependent variable.3 In the other extant studies,
Nadeau et al. (2001), Clarke et al. (2004), and Bellucci
(2006) do find evidence of the direct impact of percep-
tions of party competence on individual vote choice in
Canadian, British, and Italian elections, respectively.
For instance, Nadeau et al. (2001) demonstrate that per-
ceived competence at handling the issues of job creation,
crime, welfare, and national unity significantly increased
support for the federal Liberal Party of Canada in the
1997 election, beyond the effects of other, usual determi-
nants of voter choice. These studies thus lend support to
the claim made by the issue ownership theory that
citizens take issue-handling reputations into account
when deciding which party to vote for.

1.1. A refinement: issue salience conditions
issue ownership voting

In moving from the articulation and testing of an
ownership theory of candidate behavior to the concep-
tualization and (limited) examination of the theory of
voter behavior underlying it, the recent literature
seems to have downplayed or even ignored the role
of a critical variable. That factor is issue salience.4
2 He looks at the proximity between parties and voters in terms of

their issue priorities.
3 Van der Brug (2004: 215) defines ‘‘electoral utility’’ as ‘‘the de-

gree of utility a voter would derive from voting for a party.’’ See also

van der Eijk et al. (2006).
4 Issue salience is not a variable unknown to standard (i.e., non-

ownership) models of issue voting. While several studies (e.g.,

Hinckley et al., 1974; Markus and Converse, 1979; Niemi and Bar-

tels, 1985) find that salience has no direct effect on voting behavior,

issue salience has been shown to have an important conditioning ef-

fect in other models of issue voting (e.g., Edwards et al., 1995; Four-

nier et al., 2003; Krosnick, 1988, 1990; Rabinowitz et al., 1982).
We advocate a return to the ideas first put forward
by Budge and Farlie, but tested only in their aggregate
analysis of electoral outcomes. Following their lead,
we argue that the impact of issue reputation on an in-
dividual’s vote choice is conditioned by issue salience.
In other words, issue ownership should only affect the
decision of those voters who think that the issue in
question is important. Indeed, why should knowing
that the Democrats (or Labour in Britain, or the Lib-
erals in Canada) are the owner of the health care issue
matter for an individual’s vote if she thinks that health
care is an irrelevant issue?

The existence of this conditional effect of salience
on issue ownership voting has been noted by a few
studies. Budge and Farlie’s accurate predictions of
shifts in bourgeois and socialist party vote levels
across democracies from 1977 to 1979 are based on
knowledge of the party’s ownership of salient issues.
While less central to their analysis, the existence of
a similar relationship is hinted at by Mayer and Tiberj
(2004) in their examination of issues in the 2002
French presidential election. They conclude that,
while most French voters already considered Le Pen’s
Front National as the party best able to handle crime
as of 1995, this factor probably bolstered that party’s
vote share in 2002 because the issue of insecurity
suddenly became highly salient (see also Martin,
1998 for a similar reasoning). In terms of individ-
ual-level analyses, RePass (1971) observes that voters
perceive sharper differences among political parties’
issue-handling capacities on those issues that are
salient to them; this conclusion is also a central
implication of the more recent work on issue publics
(e.g., Anand and Krosnick, 2003; Price and Zaller,
1993). The fact that respondents to many national
election studies, including the 1998 and 2000 Ameri-
can National Election Studies and the 2001 and 2005
British Election Studies, were asked to identify the
best party only on the issue they found to be most
important reflects the natural connection between
these two concepts.

But in most discussions and models of individual-
level issue ownership voting, issue salience remains
an implicit dimension at best.5 This is particularly
surprising given the prominent role of issue salience
in the ownership model of candidate behavior and
5 While Damore (2004: 392) does not examine the implications of

the issue ownership theory for voter behavior, his model of candidate

behavior rests on the assumption that salience plays a role in issue-

based vote choice.
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in Budge and Farlie’s (1983) aggregate model of own-
ership election forecasting, and the mounting evidence
that there is rarely a consensus among issue voters on
the importance of political issues (e.g., Converse,
1964; Krosnick, 1990; Petrocik et al., 2003; Rivers,
1988).6 With issue priorities varying across voters
and not directly reflecting the agenda of the political
parties, it follows that ownership-based voters will
support different parties, based on the issues that
they find to be salient. However, neither van der
Brug (2004) nor Nadeau et al. (2001) examine issue
salience in their analyses of issue ownership voting.
Bellucci (2006) is a rare example of someone includ-
ing both salience and ownership in a single model of
vote choice, but he does not explicitly model the con-
ditionality of these variables. While Clarke et al.’s
(2004) models of voter choice in the 2001 British
general election examine ownership when the issue
in question is salient and thus might appear to be an
exception to our claim above, the authors do not dis-
cuss the relationship between issue salience and issue
ownership. Moreover, because they include measures
of ownership for only salient issues, their models
cannot tell us about the conditional nature of issue
ownership voting.7

To understand issue ownership-based voting, we
argue, issue salience has to be fully integrated into the
formulation of the theory and its empirical testing.
Summarizing our claims, we expect that the effect of
issue ownership on individual vote choice is conditional
upon the perceived salience of the issue. If the issue is
not salient, ownership should not affect party support.
If the issue is salient, ownership should have an effect
on vote choice. Moreover, the more salient the issue,
the greater the expected effect of issue ownership on
an individual’s voting decision.
2. Data and methods

To test this conditional formulation of the issue
ownership theory of voting, we examine individual-
level vote choice in the 1997 and 2000 federal
elections in Canada. The Canadian case and these
elections in particular are attractive for both empirical
6 Issue priorities may reflect an individual’s values or self-interest

or the social group with which the person identifies (see Krosnick,

1990).
7 This limitation is also present in Budge and Farlie’s (1983) aggre-

gate analysis; they only explore the effect of ownership of salient is-

sues on election outcomes.
and theoretical reasons. First and foremost, an
extensive survey of national election studies across
countries reveals that only the Canadian Election
Study (CES) surveys allow us to adequately test the
ownership conditionality hypotheses. Indeed, no other
individual-level national election study provides
measures of respondents’ perceptions of both issue
salience and party reputation on a common set of
policy issues.8 An effort is underway to collect such
data in the United States, the main geographic focus
of research on issue ownership; however, to date,
this revised formulation of the ownership theory of
voting can only be tested using Canadian data.

Beyond serving our practical needs, the Canadian
case is theoretically appealing. Like many advanced
industrial democracies, Canada has a multidimensional
political environment, which allows us to examine the
ownership effects of several distinct issues. The
multiplicity of issues also increases the likelihood that
there will be greater variation in the perceived salience
of those issues across voters, thus providing a stronger
test of our hypotheses. Examination of vote choice in
Canada also provides a good test of the transportability
of the issue ownership concepts. Whereas most work on
issue ownership has been restricted to two-party
systems, Canada had five main parties at that time and
has less consensus among the electorate on issue-
handling competence. There is already some evidence
from Nadeau et al. (2001) that (unconditional) issue
ownership voting occurs in Canada, but our study
provides an opportunity to see if voters in this
multiparty system still base their decisions on issue
ownership when issue salience is properly taken into
account.

2.1. Dependent variable

In our pooled analyses of vote choice in the 1997 and
2000 elections, the dependent variable is vote choice as
reported in the 1997 and 2000 CES.9 Five main parties
competed in the June 1997 Canadian federal election:
the incumbent Liberal Party, the Progressive-
Conservative Party (PC), the New Democratic Party
(NDP), the Reform Party, and the Bloc Québécois.
The same five parties competed in the November
8 Only the 1997 and 2000 CES ask these questions; comparably

worded questions on issue salience and ownership were not asked

in previous or later waves of the CES.
9 Data from the 1997 and 2000 Canadian Election Studies were

obtained from the Canadian Election Study website (http://ces-eec.

mcgill.ca/surveys.html).

http://ces-eec.umontreal.ca/surveys.html
http://ces-eec.umontreal.ca/surveys.html
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2000 election, the only difference being that the Reform
Party had been renamed the Canadian Alliance.10 We
examine the effects of salience and ownership of four
issues on voting behavior in the two electoral contests.
Those issues are cutting taxes, protecting social
programs, creating jobs, and fighting crime. These
represent the set of issues common to both the 1997
and 2000 CES.11

The decision to merge the two CES together for our
analyses rests upon several factors. The 1997 and 2000
Canadian federal elections were very similar with, as
will be discussed in the following section, the same
players, issues, general perceptions of issue compe-
tences, and even electoral outcomes. In both federal
elections, the incumbent Liberal Party was re-elected,
and the opposition vote was split between four parties.
In addition, and not surprisingly given the above, the
merged empirical results were virtually identical to
those that were obtained for the two elections individu-
ally. Whenever possible, in the findings section we note
additional tests conducted separately for the two
elections.

2.2. Independent variables

2.2.1. Issue salience
For the purpose of explaining vote choice from the

point of view of issue ownership theory, it is critical
to know what voters think are the most important issues
and the most competent parties on those issues. In both
surveys, issue salience is measured by the following
closed-ended question: ‘‘How important are the
following issues to you personally in this election?’’
For each issue, respondents were asked to rate the im-
portance they attached to the issue by choosing between
the following answers: very important, somewhat
10 The Reform party was renamed the Canadian Alliance approxi-

mately six months before the 2000 election. The new party elected

a new leader and slightly changed its party platform so as to broaden

its electoral appeal. But this did little to change the public’s percep-

tion that it was still an extremist social conservative party from the

West (Blais et al., 2002).
11 Issue salience and ownership questions were asked about seven

issues in the 1997 CES and nine issues in the 2000 CES. A fifth com-

mon issue across the two studiesddefending the interests of

Quebecdcould not be included in our analysis for several reasons.

Not only was that question asked only of those surveyed in Quebec,

making it not comparable to the other issues in the analysis, but also

the CES surveys lacked a clear measure of the respondent’s position

on that controversial policy good. As we will discuss in the section

on independent variables, information on voter policy preferences

is necessary for properly testing the ownership theory on non-valence

issues.
important, or not very important.12 We represent
respondents’ perceptions of issue salience as trichoto-
mous variables, with ‘‘very important’’ coded 2,
‘‘somewhat important’’ coded 1, and ‘‘not very impor-
tant’’ coded 0.13

The ‘‘don’t know’’ responses were excluded. Few
respondentsdless than 4.5% of the national sample
across both CES surveysdanswered ‘‘don’t know’’ to
the issue salience questions, indicating that almost every-
one was able to estimate the extent to which each issue
was important to them. In the aggregate, the political
issue that was most salient to the Canadian public across
the two elections was the creation of jobs (77% said it was
‘‘very important’’ to them personally), followed by crime
(71%), social programs (49%), and tax cuts (48%).14 In
the pooled survey data, the issue salience variables are
only weakly correlated with one another, with Pearson’s
Rs between �0.02 and 0.26 depending on the pair of
issues. Consistent with the findings of Rivers (1988)
and Krosnick (1990), these results suggest that a substan-
tial degree of heterogeneity exists in voters’ individual
evaluations of the salience of these issues.

2.2.2. Issue ownership
Following the practices of Nadeau et al. (2001),

Clarke et al. (2004), and Bellucci (2006), we use survey
respondents’ perceptions of party competence as mea-
sures of issue ownership. Issue ownership is determined
by the following CES question: ‘‘In your view, which
party would be best at .?’’ For each of the issues
discussed above, respondents were thus asked to name
which party (if any) they considered to be the most com-
petent at handling the issue. Consistent with Nadeau
et al. (2001), we recode responses into three-point scales
for each party and each issue: the respondent is coded
þ1 if she thinks that the given party is the most compe-
tent on the given issue, �1 if she thinks that another
party is the most competent, and 0 if she finds no partic-
ular party to be competent. For example, if a respondent
names the Liberals as the party best able to create jobs,
12 The issue salience question format we use (i.e., how important is

a given issue) is preferable to the open-ended format which asks

which issue ‘‘is the most important’’ because it avoids the problems

associated with the commonly used ‘‘most important problem’’ ques-

tion (see Wlezien, 2005).
13 The results of the analysis are robust to the use of an alternate

coding specification for the salience variables, where ‘‘very’’ and

‘‘somewhat important’’ are coded 1 and ‘‘not very important’’ is

coded 0.
14 The aggregate ordering of the issue priorities across the two elec-

tions is the same if one looks at the percentages of respondents who

deemed the issues to be ‘‘very’’ or ‘‘somewhat important.’’



Table 1

Perceptions of issue ownership in Canada for the 1997 and 2000 fed-

eral elections (columns as percentage of total samplea)

Taxes Social programs Jobs Crime

Liberals 23 26 35 25

PC 20 10 15 10

NDP 7 33 11 5

Reform/Alliance 27 9 14 25

Bloc Québécois 4 5 5 6

Other/None 7 5 8 7

DK 11 11 13 21

Source: 1997 and 2000 Canadian Election Studies. Bold numbers

indicate the issue owner(s).
a Percentages may not sum to 100 due to rounding.

16 The percentage of people naming the same party for all four is-

sues was 15.4% for the 1997 election and 14.8% for the 2000

election.
17 The percentage of ‘‘don’t know’’ responses in the dataset ranged

from 11% to 13%, except for crime (21%); see Table 1.
18
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then the jobs ownership variable for the Liberal Party
takes on the value of þ1 (for that respondent), and the
four other jobs ownership variables take on the value
of �1 (for that same respondent). If, on the other
hand, that respondent is unable or unwilling to name
any party as most competent on the jobs issue, then
her score on all five jobs ownership variables would be 0.

Analysis of the CES survey data confirms that
respondents can identify issue ownersda precondition
for the issue ownership model of voting. As Table 1
shows, between 78% and 88% of individuals surveyed
in 1997 and 2000 find one party or another to be the
most competent on each of these issues.15 The Liberals
were deemed the owner of the jobs issue by a wide
margin of survey respondents. Ownership of the other
issues was more contested. The NDP received the
largest share of the responses for owner of the social
programs issue, ahead of the Liberal Party. Likewise,
the Reform/Alliance was identified as being most
competent on the issue of taxes, but only just ahead of
the Liberals and Progressive Conservatives. Across
the survey respondents, not one but two parties emerged
as the owner of the crime issue. Competition for owner-
ship of this issue was the most fierce with both the
Liberal and the Reform/Alliance parties receiving
25% of the survey responses.

These findings highlight that there is rarely a clear-
cut consensus about the ownership of issues in this
five party system. Indeed, as shown in Table 1, at most
35% of respondents agree on the ownership of a particu-
lar issue. Such variation in perceptions of issue owner-
ship can be seen, to a lesser extent, over time. If we
disaggregate the data by election, we find stability in
the, albeit somewhat contested, ownership of the
social programs and jobs issues; these titles are consis-
tently held by the NDP and Liberals, respectively. On
the other hand, between 1997 and 2000, the plurality
shifts slightly within the set of parties closely associated
with the taxes and crime issues. The PC takes the lead on
taxes in 1997 whereas the Alliance is ahead in 2000.
Similarly, the Liberals are seen as the owner of the crime
issue by a plurality of 26% in 1997; the Alliance
emerges as its owner in 2000 with 30% of responses.

Such variation in perceptions of issue competence
has led some scholars to criticize the general use of
‘‘party best at’’ questions for measuring issue owner-
ship (e.g., Kuechler, 1991; van der Brug, 2004). Their
argument is that this survey question provides
15 These percentages include respondents answering that no party

was owner.
a subjective, as opposed to an objective, measure of is-
sue ownership. Not only does this allow for variability
across individual respondents as seen above, but also,
they argue, the resulting survey responses are likely to
be reflections of partisanship.

Focusing on the second concern first, we too find pat-
terns suggesting that partisan identification does, to
some extent, inform perceptions of ownership in the
CES data. For instance, across the two elections, 15%
of respondents systematically named the same party
as most competent on all four issues;16 this proportion
is 8% among non-identifiers, while it is 21% among
party identifiers (who tend to name their own party).
Also, non-identifiers are about twice as likely as party
identifiers to answer ‘‘don’t know’’ to questions about
competence, although the total number of ‘‘don’t
know’’ answers in itself is not particularly high.17

However, the advantages to using this measure in our
current study outweigh the disadvantages. First, this
question captures more directly the underlying concept
of party ownership in Canada than other questions avail-
able in this survey or those employed by others in similar
research. The practice of using ‘‘objective’’ measures of
issue ownership typical to studies of candidate behavior
in the US (e.g., Hayes, 2005; Petrocik, 1996)18 is prob-
lematic because there lacks a clear consensus about the
‘‘true’’ owners of particular issues in the Canadian polit-
ical system.19 In this multiparty system where more
This practice is also employed by Budge and Farlie (1983) in their

aggregate tests of the ownership theory of voting in 23 countries.
19 In this case, following the practice employed in US research to

obtain ‘‘objective’’ measures would entail according the title of issue

owner to the party gaining the plurality of responses.



20 While acknowledging that a projection effect is real, previous

work done in the US (Petrocik, 1996; RePass, 1971; Trilling,

1976) and Canada (Bélanger, 2003; Meisel, 1972; Nadeau and Blais,

1990; Nadeau et al., 2001) has also shown that questions about the

‘‘party best at’’ do reveal genuine party images of issue competence

once contamination from party identification is controlled for. Thus,

to eliminate or reduce potential bias due to projection or rationaliza-

tion effects, we follow the practices of the scholars cited above and

systematically include controls for partisanship in all of our analyses

(see our next section).
21 These variables were created by interacting the three-level owner-

ship scales with dichotomous variables indicating the respondent’s

support for (1) or opposition to (0) the given issue position.
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parties are compelled to occupy a limited issue space,
party positions overlap, and multiple parties actively
compete for these titles (Bélanger, 2003).

Second, it has recently been questioned whether
any consensus exists around issue reputations even in
the two-party system of the United States. Damore
(2004), Holian (2004), Kaufmann (2004) and Petrocik
et al. (2003) have reported that the ownership of issues
varies across the two main American parties over time.
There is also evidence that, at any given time in the
US, there is disagreement over the identity of an is-
sue’s owner. A cursory examination of the survey
data presented in several analyses of issue ownership,
including Petrocik’s seminal, 1996 article, reveals that
all issue handling reputations are contested, with many
being awarded to a party on the basis of less than 50%
of survey responses. Thus, with even research on
American issue ownership challenging the ‘‘objective’’
reputation concept of ownership first articulated by
Budge and Farlie (1983) and Petrocik (1996), we
would hardly expect singular, invariable, and univer-
sally agreed upon owners of given issues in the Cana-
dian context.

Similarly, the measure of issue ownership in the
CES surveys improves upon the indicators employed
by other scholars conducting individual-level analyses.
For example, van der Brug (2004) claims to avoid the
potential bias inherent in these questions by using in-
formation on the issue priorities of voters and parties
to tap into issue ownership. Yet, the questions he
uses are only informative of issue ownership if one
makes the further strong assumption that parties only
give priority to issues that they own. This is a central
hypothesis of the issue ownership theorydone that
needs to be tested, not asserted. Recent studies of can-
didate behavior in the US (see Aldrich and Griffin,
2003; Damore, 2004) have challenged this claim, and
even the original proponents of issue ownership theory
have argued that this hypothesis does not necessarily
hold with regard to all issues. Budge and Farlie
(1983) note that political parties typically emphasize
a common set of major issues in a given election cam-
paign, even if their credibility on those issues varies. It
is the goal of our research to assess the impact of issue
ownership as distinct from issue salience, and, thus, we
need to employ a measure of voter perceptions of party
issue competence.

Even if there is a correlation between partisanship
and ‘‘party best at’’ survey responses, the extent to
which it is problematic for this analysis should not be
overstated. Almost half (45%) of the sample did not
self-identify as a strong or very strong partisan of any
party. Of those who did, many partisan identifiers
were willing to name a party other than their own as
issue owner. The proportion of partisans not naming
their party as most competent is about 37% on the
jobs issue, 50% on crime, 51% on social programs,
and 52% on taxes. Perceptions of party competence,
thus, are far from being entirely predetermined by
partisan identification.20

A further complication of testing the effects of issue
ownership stems from the choice and framing of issues
presented in the 1997 and 2000 CES. The ownership
theory of voting assumes that voters are casting their
ballots on the basis of valence issues. These are issues
on which all actors share a common policy stance, but
may disagree about the means of achieving them
(Stokes, 1963). In this analysis, ‘‘increasing jobs’’ and
‘‘fighting crime’’ can be treated as valence issues.
However, the other two issues, ‘‘cutting taxes’’ and
‘‘preserving social programs,’’ do not fit this definition.
Decreasing taxes and protecting social programs are not
universally agreed upon goals.

For this second set of issues, known as position
issues, the theory’s claim that issue ownership should
lead directly to vote choice does not necessarily apply.
If an individual does not share a party’s issue stance,
then it is irrelevant that she finds that particular party
to be the owner of the policy position. For example, if
a voter does not favor tax cuts, then the fact that the Re-
form/Alliance party owns that issue should not increase
that voter’s probability of supporting it. Consequently,
to properly test the ownership theory in the case of these
two position issues, we create a new set of variables that
measure issue ownership given a respondent’s shared
preferences on that issue.21

2.3. Model estimation

To estimate the effects of issue salience and owner-
ship on individual-level vote choice, we pool the data
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from the 1997 and 2000 Canadian Election Studies
and conduct a series of logistic regressions for each
party’s vote. This form of analysis is chosen over
a multinomial logit because it allows us to test the
effect of negative issue ownership separate from that
of no issue ownership (using three-point ownership
scales) for each party and each issue. In each logit
regression, we analyze the likelihood that a respondent
to the 1997 or the 2000 CES voted for one of the five
main federal parties. As explanatory variables, we
include measures of salience (S) and party ownership
(O) for each of the issues discussed previously. Recall
that for the two position issuesdcutting taxes and pro-
tecting social programsdthe influence of ownership
on vote choice depends on the voter’s programmatic
preferences. As an advancement over past analyses
of Canadian issue ownership, we therefore include in-
teractive terms to measure the ownership of these po-
sition issues given a respondent’s preference on that
issue (O � Pref).22 A further set of interactive vari-
ables is added to test our central claim that the impact
of issue ownership is conditional upon issue salience
(S � O).23 Finally, we include a set of control variables
found to be informative of recent Canadian electoral
behavior (see Blais et al., 2002; Nevitte et al., 2000).
These socio-demographic factors consist of age, gen-
der, education, income, religion, and region. We also
add a dummy variable for the election year.24

Given that partisans are more likely to consider
their party as the owner of an issue, we need to
22 Consistent with the recommendations of Friedrich (1982), Brau-

moeller (2004) and Brambor et al. (2006), we separately include

the voter programmatic preference measures on taxes and social pro-

grams in the estimations. In this case, the measures are perfectly (and

negatively) correlated; support for tax cuts is equivalent to opposition

to the maintenance of social programs. Thus, we only include one

variabledpreference for tax cutsdin the regressions.
23 The inclusion of the variable Ownership in two separate interac-

tive terms creates a ‘‘tacit interaction’’ between the Salience and

Voter Preference variables. Following the recommendation of Brau-

moeller (2004) and Brambor et al. (2006), we therefore include

a set of S � Pref terms in the estimations.
24 Our results do not change if we include in our models leadership

thermometer variables, a set of control variables often used in the lit-

erature on Canadian voting (e.g., Blais et al., 2002; Clarke et al.,

1979, 1996, 2000; Nevitte et al., 2000); issue salience continues to

condition the effect of issue ownership on vote choice. Consistent

with the existing work, our analyses also reveal that having a positive

image of the party leader has a statistically and substantively signif-

icant, positive effect on the likelihood of supporting that party. But,

in light of the uneven and significant data restrictions that the inclu-

sion of these leadership variables causes, we exclude them from the

final models.
control for the effect of partisanship when estimating
our models. We follow the dominant practice and in-
troduce party identification controls to the logit
models. To confirm the robustness of our findings,
we also conducted the same analyses on only nonpar-
tisans, i.e., those respondents who are not already pre-
disposed to vote for any party. The results of those
regressions, which are reported in the Appendix (Ta-
ble A.1), support the same substantive conclusions
suggested by Table 2.
3. Findings

Table 2 contains the results of our analyses of party
vote in the 1997 and 2000 Canadian federal elections.
The values in the table are the coefficients of the lo-
gistic regressions of vote for each of the five Canadian
parties.

What factors influence vote choice? Turning our
attention first to the control variables, we find that
voter decisions are influenced by partisan affiliation
and socio-demographic factors. Consistent with past
analyses of the 1997 and 2000 CES data (e.g., Blais
et al., 2002; Nadeau et al., 2001; Nevitte et al.,
2000), the partisanship variables are statistically sig-
nificant and exhibit strong, positive influences over
vote choice for every party. Following a trend wit-
nessed in past elections in Canada and elsewhere
(see Dalton, 1996; Gidengil et al., 1999), region also
stands out as a strong predictor of vote likelihood. In-
deed, of the six sets of socio-demographic variables, it
is the only one that proves statistically significant
across the various logit models. Except for region of
residence, educational level, and religion (i.e., whether
a respondent is Catholic or not), socio-demographics
do not appear to explain much of the vote for any par-
ticular party in those two elections.

3.1. Conditional effects of issue salience on
issue ownership voting

The interpretation of the effect of the central variables
of interestdissue salience and issue ownershipdon
vote choice is less straightforward. Because we posit
that the influence of issue ownership is dependent
upon the salience of the issue, we model this effect using
interaction terms. When interpreting the results of re-
gression models with interactive variables, we need to
remember that the effect of one variable is conditional
upon the level of another (Friedrich, 1982). This means
that we cannot deduce the effects of the interacted



Table 2

Party vote in the 1997 and 2000 Canadian federal elections (logistic regression results)a

Liberal PC NDP Reform Bloc

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Constant �0.91� (0.51) �2.62��� (0.61) �3.12��� (0.91) 0.80 (0.62) �2.23� (1.23)

2000 election �0.08 (0.14) 0.15 (0.17) 0.54�� (0.22) �0.61��� (0.20) 0.13 (0.26)

Age �0.34 (0.44) 0.75 (0.53) �1.13 (0.72) �0.09 (0.60) �1.19 (0.85)

Male 0.13 (0.13) �0.00 (0.16) �0.28 (0.19) �0.08 (0.17) 0.29 (0.25)

Education 0.26 (0.34) 0.89�� (0.38) �0.20 (0.55) �0.96�� (0.45) 0.94 (0.64)

Income 0.27 (0.23) 0.21 (0.26) �0.04 (0.31) �0.22 (0.28) �0.56 (0.38)

Catholic 0.23 (0.16) �0.19 (0.19) �0.11 (0.23) �0.31 (0.20) 2.35��� (0.29)

Atlantic �0.76��� (0.22) 1.11��� (0.22) 1.02��� (0.28) �0.50 (0.31) e

Quebec �0.88��� (0.20) 0.21 (0.23) �0.51 (0.35) �1.81��� (0.32) e
West �0.63��� (0.16) �0.29 (0.21) 0.30 (0.24) 0.50��� (0.18) e

Partisan identification 2.17��� (0.15) 2.05��� (0.20) 2.24��� (0.27) 4.33��� (0.64) 5.36��� (0.47)

Taxes: S 0.04 (0.10) 0.00 (0.12) �0.46��� (0.17) 0.25� (0.14) �0.25 (0.20)

Social programs: S 0.04 (0.18) 0.25 (0.22) 0.37 (0.28) �0.29 (0.21) 0.56 (0.38)

Jobs: S 0.17 (0.13) 0.19 (0.16) �0.01 (0.23) �0.30� (0.16) 0.15 (0.52)

Crime: S 0.05 (0.12) �0.34�� (0.14) �0.19 (0.22) 0.28�� (0.14) �0.65�� (0.27)

Taxes: O 0.30��� (0.10) 0.39��� (0.11) 0.36�� (0.15) 0.38��� (0.11) 0.79��� (0.29)

Voter Tx/SocPrgm Pref 0.02 (0.45) 0.29 (0.52) 1.41 (0.90) �0.55 (0.64) 0.90 (1.06)

Taxes: O � Pref 0.04 (0.37) 0.30 (0.40) �0.21 (0.55) �1.24��� (0.46) 1.20 (0.96)

Social program: O 0.13 (0.15) 0.27 (0.19) 0.15 (0.26) 0.75�� (0.29) 0.82�� (0.36)

Social program: O � Pref 0.18 (0.26) �0.36 (0.34) 0.67 (0.59) �0.47 (0.43) �0.28 (0.68)

Jobs: O 1.08��� (0.24) 0.25 (0.27) 0.41 (0.45) 0.49 (0.30) 0.13 (1.15)

Crime: O 0.12 (0.21) 0.27 (0.26) 0.25 (0.41) 0.24 (0.25) 0.85� (0.47)

Taxes: S � Pref �0.03 (0.23) �0.25 (0.25) 0.31 (0.36) 0.27 (0.32) �0.62 (0.50)

Social program: S � Pref �0.09 (0.22) �0.09 (0.27) 1.15��� (0.40) �0.27 (0.28) �0.57 (0.46)

Taxes: S � O � Pref 0.18 (0.22) �0.24 (0.25) 0.37 (0.36) 0.84��� (0.28) �0.66 (0.55)

Social programs: S � O � Pref �0.01 (0.13) 0.31� (0.18) �0.18 (0.29) 0.12 (0.21) �0.01 (0.31)

Jobs: S � O �0.21 (0.13) 0.19 (0.16) 0.16 (0.24) 0.21 (0.18) 0.06 (0.59)

Crime: S � O 0.09 (0.12) �0.06 (0.15) �0.08 (0.23) 0.17 (0.15) �0.12 (0.30)

Pseudo-R2 0.38 0.29 0.41 0.54 0.65

Log likelihood �1069.03 �794.99 �518.95 �641.04 �297.12

N 2572 2572 2572 2572 2572

a Entries are logit coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses. �p � 0.10, ��p � 0.05, ���p � 0.01.
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variables directly from the regression coefficients.25

The coefficients for the issue salience (S) terms reported
in Table 2 only capture the effect of the special case in
which ownership of those issues is zero. In the case of
the ownership (O) variables, their estimated effect on
vote choice presented in Table 2 is limited to an even
more restrictive set of circumstances; they measure
the effect of ownership when the salience is equal to
zero, but only for valence issues.

While these special cases do reveal some informa-
tion, to assess the validity of our central hypothesis, we
need to calculate the effect of issue ownership when
25 The same holds true for the statistical significance of the variables’

effects. As argued by Brambor et al. (2007: n6) and as will be shown

in our analyses, the conditional effects of each variable on the depen-

dent variable may be statistically significant even if the coefficient of

the interactive term is found to be statistically insignificant.
issue salience is equal to one and two. We present the re-
sults of these calculations in Table 3 along with the co-
efficients of the ownership variables for both valence
and position issues when issue salience is equal to zero
(taken from Table 2). It is clear from this table that the
influence of party ownership on vote choice is condi-
tioned by the salience of the issue in question. As shown
in the top tier of Table 3, the effect of issue ownership on
party vote is only statistically significant at p � 0.10 in
five out of 20 cases when the issue in question is consid-
ered unimportant. On the other hand, when the issue is
moderately salient (as shown in the second tier of the
table), 14 of the 20 conditional ownership coefficients
are statistically significant and of the expected positive
sign. And when the issue is highly salient (bottom tier
of the table), 16 out of 20 conditional ownership coeffi-
cients meet these criteria. Eleven of the 20 party-issue
combinations support our further claim that issue



Table 3

Conditional effects of variables on party vote in the 1997 and 2000 Canadian federal elections (as logistic coefficients based on the regressions in

Table 2)

Liberal PC NDP Reform Bloc

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Ownership when issue salience ¼ 0 (coeff. from Table 2)

Taxes 0.34 (0.36) 0.69� (0.39) 0.15 (0.53) �0.85� (0.45) 2.00�� (0.91)

Social programs 0.30 (0.21) �0.09 (0.29) 0.82 (0.54) 0.28 (0.32) 0.53 (0.60)

Jobs 1.08��� (0.24) 0.25 (0.27) 0.41 (0.45) 0.49 (0.30) 0.13 (1.15)

Crime 0.12 (0.21) 0.27 (0.26) 0.25 (0.41) 0.24 (0.25) 0.85� (0.47)

Ownership when issue salience ¼ 1

Taxes 0.52��� (0.19) 0.45�� (0.19) 0.52� (0.30) �0.01 (0.22) 1.34��� (0.45)

Social programs 0.30��� (0.11) 0.22 (0.14) 0.64�� (0.27) 0.40�� (0.17) 0.53 (0.36)

Jobs 0.86��� (0.12) 0.44��� (0.14) 0.57��� (0.22) 0.71��� (0.16) 0.20 (0.58)

Crime 0.21�� (0.11) 0.20 (0.14) 0.17 (0.21) 0.41��� (0.13) 0.73��� (0.25)

Ownership when issue salience ¼ 2

Taxes 0.70��� (0.20) 0.22 (0.22) 0.90�� (0.40) 0.83��� (0.23) 0.67� (0.41)

Social programs 0.29��� (0.11) 0.53��� (0.15) 0.46��� (0.14) 0.53�� (0.22) 0.52� (0.30)

Jobs 0.65��� (0.08) 0.62��� (0.11) 0.73��� (0.13) 0.92��� (0.14) 0.26 (0.25)

Crime 0.31��� (0.10) 0.14 (0.12) 0.09 (0.17) 0.58��� (0.12) 0.61�� (0.27)

�p � 0.10, ��p � 0.05, ���p � 0.01.
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ownership should have a larger substantive impact on
vote probability when the issue is salient than when it
is considered irrelevant or less salient. This positive
relationship is evident when we compare conditional co-
efficients (when salience ¼ 1) to unconditional coeffi-
cients, and when we compare conditional coefficients
when salience is equal to 2 (highly salient) to those
when salience is equal to 1 (moderately salient).26

These findings therefore suggest the need to control for
issue salience when modeling issue ownership effects on
vote choice; studies that ignore this conditionality over-
look key differences in how a party’s ownership of an issue
affects a voter’s electoral decision. This conclusion is also
confirmed by likelihood-ratio tests (King, 1989). The tests
indicate that our conditional models of issue ownership are
closer to the true specification of individual vote choice
than the standard ownership models for all political
parties; the improvement in model fit is statistically signif-
icant in all five regressions.27
26 Similar conclusions about the conditionality of issue ownership

can be drawn when the analyses are conducted separately for each

election year.
27 The chi-square values from the likelihood-ratio tests are all statis-

tically significant at p � 0.05. Similarly, the Akaike information cri-

terion (AIC) values of the conditional models are all smaller than the

AIC values of the unconditional models. When vote choice is mod-

eled separately for each election year, the fit of the conditional model

is superior to that of the unconditional model in all party-election-

year cases, except for the case of the Liberal Party in 2000, according

to the likelihood-ratio test, and the cases of the Liberal Party in 2000

and the Bloc Québécois in 2000, according to comparisons of the

AIC values.
While supportive of our claim of the conditional
effect of ownership on salience and our subsequent
model choice, these data do not show that issue
ownership (conditional or unconditional) plays an equal
role in voting decisions for every issue and every party.
For example, evidence of the conditionality of issue
ownership is slightly weaker for position issues than
for valence ones. Five out of the nine cases in which
the effect of ownership is greater when the issue is
considered insignificant involve the position issues of
taxes and social programs. As stated earlier, issue
ownership theory is not necessarily designed to apply
to those issues over which there is no consensus on goals.
That is why, for the purpose of this analysis, we have
tried to adapt these position issues into valence-style is-
sues using the survey’s policy preference measures.28

But it is clear that additional research involving other
election studies with broader sets of position issues is
needed to ascertain the general comparability of valence
and position issues for issue ownership voting.

Our results also highlight that not all parties’ votes
are equally shaped by the conditionality of issue
ownership. While the focus of this analysis has been
on the relationship between issue salience and
28 Our main findings that the effects of issue ownership are condi-

tional upon issue salience are robust, however, to an alternate speci-

fication of the model in which we treat all issues as valence issues;

we do this by removing from the model the interactions between in-

dividual issue preference and ownership of the taxes and social pro-

grams issues as well as the issue preference and salience � issue

preference variables for taxes and social programs.



29 When these hypotheticals are modeled with a voter who was a par-

tisan of the party in question, the absolute values of the predicted

probabilities are higher in every case. However, we find that the pat-

terns of probability change under varying levels of issue salience are

identical to those displayed in Table 4.
30 These patterns of probability change are representative of those

found in hypotheticals involving every party and every issue.

When modeled for vote choice in 1997, the probability of voting

for the issue owner increases when the issue becomes salient (sa-

lience changing from 0 to 2) in 10 out of 20 cases. The probability

of voting for a party that is not the issue owner decreases when the

issue becomes salient in 15 out of 20 cases. The results are the

same if the probabilities are calculated for vote choice in the 2000

election.

487É. Bélanger, B.M. Meguid / Electoral Studies 27 (2008) 477e491
ownership, recent work (e.g., Aldrich and Griffin,
2003; Damore, 2004) suggests that the effect of issue
ownership on vote choice is not immune to the dy-
namics of electoral campaigns and party rhetoric.
The influence of these campaign factors may help ex-
plain why, as we saw in some cases, an increase in is-
sue salience caused a monotonic decline in the effect
of ownership on a party’s vote. Consider the Liberal
Party and the jobs issue. Having won the 1993 elec-
tion on its strong reputation at job creation, the Lib-
eral Party was severely criticized by the opposition
parties during the 1997 and 2000 election campaigns
for not having delivered on that issue (Nadeau et al.,
2000). Based on the work of Conover (1981), Conover
and Feldman (1989), and Krosnick (1990), we might
expect voters who deemed the issue of job creation
to be important to have been more receptive to those
critiques. With the Liberals’ ownership of the jobs
issue in doubt, these ‘‘issue public’’ voters may have
relied less on this reputational factor when deciding
whether to support the party. Similarly, it has been
argued that the NDP, despite its traditional ownership
of the social program issue, did not try to capitalize
on the Liberals’ poor record at protecting social pro-
grams in the 1997 election (Nevitte et al., 2000:
103). Thus, voters who felt that the social programs
issue was important may have been disappointed
with the NDP’s lack of effort to campaign on its issue
reputation.

In both cases, the observed effects of these cam-
paign dynamics are consistent with the estimated
effects of the ownership variables for these issues and
parties: the impact of the ownership variable on vote
choice decreases with an increase in issue salience.
While these explanations warrant further study, it
seems that the traditional owners of the issues were
being punished for failing to defend their issue reputa-
tions as ‘‘their’’ issues gained importance. It should be
noted that these results do not undermine the general
finding that issue ownership matters or the conclusion
of this article that the effect of issue ownership is
tempered by issue salience. They just suggest that the
force of ownership is neither independent of the issue
or party being examined, nor is it independent of
campaign dynamics.

3.2. Predicted probabilities

The logistic regression coefficients in Table 3 give
the reader an idea of the statistical significance and di-
rection of ownership’s effects on vote choice. But, to
fully grasp the impact of these conditional variables
on a respondent’s likelihood of voting for a particular
party, we consider some typical voter scenarios. In
Table 4, we list the predicted probabilities of a voter
supporting the Liberal Party and the NDP on the basis
of the taxes and jobs issues, respectively, under differ-
ing values of issue salience and ownership. For the cal-
culations, the values of all other issue salience and
ownership variables are assumed to be zero; all socio-
demographic variables are held at their means; and
the probabilities are calculated for an individual who
is voting in the 1997 election and who is not a partisan
of the party in question.29 Because the first example in-
volves a position issue, we make the further assumption
in that case that the respondent supports tax cuts (voter
tax preference ¼ 1).

These examples clearly demonstrate the value added
of issue salience for the effects of issue ownership on
individual vote choice. If we start with the scenario typ-
ically modeled in ownership theory researchdwhere
ownership ¼ 1, but salience ¼ 0dwe find that our
respondent would support a tax-cut-owning Liberal
Party with a 0.437 probability. However, once the taxes
issue becomes salient (S ¼ 1), that probability increases
to 0.484. When the respondent finds taxes to be ‘‘very
important’’ (S ¼ 2), his probability of supporting the
Liberal Party owner increases to 0.531.

Our operationalization of the ownership variable also
allows us to test for the presence of a punishment mech-
anism. The Liberal vote choice hypothetical offers sup-
port for the hypothesis that salience has the opposite
effect when the party in question does not own the issue.
If another party is considered the owner of the taxes
issue, the probability of voting for the Liberal Party
starts lower and drops even further as the issue becomes
salient. The same patterns appear in the hypothetical
involving support for the NDP on the basis of the jobs
issue.30 As the latter example shows, even when the
overall probability of voting for a party is small, that



Table 4

Probability of voter support under varying issue salience and ownership conditions

Issue not salient

(salience¼0)

Issue salient Change in vote probability

(from salience ¼ 0

to salience ¼ 2)
Salience ¼ 1 Salience ¼ 2

a. Effects of the taxes issue on probability to vote for the Liberal Partya

Liberal Party owner (ownership ¼ þ1) 0.437 0.484 0.531 þ0.094

Liberal Party not owner (ownership ¼ �1) 0.281 0.249 0.219 �0.062

b. Effects of the jobs issue on probability to vote for the New Democratic Party (NDP)b

NDP owner (ownership ¼ þ1) 0.026 0.030 0.034 þ0.008

NDP not owner (ownership ¼ �1) 0.011 0.010 0.008 �0.003

a Probabilities of voting for that party in the 1997 election calculated for a 45 year old, non-Catholic male who has completed high school, has an

income of $CDN 60,000e69,000, is not a partisan of the party in question, resides in the province of Ontario, and supports the cutting of taxes.
b Probabilities of voting for that party in the 1997 election calculated for a 45 year old, non-Catholic male who has completed high school, has an

income of $CDN 60,000e69,000, is not a partisan of the party in question, and resides in the province of Ontario.
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probability changes markedlydeither increasing when
the party is the issue owner or decreasing when another
party isdwhen the issue in question becomes salient.

3.2.1. Regional variation
The central goal of these analyses has been to

explore the relationship between issue ownership, issue
salience, and vote choice. But in demonstrating the con-
ditionality of issue ownership on issue salience, the
regression results have further reinforced the centrality
of Canadian geography in voting behavior. As discussed
earlier, regions emerge as significant determinants of
vote likelihood for all political parties in these two elec-
tions. It is therefore worthwhile to explore how much of
an effect a change in region has on a respondent’s party
choice. Looking back to the hypotheticals presented in
Table 4, how would the likelihood of voting for the New
Democratic Party change if the respondent was residing
in the Atlantic provincesdan area of increased NDP
support in the late 1990s when its then-leader was
from that regiondas opposed to the reserve category
of Ontario? And, how would the probability of voting
Table 5

Predicted probability of voting for party by regiona

Ontario

(reserve category)

reported in Table 4

Quebec

Issue not

salient

Issue salient

(S ¼ 2)

Issue not

salient

Iss

(S

Liberal Party: owner

of the taxes issue

0.437 0.531 0.244 0.3

NDP: owner of jobs issue 0.026 0.034 0.016 0.0

a Probabilities of voting for that party in the 1997 election calculated for a

income of $CDN 60,000e69,000, and is not a partisan of the party in questio

taxes.
for the Liberals vary outside of its traditional stronghold
of Ontario?

Table 5 displays the probabilities of voting for an
issue owner by region. In the first two columns, we
repeat the values reported in Table 4 for ballots cast in
Ontario, the reserve regional category. Looking across
the columns, we find that the likelihood of supporting
a party when it is perceived to be the issue owner is
higher in its stronghold regions and lower in areas
where it is traditionally weaker. And this pattern is
maintained regardless of whether or not the issue is
salient. As we would expect, we find increased vote
probability for the NDP in the Atlantic provinces,
relative to other regions. In Quebec, where the NDP
has failed repeatedly to gain a foothold, a vote for the
NDP is less likely. The probability of supporting the
Liberal Party is highest in Ontario and is lowest in
Quebec where it faces strong competition from the
Bloc Québécois.

That said, these regional differences do not eclipse
the conditioning effect of issue salience on issue owner-
ship. In every region, a voter’s probability of voting for
Atlantic West

ue salient

¼ 2)

Issue not

salient

Issue salient

(S ¼ 2)

Issue not

salient

Issue salient

(S ¼ 2)

21 0.266 0.346 0.292 0.376

21 0.068 0.089 0.034 0.046

45 year old, non-Catholic male who has completed high school, has an

n. In the first hypothetical, the respondent also supports the cutting of
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the Liberals or the NDP increases as the issue becomes
salient. Thus, while region matters, salience still condi-
tions ownership-based vote choice.

4. Conclusion

Work done on voting since the 1970s has suggested
that sociological factors are not the only or the central
determinants of vote choice (e.g., Nie et al., 1976;
Särlvik and Crewe, 1983). Our article continues in
this tradition. Drawing upon individual-level survey
data from the 1997 and 2000 Canadian Election Stud-
ies, we find evidence that party reputation influences
an individual’s voting behavior. A voter is generally
more likely to support a political party if that party is
perceived to be the most competent on a given issue.

But the micro-level relationship between issue
competence and party choice is not as simple as that
commonly articulated and tested by the issue ownership
voting literature. Rather, our analysis demonstrates that
the influence of issue ownership on vote choice is
conditional upon the perceived salience of the issue. A
party’s issue competence will affect a voter’s behavior
only if the issue in question is considered salient. The
role of issue salience, so prominent in analyses of is-
sue-ownership-based candidate behavior and in Budge
and Farlie’s (1983) aggregate-level examination of issue
ownership effects on election outcomes, therefore needs
to be more explicitly integrated into the current formu-
lation and testing of the ownership theory of voting.

Our findings have both empirical and practical
implications. First, the fact that the conditional model
is closer to the true specification of vote choice calls
into question the conclusions reached by scholars who
fail to directly measure the role of issue salience in issue
ownership models of voter behavior. When combined
with the fact that some studies also fail to compensate
for the positional nature of some issues (see, for
example, Nadeau et al., 2001), it is clear that the validity
and generalizability of these earlier conclusions must be
reassessed in light of this study’s findings.

Second, recognition of the centrality of issue salience
has practical implications for the behavior of vote-seek-
ing political parties. While past work on issue ownership
may have suggested that party reputation, as distinct from
party issue positions, is critical for vote choice, we dem-
onstrate that reputation alone is insufficient. Parties need
to be more concerned about conveying the significance of
‘‘their’’ issues to the public. The importance of this con-
clusion is further strengthened by the findings that voters
rarely share the same issue priorities as each other or as
political parties in the system (Duch et al., 2000; Fournier
et al., 2003; Petrocik et al., 2003; Rivers, 1988). Our re-
search suggests that this heterogeneity of perceived issue
importance has real effects that not only alter the signif-
icance of issue ownership but may determine the out-
come of any given election.
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Särlvik, B., Crewe, I., 1983. Decade of Dealignment: The Conserva-

tive Victory of 1979 and Electoral Trends in the 1970s.

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Sellers, P.J., 1998. Strategy and background in congressional

campaigns. American Political Science Review 92, 159e171.

Simon, A.F., 2002. The Winning Message: Candidate Behavior,

Campaign Discourse, and Democracy. Cambridge University

Press, Cambridge.

Stokes, D.E., 1963. Spatial models of party competition. American

Political Science Review 57, 368e377.

Trilling, R.J., 1976. Party Image and Electoral Behavior. Wiley, New

York.

Wlezien, C., 2005. On the salience of political issues: the

problem with ‘most important problem’. Electoral Studies

24, 555e579.


	Issue salience, issue ownership, and issue-based vote choice
	The role of issue ownership in party and voter behavior
	A refinement: issue salience conditions issue ownership voting

	Data and methods
	Dependent variable
	Independent variables
	Issue salience
	Issue ownership

	Model estimation

	Findings
	Conditional effects of issue salience on issue ownership voting
	Predicted probabilities
	Regional variation


	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Supplementary data
	References


