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This chapter assesses the state of the literature to date and extends and
updates the analysis of the Canadian case. By examining data from the
Canadian Election Studies (CES) from 1988 to 2006, the chapter assesses
the evaluation of leaders’ traits over time as well as the impacts of those
evaluations on vote choice. Three main conclusions are drawn: first, that
voters do indeed evaluate leaders’ personality traits; second, that these
evaluations have an impact on vote choice; and third, that these evalua-
tions are made en masse — that is, voters do not work in a vacuum, and
leaders are evaluated in comparison with one another. The chapter con-
cludes by discussing the shortcomings in our understanding of this topic
- in particular, the lack of information we have regarding the psycho-
logical mechanisms involved in leader evaluation - and suggesting direc-
tions for future research.

Theory,

Is Personality Important? Why Should We Focus on Leaders?

Dating from the earliest years (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954;
Campbell et al. 1960), most studies of voting behaviour have pointed
to the critical role played by long-term forces: party identification, ideo-
5%8_ beliefs, and the socioeconomic or demographic characteristics of
voters. Authors suggest that who we are as people — characteristics intrinsic
to socialization and personal background - affects how we vote. Thus,
for example, gender affects vote choice and issue attitudes (Almond and
Verba 1963; Inglehart and Norris 2000; Gidengil et al. 2003), as do par-
tisanship (Campbell et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002)
and other sociodemographics (Conover and Feldman 1986; Bartels
1996). Contemporary scholarship. continues to point to the incredible
explanatory power of these variables in vote choice, issue attitudes, Um:wmm\
and perceptions. Many of the other chapters in this volume examine
variables such as religion, ethnicity, partisanship, and gender, thus con-
tributing to a rich literature on the importance of long-term forces in
elections.

Although the importance of stable and long-term forces is fundamental
to understanding voting behaviour, a comprehensive look at voters’ deci-
sions must also consider “short-term” forces. Stokes, Campbell, and
Miller (1958) note that short-term fluctuations in vote choice and prefer-
ences cannot really be accounted for by-long-standing predispositions:
gender and ethnicity do not normally change between elections, and

Personality Matters

partisanship, though it moves a little, is a fairly static and long-term
identification (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; Johnston 2006)
that does not really fluctuate from day to day in a campaign. Stokes,
Campbell, and Miller (1958) suggest that candidates and issues can ac-
count for short-term change where long-term factors cannot. Stokes
(1966) echoes these earlier comments, suggesting that party identifica-
tion is not sufficient to explain shifts in vote choice, because it does not
really change, whereas evaluation of leaders is constantly shifting and
thus has greater potential for explaining fluctuations in the vote. Miller
and Shanks (1996) support these arguments for the inclusion of short-
term forces in vote models with their updated version of Campbell et
al’s (1960) “funnel of causality,” the block recursive model, in which
both long-term and short-term forces have their proper places in models
of vote choice (see the introductory chapter for a discussion of this
model).

Although all of these observations point to reasons that we ought to
include evaluations of leaders in vote models, they do not necessarily
explain why it is that voters focus on leaders in the first place. One pos-
sible reason is the media focus on party leaders and the “horse race”
during election campaigns. A number of scholars have observed that
media coverage of election campaigns tends to prime leaders, which has
the effect of encouraging voters to base their attitudes more heavily on
leaders than other factors (Mendelsohn 1993, 1994, 1996; Gidengil et
al. 2000; Gidengil and Dobrzynska 2003). The idea is that since the
media focus so heavily on leaders’ personalities — what the leaders are
doing, what they are saying, and where they are in the “race” - it is natural
that, as consumers of the media, voters are also likely to focus heavily
on party leaders when making their choices at the ballot box.

In addition to the effects of media priming, it has been suggested thai
deciding how we feel about others is a relatively “easy” process. People
evaluate others regularly in everyday life: Cottrell, Neuberg, and Li (2007
2) suggest that “humans, as discriminately social creatures, make frequern
judgments about others’ suitability for interdependent social relations.’
They suggest that, as individuals, our time is limited, and we canno
devote ourselves to being friends with everyone; therefore, we must mak«
judgments about whether or not others are worth our time. Perhap:
making judgments about party leaders is much the same thing: Rahn e
al. (1990) suggest that, even for those voters who are not terribly inter
ested or involved in politics, the formation of candidate images ough
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to be fairly simple, since it mirrors activities that we perform on an
everyday basis. We do not need to develop an entirely new skill to be
able to decide how we feel about others, so it is more likely that we will
evaluate leaders and that those evaluations will factor into vote choice.
In addition to the “ease” or inevitability of the evaluation of leaders,
and the fact that we are primed to think about leaders during election
campaigns, it is conceivable that considering leaders might be a reliable
way to make inferences about a candidate’s future performance in office.
Glass (1985) suggests that the evaluation of candidates and leaders might
be a response to the complexity of political life. Circumstances might
change, and a candidate might need to adopt new policies, but he or she
is unlikely to be able to change his or her personality. Perhaps, then,
personality is more reliable than platform or party as an indicator of how
the individual will act in office. Rosenberg et al. (1986) put forth a
complementary argument, suggesting that image and physical appearance
matter because they provide clues about a candidate’s character and fit-
ness for public office. How a leader presents himself or herself provides
us with some indication of the individual’s ability to do the job.
Another possibility is that individuals use leaders as a “shortcut” to
help them decide which party to vote for. That is, less informed voters,

who lack the knowledge or political sophistication &@E.RQ to make.

voting decisions based on policy platforms and party stances on issues,
decide whether or not they like the party’s leader and vote for the party
largely on that basis. Research by Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock (1991)
supports the idea that people can figure out what they oppose or support
if they can simplify their options and that, among the less educated, af-
 fect (or how one feels about something or someone) plays a significant
role in explaining policy preferences. You might not know a lot about a
candidate, but with relative ease you can decide whether or not you like
him or her, and you can therefore simplify your vote choice by acting on
that feeling. Thus, there are many reasons that we might expect citizens
to consider leaders when making decisions at the ballot box, and more
research is needed for us to understand the evaluation process.

More Important than Just “Feelings”: Why We Should Focus

on Personality Traits

Blais et al. (2002, 165) note that “an election is not just about choosing
which party will form the government, it is also about who is going to

think about leaders when deciding which party to vote for, since one of
these individuals will get the job. Although the role of leaders in Can-
adian elections has been examined a number of times (Clarke etal. 1979;
Brown et al. 1988; Johnston et al. 1992; Mendelsohn 1993, 1994, 1996;
Stewart and Carty 1993; Blais and Boyer 1996; Gidengil et al. 2000; Blais
et al. 2002; Johnston 2002; Gidengil and Dobrzynska 2003; Gidengil,
Everitt, and Banducci 2006), the effect of voters’ evaluations of the specific
traits and characteristics held by leaders is still not clear.

The bulk of the discussion on the impact of leaders has focused on the
impact of overall attitudes toward leaders on election outcomes: essen-
tially, the net effect of “feeling thermometers” on vote choice. And though
some scholars have looked at the role of traits themselves in the Canadian
context (Johnston et al. 1992; Johnston 2002; Gidengil, Everitt, and
Banducci 2006), a more systematic assessment of the role of personality
traits is necessary to really understand both how people evaluate leaders’
personalities and how those evaluations affect vote choice. Furthermore,
alook at the evaluations of actual traits rather than feeling thermometers
might help to clarify the role of leaders in elections since the thermometer
is not only a very general measure but also might not be the most reliable

“source of information about voters’ evaluations of leaders. As Johnston

(2002, 174) notes, the feeling thermometer “carries too much nonperson-
ality freight. Even with party identification and the like controlled, it is
still infused with party, group and policy judgments.” By focusing solely
on traits, we might get a more precise picture of what voters think about
when they evaluate leaders and how those evaluations affect vote choice.
Furthermore, we can gain greater insight into which traits matter most
— traits relating to intelligence and strength of leadership or traits relating
to honesty and trustworthiness?

There is a rich literature on “person perception” in cognitive and pol-
itical psychology. Scholars in these fields have spent years assessing
personality traits of individuals and leaders, and how as a society we per-
ceive those traits in others, as part of a larger study of the human psyche
and our perceptions of our environment. MacRae and Bodenhausen
(2000) suggest that the perception of personality traits in others takes
place as part of general “categorical thinking” by individuals. That is, to
make the world ordered, me.wadw?_.\ and predictable, we think categoric-
ally about others. Much of this thinking is subconscious and the result
of the way in which our minds store and process information. Cognitive



Ul SPUTUI INO UT P210)S ST UOHBWLIOJUL 1B} $18383ns yd1easar £ojoyassd
2AN1U30D) “UONEWLIOFUL §s3201d PUE 310)S SPUTUI INO YDIYM UL £BM Y} JO
1[NS2I 3} PUE SNODSUOdQNS ST JUR{UIY] STUI JO YPNW SIdYI0 INnoqe A[[e
-DL1032)ed YuIy) am ‘9[qeIpaid pue ‘[rySuruest ‘parspio PHIom Y e
01 ‘ST TRy, 'S[ENpIAIpUT Aq , SUD[UIY} [BD110S218), [eIOUAS Jo 1xred se 2oe[d
sae} s12110 Ul siren Ayeuosiad jo uondadiad ayy yeys 1s388ns (0007)
U2STIEUIPOY PUB JBYOEW JUWUOIIAUS 1o Jo suondadiad mo pue
aypAsd uewny ay yo Apnis 1281e € Jo 1red se ‘SIDYI0 Ul S)1BI) SO IATD
-Tod am £1210s € SB MOY PUE ‘SIPB3] PUE S[ENPIAIPUL JO syten} Afeuosiad
Burssasse s1ea juads aaey sppay asayy ur srejoyds ASojoyp4sd [ednt
-Tod pue aanugod ur ,uondadiad uosiad, WO AIMIBIAN] YOU B ST A1,
1ssauIylIOoMISNI) pue £1sauoy 0}
Sunepar syren 1o diysiapes] Jo YiSuans pue uSifRIul 01 SuneI syrexn -
1SOW Ioyeul siren) Yorym ojur IYSIsur 1318213 ured ued am IOUWIYIN
D101 3]0A 133JB SUONETN[BA SO} MOY PUE SISPEI[ 91EN[EAd LY} UIYM
INOQE YUl $12)0A JBYM JO 0md1d 3s1a1d arowr e 108 JySrur am ‘sjren uo
A1a10s 8ursndog Aq ,'syuawSpn( £o1j0d pue dnoid Ared yim pasnyur [[ns
ST 31 ‘P3[[oNu0d I 2y} pue uonedynuapt LAred yim uaag 1ySay Lie
-u0sAUOU YPNUI 00} SILLIRD, IIPWOULRY) SUI[33) 9} ‘S210U (F21 “200T)
UOISUYO[ SV "SISPBI JO SUOHEN[BAI SIFJOA INOJE UONBUWIOJUI JO DINOS
3[qeI[aI1s0uI 211 3q 10U JYSIW OS[e 1N 2INSEIUW [eIdUS £194 B A[UO JOU ST
J21oWOWIBY] 3 DUILS SUONII[2 UL SIIPEI] JO 301 9y AJure 03 djay 1ydrwa
SI9J2WOULIRY) SUI[23] URY) IDUIEI S)Ie1) ?J&mwmmwoumigu yleyoo[e
‘dr0ulIayINg 910D 3)0A 1I3Je SUOTIBN[BAD 9SO} MOY puE sanjieuosiad
,SIopea] 21en[ead 31doad moy y1oq puelsiopun A[[ea1 0} AIBSSIDU SI S}en
Aireuosiad 3o 3[01 3Y) JO JUIWSSISSE DNBWASAS 210W € ‘(9007 DINpURY
PUEB ‘NIRAY ‘TISUSPID) ‘7007 UOISUYO{ ‘ZGGT ‘[ 1 UOISUYOf) IX31U0D
UBIPBUED) 3} UT SIA[ISWAY S)IEI) JO 3]OI ) JB PIHOO] IARY STE[OYDS JUWIOS
USnot puy "2d[01P 3}0A UO , SIPIPWOULI) 8ur[a3y, Jo 1ay52 19U A ‘A[[en
-U3SS3 :S3WODINO UONIA UO SIIPEI] PIEMO] SIPMIINIE [[BIAA0 JO 1edur
3} UO PasndOoj sey s19pea] Jo 1edur ) uo UoISSNISIP Y} JO q[Nq Y1,
"TeID 10U [[1S ST SI3PLI] £4q PAY SOUSHIAIDEBIEYD pUe siren
dYads 3} JO SUOHEN[RAI S1310A JO 1312 9} ‘(90T PONpURY PUR NIIAT
‘[BuapID) ‘g00T BYsuLzIqo( pue [IBUIPID) ‘2007 UOISUYO( ‘T00T e 12
SIEI{ ‘000T T8 12 [1BUaPT) ‘9661 1240g pue SIE[q ‘EG6T £118D) PUB LIEMI)S
"9661 P66T ‘€661 UYOS[PPUIIN ‘TG “[B 12 UOISUYO[ ‘8S6T T8 32 UmoIg
‘6261 "[e12 MNIL[D) SIWN JO IPUINU B PIUTUIEXD U] SBY SUOTDI[I UBIPE
-Ue)) Ul SI9PEI] JO 2[0I a1} y3noyly ‘qol 241 138 [[1m S[enpraipur asayy
JO U0 durs 10§ 3304 03 f1red YPIYM SUIPDIP UIYM SIIPEI] INOQE YU

suonop Lippuosiad

[[IM sueIpeue)) 1By} [QRUOSEII SWIIIS 11 ‘YONS Sy , IASIUIN dWIIJ 9q
01 8u108 s1 oym INOqe OSs[e I 11 JuUdWuIaA0S ) wrof [m Lred Yorgm
8ursooyd nogqe 1sn{ 10U ST UONII[2 ue, Jey Aou (G971 ‘Z007) '[e 12 ste[d
s3] ANjpuosiad uo

sn>o4 pinoys ap Aym :,sbutjaad,, 3snr ubyy Juprioduwij aiop

*$$2001d UOTIBN|RAS 31} PURISISPUN O] ST JOJ PIPIU ST YPILISAI
310W pUE ‘X0 10[[Eq 3] JB SUOISIP Jun{ew UM SIOPEI] I9PISU0D O}
SUIZND 123dx2 JYS1wr am 1B SUOSEAI AUeW 18 13 ‘sny], “Sura2y 1ey)
uo 3umnoe £q 10 3104 INOA AJrjdurrs 210J019Y) UED NOA PUE I3y 10 WIY
V1] NOA 10U 10 IYIIYM PP UBD NOL 58I JATIR[RI (ILM 1Nq ‘21BPIPUED
€ IN0Qe 10] B MOWY Jou Y31 nogx ‘saduaajaid Lrjod Sururejdxa ur a[ox
yuedyrudis e sAed (auoswos 10 JUIYIaUIOS INOJE S[93] U0 MOY 10) 1995 .
-Je “parednpa ss3[ 3y Suoure eyl pue suondo 1Y) AJrdurs ued £ Ji
110ddns 10 3soddo 4311 reym 1no a8y ued ojdoad yey eap1 ayp suioddns
(1661) ypopay, pue Apolg ‘ueuIapIug Aq YoIeasay ‘siseq Jey) uo Apa81e]
£red au 10§ 3104 pue 12peI] s, A11ed ) 1] £9Y] 10U 10 IYIIYM PP
‘sansst uo sadue)s L11ed pue surope[d £1jod uo paseq suoisHap Suroa
afew 0y pannbar uonesnsiydos [eonijod 10 a8pamowy Y} O] oyMm
‘SI3JOA P3ULIOJUT $S3] ‘ST JBYL, '10] 3104 01 Ared yorym apmap wayy djpy
01 ,JTDUIOYS, B SEB SIDPB3[ 3sn s[enplalpul Jeyl st Aiiqissod pylouy
‘qol ay) op 01 AIfIqe s [ENPIAIPUL 1)) JO UOTIBDIPUI JUIOS UIIM ST
sap1aoid Jpas19Y 10 Jaswiny syuasard 1aped] e moH 90jo d1iqnd 10§ ssau
-1 pue I2)0eIey) §,31EpIpULd B INode sonp aptaoid £31]) asnedaq )W
aduereadde 1edisAyd pue adewr yeyy Sunsag8ns quowmSre Areyuawajdurod
e 1oy Ind (9861) ‘[¢ 12 S12qUasoy 'DYJO UI 1DB [[IM [ENPIAIPUI U}
moy Jo 1o0redtput ue se Ayred 10 wiropeid uey dqerjR1 a1ow st Lifeuosiad
‘uaq) ‘sdeyrdy Lifeuosiad 19y 10 siy 28UeYD 0) I[qE 3q O} A[I[UN SI
ays 10 3y Inq ‘sand1jod mau 1dope 01 paau IYSTW epIpued & pue Jueyd
13w sadueIswmoIr) 1] [ednijod jo Arxapdwod 3y 03 asuodsaI e aq
1Y31w SI9pes] PUE S3IEPIPUED JO UOTBNTEA 31 1Y) $15383nSs (G861 ) sse[o
"30gJo ul duUeULIoNdd 31mMng s,31epIpUed B INOGE SIDUIJUT BB 0) Aem
d[qeI21 B 2q 143 SIOPE3] SULIdPISU0D ey} I[qEAIDUOD ST 11 ‘suSredured
uond3[2 ulNp S12pea] noqe Nuly) o) pawid a1e am Jey]) 1DeJ Y} pue
‘SI3pE3] JO UONEBN[eAd 3] JO AI[Iqe)iAaUl IO ,3Sed, U} 0} UONIPPE U]
"3210T[? 310A OJUI IO1DE] [[IM SUOTEN]EAS ISOY] 1) PUE SIOPEI[ JJeT[BAD
[11M M 1B A[2XI] 2IOUI ST J1 OS ‘SI9YI0 JNOQE [93] IM MOY IPIIP 01 e
3q 01 [[Bs Mau APmMu2 ue do[PAIp 0] Paaul 10U Op I\ “SIseq AepAIassd
ue uo woyRd am 1ey) saniande s1oirw 11 duls ‘ardwirs Ajrey aq o}

doung vpuvuy 981




188 Amanda Bittner

what are known as “schemata” (Lau and Sears 1986). Schemata, the
plural form of “schema,” can be likened to-a series of hierarchical storage
cabinets in our minds, each cabinet essentially reflecting a different cat-
egory or topic, with links between categories.

Each schema in the mind affects the way in which we gather new in-
formation as well as how we call up old information (Lodge and Hamill
1986). Scholars have suggested that schemata play an important role in
how we perceive and interact with the world: they provide categories for
labelling people, events, and places, they influence what information
gets both stored in and recalled from memory, and they allow us to in-
tegrate what we already know into our interpretations of new circum-
stances where we lack a complete picture — essentially, in new situations,
they allow us to “fill in the blanks” with information that we already
have (Lodge and Hamill 1986; Conover and Feldman 1989).

It has been suggested that the process of evaluating political candidates
and party leaders fits within the schemata framework. Kinder et al. (1980)
suggest that voters agree on the traits that an ideal president should pos-
sess. They argue that voters then use this “presidential prototype” or
schema as a shortcut to decision making. The idea is that voters apply
existing categories (the prototype) to the leadership candidates and
evaluate them based on the traits that an ideal candidate should possess.
It is as if the voter opens up his or her filing cabinet, takes out the file
labelled “presidential prototype,” and checks to see whether the candi-
date’s traits match those inside the file. A comparison is made between
the individual candidates running in the election and the ideal model.

In the Canadian context, Brown et al. (1988) assess the extent to which
the concept of schemata applies to how Canadian voters evaluated the
traits possessed by party leaders during the 1984 federal election. They
find that schemata or prototypes of leaders get used repeatedly, as voters
consider the same types of factors when evaluating all of the leaders. This
finding suggests that looking more closely at the role of trait evaluations
in vote choice is a useful exercise, for it would allow us to get a deeper
insight into the way in which voters think “categorically” about leaders.
Rather than just looking at overall feelings toward a leader, by looking
at traits we might gain a deeper understanding of how people evaluate
leaders.

Early in the study of person perception and leadership candidates,
Kinder et al. (1980) suggested that the presidential prototype consists of

Personality Matters

time, a number of scholars have expended much effort determining the
extent to which these dimensions of traits really are those that voters
think about or whether traits more realistically fit into different dimen-
sions. Over the years, scholars have suggested that voters evaluate traits
in categories numbering anywhere from two to twelve (see, for example,
Kinder et al. 1980; Kinder 1983, 1986; Glass 1985; Miller, Wattenberg,
and Malanchuk 1986; Brown et al. 1988; Bean and Mughan 1989; Stewart
and Clarke 1992; Bean 1993; Brettschneider and Gabriel 2002; and
Johnston 2002), with the majority suggesting that traits fall into some
combination of the following four main categories: integrity, competence,
leadership, and empathy.

More recently, cross-national, over-time examination of trait evaluations
in election studies suggests that it makes the most sense to think about
traits as falling within two main “umbrella” dimensions: competence and

character (see Bittner 2008 for a more complete review of the literature

and detailed data analysis). A typology based on these two dimensions
refines the existing literature: the competence dimension broadly includes
traits falling into both the “leadership” and the “competence” dimensions
listed above, and the character dimension includes traits that were previ-
ously thought to belong in both the “integrity” and the “empathy” dimen-
sions. The labels themselves do not signify substantively different
understandings of the ways in which voters perceive party leaders: they
represent a collapsing of the four previous dimensions into two, based
on patterns and correlations in the evaluations of party leaders of thirty-
five different election studies.! Because the dimensions themselves do
not change, even if the specific traits considered within them might differ
slightly from year to year, looking at traits in this way allows us to consider
evaluations of leaders’ character and competence, regardless of the chan-
ges that have taken place in the question format. This operationalization
of trait dimensions will allow us to gain a better understanding of evalua-
tions and the impacts of those evaluations.

Methodology

As mentioned, though the specific traits might change from election
study to election study, the nature of the traits within each dimension
does not really change. Generally speaking, the competence category
tends to be composed of traits related to intellect and strength of leader-
ship, whereas traits in the character category relate to the individual’s
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analysis has revealed the strength of the connection between traits within
each category, regardless of which country or year we look at (Bittner
2008). In short, the traits are related, and they are largely measuring
aspects of the same thing, whether character or competence. When ag-
gregated, the character dimension in Canada includes the following traits:
honest, trustworthy, compassionate, moral, and can’t be trusted; the
competence dimension includes the traits intelligent, arrogant, compe-
tent, knowledgeable, strong leader, and weak leader.? All traits were coded
on a 0-1 scale, with 1 representing the most positive evaluation of the
leader for a particular trait, and 0 representing the most negative evalua-
tion of the leader for the trait. These evaluations were then combined to
create an index for each of the two trait dimensions. By doing this for
each of the main party leaders in each of the elections in question, we
can compare voters’ perceptions of the party leaders along the two dif-
ferent trait dimensions.

To explore the role of evaluations of party leaders in the vote calculus,
the analysis proceeds in two parts. The first includes an assessment of
the overall trends in ratings of Canadian party leaders over time, and the
second includes multivariate analysis of the impacts of leader evaluations

o=<oﬁmnrownm.H:mmm,nmm.m:mmwicﬂrmaNoﬁmnm_nc_cm\ﬁrgimo:mr:o
expect that (a) voters differentiate between leaders and (b) that evalua-
tions will have an independent impact on vote choice in the multivariate

analysis.

Results .

Figures 8.1 and 8.2 track the evaluations of the trait dimensions of the
leaders of the main parties over time. Figure 8.1 illustrates the differences
in evaluations of the party leaders on the competence dimension. The
zero line reflects the average of the evaluations of all leaders on this trait
dimension in each election year, and thus the trend line for each party
leader reflects how much better or worse he or she did in comparison
with the mean.? Figure 8.2 illustrates the differences in evaluations of
the party leaders on the character dimension, with the same reference
point: the average rating for all leaders on this trait in each year.

As a glance at the trend lines suggests, there are some substantial dif-
ferences in the way that respondents viewed the leaders of different parties
on the two trait dimensions, and these differences change from year to
year. Three main observations stem from an examination of the trend
lines. First, respondents do indeed differentiate between party leaders
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Figure 8.1
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Trait Evaluations: Competence (average rating for each party leader compared
to mean for all leaders)

Reform/CA

Distance from mean (-1 to +1 scale)
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Election year

e

Figure 8.2
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Trait Evaluations: Character (average rating for each party leader compared to
mean for all leaders)

Reform/CA
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(they are not simply evaluating all Liberal leaders the same or all NDP
leaders the same). Second, the data suggest that respondents differentiate
between trait dimensions when they think about a particular leader: in
many circumstances, a given leader was rated substantially higher or
lower on one trait dimension compared with the other (respondents are
not simply evaluating a particular leader positively overall). Third, the
data also suggest that a single leader might be perceived differently in
different election years, suggesting that perceptions can change and that,
over time and in different contexts, people evaluate leaders differently.

Voters Differentiate between Party Leaders

The data suggest that respondents do a good job of differentiating
between leaders and do not simply decide that all leaders of one party
are the most competent or that all leaders of another party always have
the most character. It does appear as though NDP leaders tend to domin-
ate the character dimension, usually having the highest character ratings
of all leaders. Even with their perceived strength in this area, it remains
clear that voters do not evaluate leaders based solely on a party cue but
distinguish between the individuals themselves, as in the 2006 election,
when Bloc leader Gilles Duceppe had higher ratings than NDP leader
Jack Layton. That voters are able to distinguish between leaders suggests
that they are generally “up to the task” of leader evaluation and can make
a distinction between the individual and the party as well as between
one leader and the next. None of the lines is flat, and, with the exception
of the NDP leaders’ dominance over the character dimension (and the
Liberal leaders’ corresponding lack of success on this dimension), leaders
generally are perceived quite differently from year to year.*

Tracing the Conservative leaders’ ratings over time provides ample proof
of the way that a leader is not simply perceived to be “a certain way”
because of the party banner under which he or she is running. This party
saw more leadership change over the six included in this analysis studied
than any other Canadian party.® In 1988, Brian Mulroney was evaluated
more positively on the competence dimension than John Turner, though
less positively than Ed Broadbent, and he was perceived the most nega-
tively on the character dimension. In the following election, his successor,
Kim Campbell, was evaluated slightly more negatively on the competence
dimension and slightly more positively on the character dimension. Jean
Charest’s evaluations in 1997 deviated even more substantially: Charest

dimension, an increase of nearly 0.05 points over his predecessor, and
on the character dimension he rose above the pack as well with a rating
nearly 0.15 points higher than Campbell’s in the previous election and
fared better than all party leaders other than Alexa McDonough, leader
of the NDP.

In 2000, Joe Clark’s competence rating plummeted in comparison with
Charest’s (nearly a 0.15 point drop), placing Clark lower than almost all
other leaders. His character, however, was still evaluated fairly positively,
though slightly lower than that of McDonough. The year 2004 saw the
emergence of the new Conservative Party, an amalgamation of the old
Progressive Conservatives and the Canadian Alliance, with a new leader
at its helm. Stephen Harper was evaluated more positively on the com-
petence dimension than Clark had been, bringing his rating above the
mean, though evaluations of his character were more negative than Clark’s
had been in the previous election. In 2006, Harper continued to lead the
Conservative Party, and still we see differences in the way that he was
perceived: confidence in his competence decreased, whereas the rating
of his character rose since the previous election. Simply put, in each
election, the leader of the Conservative Party was evaluated differently
from his or her predecessor. Voters perceived differences between each
individual.

Voters Differentiate between Leader Traits

In addition to being able to differentiate between individuals, voters
appear to be quite capable of teasing out the different kinds of charac-
teristics held by individual party leaders. Not a single point on a line for
one of the parties in the character dimension could be superimposed
over a point on a line for the same party in the competence dimension.
Evaluations of the Liberal Party leaders illustrate this point.

In 1988, John Turner was evaluated more negatively on the competence
dimension than he was on the character dimension (nearly a 0.07 point
difference). Similarly, in 1993, Jean Chrétien received a higher than aver-
age rating on competence and a lower than average rating on character,
with a spread, again, of nearly 0.07 points. The 1997 election only served
to widen the gap, with a difference of nearly 0.08 points between his
competence and his character ratings. In 2000, the gap widened further,
with his character rating more than 0.15 points lower than his compe-
tence rating. In 2004, Paul Martin’s competence rating was approximately
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194 Amanda Bittner

bit, since even though his character rating remained similar to that of
the previous election his competence rating dropped by approximately
0.03 points.

Voters do not simply decide that they either do or do not like a leader
and then give him or her positive or negative ratings on both dimensions
accordingly. They actually distinguish between the leader’s different traits
and give separate evaluations for each dimension.

Voters Evaluate the Same Leader Differently from One Election to the Next
There are a number of examples in which the same individual led a party
in more than one election. The Liberals were led by Jean Chrétien in the
elections of 1993, 1997, and 2000; Stephen Harper led the Conservatives
in the 2004 and 2006 elections; Alexa McDonough led the NDP in the
1997 and 2000 elections; Preston Manning led the Reform Party in 1993
and 1997; and Gilles Duceppe has led the Bloc Québécois since 1997.
Earlier I suggested that no line in either graph is flat. Perhaps even more
interesting is that none of the segments of the lines within the reign of
a single individual is flat either. The competence line for Chrétien does
not move much between 1993 and 2000, and the character line for
McDonough does not fluctuate much between the 1997 and 2000 elec-
tions. But even these two leaders, who received fairly similar evaluations
on a single dimension from one year to the next, received wildly different
evaluations from year to year on the other dimension. Evaluations of
Chrétien’s character plummeted between 1997 and 2000, and evaluations
of McDonough’s competence dropped in that same time frame.

These differences from one year to the next suggest that learning is
probably taking place: voters become more familiar with the party lead-
ers, and as they “know” them better their evaluations change accordingly.
In addition to allowing voters to become more familiar with a leader,
the longer the individual leads the party the more opportunities he or
she has to demonstrate his or her true nature - whether we are speaking
of the individual’s honesty and compassion (character) or intelligence
and strength of leadership (competence). Evaluations of Gilles Duceppe
suggest that, as voters became more familiar with him, they saw him in
amore positive light, giving him higher ratings on both trait dimensions.
Similarly, as voters became more familiar with Preston Manning, they
perceived him more negatively, giving him lower ratings on both dimen-
sions. However, the bigger question is to what extent do these evaluations
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The Effects of Character and Competence on Vote Choice

Table 8.1 illustrates the impact of a number of variables, including evalua-
tions of leaders’ traits, on vote choice for the three main national parties,
the Liberal Party, the Conservative Party, and the New Democratic Party.
The table depicts odds ratios and standard errors from a logistic regres-
sion analysis, a model employed to reflect the fact that the dependent
variable, vote for a particular party, is binary. The data from 1988 to 2006
were pooled, and the regression analysis was performed on all the Can-
adian data simultaneously rather than by year. The demographic and
control variables included in the model are not shown,® allowing us to
focus on the variables of interest.

The first column in each pair of models reflects the effect of partisan-
ship and evaluations of the party’s leader on vote choice for that party,
whereas the second column also incorporates the effects of evaluations
of the other two main national parties.” The inclusion of evaluations of
the other two party leaders follows previous scholarship, which suggests
that the evaluation of leaders is comparative and that we can better
understand the effects of evaluations if we look at them as a group (Rahn
et al. 1990; Nadeau, Niemi, and Amato 1996). A couple of key findings
emerge from the analysis: first, character and competence do matter, and
they matter more than a number of other variables.® Second, the data
confirm that voters evaluate leaders as a group, comparing them with
one another.

The Relative Importance of Traits and Partisanship

Table 8.1 illustrates that voters’ evaluations of leaders affect vote choice,
regardless of which party we look at. The first two columns present the
impacts of variables on Liberal vote choice, and immediately we note
the importance of ratings of the Liberal leaders’ character and compe-
tence. After partisanship, evaluations of the Liberal leaders’ personality
traits are the most important factors influencing votes for the Liberal
Party. The second column indicates that those individuals giving the
Liberal leader the highest rating (a rating of 1 on the scale) on the char-
acter dimension are more than eleven times more likely to vote for the
Liberal Partythan those who give the leader the lowest rating (a rating
of 0) on this dimension. Similarly, those giving the Liberal leader the
highest rating on competence are over eight times more likely to vote for
the Liberal Party than those who give the leader the lowest rating on this
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ble 8.1

fects of trait evaluations on vote choice
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0.319 (0.029)
0.352 (0.041)*
0.134 (0.021)
10.280 (1.382)

oeral PID

ynservative PID
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ther PID

oeral leader character

(1.466)*

0.224 (0.035)
0.632 (0.098)
0.649 (0.109)+
0.629 (0.102)*

8.459

4.723 (0.647)

oeral leader competence

0.342 (0.067
0.532 (0.104)

9.523 (1.443)
4.742 (0.748)

nservative leader character

11.222 (2.217y
0.307 (0.059)
0.475 (0.089)

nservative leader competence

(2.490y

5.158 (1.119)

10.881

6.682 (1.432)

OP leader character

(0.769)

3.851

JP leader competence

7,737
-2,094.557

9,870 7,737 9,447 7,737 8,037
-2,986.2172 -3,528.4335 -2,596.0876 -2,289.0899

-4,016.8959

Jservations

g likelihood

ignificant at p < .01; ** significant at p < .001

Personality Matters

A glance at this table might lead one to suspect that evaluations of party
leaders are actually more important than partisanship, given the size of
the odds ratios: in the second column, we see that Liberal partisanship
has an odds ratio of 4.41, indicating that Liberal identifiers are over four
times more likely to vote for the Liberal Party than non-identifiers. Con-
trasted with an odds ratio of 11.68 for evaluations of the Liberal leaders’
character, we might think that evaluations of personality traits are more
important than identification with the party. In fact, this is an artifact of
the way in which the variables are coded. Party ID is a binary variable, and
individuals are coded either as partisans of the party (1) or as others (0).
Evaluations of character and competence are coded similarly on a 0-1
scale, but the majority of respondents evaluate the leaders somewhere in
the middle, with the bulk giving ratings that fall between 0.2 and 0.7 on
the 0-1 scale. Indeed, the mean Liberal leader character rating is 0.46, with
astandard deviation of 0.27, whereas the mean Liberal leader competence
rating is 0.57, with a standard deviation of 0.28. The comparison between
those providing a rating of 0 with those providing a rating of 1, therefore,
is more extreme than comparing the effects of ratings in the “real world.”

To provide a more realistic idea of the relative impacts of partisanship
and leader evaluations, simulations were run using Clarify.” With all
other variables set at their means, Liberal partisans were 29 percentage
points more likely to vote for the Liberal Party than were non-Liberals.
In contrast, those giving the Liberal leader an evaluation on the character
dimension one standard deviation above the mean were 23 percentage
points more likely to vote for the Liberal Party than were those individuals
giving the leader a character evaluation one standard deviation below
the mean. Similarly, those giving the Liberal leader a competence evalua-
tion one standard deviation above the mean were 20 percentage points
more likely to vote for the Liberal Party than were those individuals giv-
ing the leader a rating one standard deviation below the mean.

Thus, partisanship matters, and it matters a lot. These results support
over half a century of research on voting behaviour, suggesting that par-
tisanship is the variable with the most predictive power and is most in-
dicative of vote choice. This finding applies regardless of which party we
look at, although based on Table 8.1, it appears as though partisanship
has the most impact on votes for the NDP. The odds ratios are over 10
for NDP partisanship (the final two columns in Table 8.1), suggesting
that partisans are more than ten times more likely to vote for the NDP
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198 Amanda Bittner

After partisanship, evaluations of character and competence are the
largest predictors of vote choice. In particular, evaluations of a given
party’s leader have the largest impact on vote choice for that party. If we
look at each of the second columns in Table 8.1, we see that evaluations
of personality traits have a substantial impact on vote choice. As men-
tioned, the odds ratios for evaluations of the Liberal leaders’ character
and competence are 11.68 and 8.46, respectively, suggesting that, even
when we control for partisanship and other demographic variables,
voters are between eight and twelve times more likely to vote for the
Liberal Party if they rate the leader positively.

In explaining vote choice for the Conservative Party, odds ratios for
evaluations of the Conservative Party leaders’ character and competence
are 15.25 and 11.22, respectively, suggesting that those individuals giv-
ing the Conservative leader the highest rating on character are over fifteen
times likelier to vote Conservative than those individuals giving the leader
the lowest rating on this dimension. In real terms, however, this means
that those giving Conservative leaders a character rating one standard
deviation above the mean are nearly 20 percentage points more likely
to vote for the Conservative Party than those giving the leaders a rating
one standard deviation below the mean. Similarly, those giving the leader
a competence rating one standard deviation above the mean are nearly
19 percentage points more likely to vote for the Conservative Party than
those giving the leader a rating one standard deviation below the mean
on this dimension (in contrast, Conservative partisans are 25 percentage
points more likely than non-Conservatives to vote Conservative).

In understanding vote choice for the NDP, it is notable that the odds
ratios for partisanship are the largest, whereas the odds ratios for evalua-
tions of the NDP leaders’ character and competence are smaller than
those for the evaluations of other party leaders. The odds ratios for
evaluations of the NDP leaders’ character and competence are 10.88 and
5.16, respectively, and running these numbers through Clarify suggests
that those giving the leader a character rating one standard deviation
above the mean are 8 percentage points more likely to vote NDP than
those giving the leader a rating one standard deviation below the mean.
Similarly, those giving the leader a competence rating one standard
deviation above the mean are 6 percentage points more likely to vote
NDP than those giving the leader a rating one standard deviation below
the mean. In contrast, with all other variables set at their means, partisans

Personality Maiters

Thus, partisanship is a larger indicator of vote choice than evaluations
of leaders, for all three major parties, but evaluations have a discernible
and substantial impact on vote choice.

In terms of vote choice, one interesting result from the above is that
the impact of the leaders’ traits is more substantial for both the Liberal
and the Conservative Party than it is for the NDP. That the odds ratios
for the NDP leaders’ trait evaluations are lower in the NDP vote choice
model than the Liberal or Conservative leaders’ evaluations in their re-
spective vote models points to the importance of comparison: not all
leaders matter in the same way." Furthermore, the odds ratios presented
indicate that not all traits matter in the same way: the data indicate that
evaluations of character affect vote choice more than evaluations of com-
petence. This finding might disappoint those who would have voters
consider nobler factors such as policy stances and platforms when decid-
ing which party to vote for. It is perhaps problematic that leaders’ per-
sonalities appear to matter more than issues,* but surely a leader’s
competence ought to have a larger effect on vote choice than his or her
character. These data do confirm earlier results in Canada based on both
fewer election studies (Johnston 2002) and comparative analysis (Bittner
2008), suggesting that character is more important than competence.
Johnston et al. (1992) also find that character evaluations influence
overall “feelings” toward a leader more than competence evaluations.
What is not yet clear is why. It is possible that character traits are more
important since they are less likely to change, whereas an individual’s
competence can change (through learning or experience, for example).!2
More research is needed to determine the mechanisms by which indi-
viduals evaluate leaders - it might shed some light on the issue of the
relative importance of the two trait dimensions.

Voters Evaluate Leaders as a Group

Perhaps most interesting are the dynamics that we see in the transition
from one column to the next for each vote model presented in Table 8.1
- that including the evaluations of the leaders of the other two major
parties has an important effect on the size of the odds ratios. For all three
parties, including evaluations of the other leaders has the effect of boost-
ing the size of the odds ratios of the evaluations of the party’s leader.
Thus, in the Liberal vote model, by including evaluations of the Con-
servative and NDP leaders, the odds ratios of the Liberal leader evalua-
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Liberal Party are over ten times greater among those giving the Liberal
leader a positive evaluation on character compared with those giving the
leader a negative evaluation on character. When we control for evalua-
tions of the other two leaders (the second column), the odds of voting
for the Liberal Party are nearly twelve times greater among those giving
the leader a positive evaluation on character compared with those giving
the leader a negative evaluation on character. This result is even more
pronounced when we look at evaluations of the Liberal leaders’ compe-
tence, with the odds ratios nearly doubling in size when the evaluations
of the other leaders are included in the model.

The same occurs for Conservative and NDP leaders in their respective
vote models. In the Conservative vote model, controlling for evaluations
of the Liberal and NDP leaders’ personality traits boosts the size of the
odds ratios of evaluations of the Conservative leaders’ character and
competence from 9.5 to 15.3 and 4.7 to 11.2 respectively. Similarly,
controlling for Liberal and Conservative leaders’ personality trait evalua-
tions has the effect of boosting the odds ratios of evaluations of the NDP
leaders’ character and competence from 6.7 to 10.9 and 3.9 to 5.2 re-
spectively. These results indicate that people consider leaders en masse:
that the model is improved by the inclusion of other leaders’ evaluations
provides support for the idea that voters evaluate leaders in comparison
with one another and that leaders are not evaluated in a vacuum.

Conclusion
Based on the data analysis presented, a number of conclusions about
the role of leaders in Canadian elections can be made. First, we have
observed that the evaluation of leaders’ traits is an important factor in-
corporated into vote choice - less important than partisanship but
substantially more important than sociodemographics or attitudes toward
policy issues. Second, a leader’s character is apparently more important
than his or her competence in influencing the vote for his or her party.
Third, voters evaluate leaders’ traits in comparison with one another: we
do not really get the full picture of how evaluations of Jean Chrétien
influenced the Liberal vote in 1993, 1997, or 2000 until we consider
evaluations of the other party leaders in those elections.

But do we really know all there is to know about the evaluation and
impact of leaders’ traits? Although the purpose of this chapter was to
present the state of the literature and the current understanding of the

impact of leaders in Canadian elections, there are certainly more ques-
tions that ought to be raised. This chapter set out by listing a number of
potential reasons that voters evaluate leaders, none of which was actually
investigated. We know that Canadian voters evaluate and consider leaders
when they go to the ballot box, but we still do not really know why. Is
it because they lack information about “more important” things, such
as policy platforms and the state of the economy? Or is it something
else? What role does voters’ knowledge of politics play? Do the more
knowledgeable focus more on policy issues than the less knowledgeable?
Do they focus more on the leaders’ competence than character? Do they
perceive leaders in the same way as those who are less knowledgeable?
There is substantial reason to expect that political knowledge is likely to
influence evaluations of leaders as well as the impacts of those evalua-
tions: generally, those who are more knowledgeable have been found to
behave differently and hold vastly different attitudes and opinions from
those who are less knowledgeable (Campbell et al. 1960; Converse 1964;
Bartels 1996; Bittner 2007b; Roy 2007). An examination of the role of
political knowledge would provide us with a deeper understanding of
voters’ evaluations of party leaders. Elsewhere (Bittner 2008), I began
this process and made some headway into the impact of voters’ know-
ledge levels on evaluations, but more research is still needed.

By exploring the role of political knowledge, we can also address the
question o@e\qﬁﬂﬁ&ia&_m evaluate leaders as part of the voting process:
is evaluation-the result of media priming, greater “reliability” or insight
gained by focusing on leaders, ora “shortcut” in decision making, because
it is an “easy” process? These are very different explanations that might
manifest themselves in different ways. We might expect that, if people
are evaluating leaders to overcome a lack of information about policy
platforms, or because doing so is simply easy, then the less informed or
less knowledgeable should incorporate evaluations of leaders more
substantially into their vote choices, whereas the more knowledgeable
would not need to rely so heavily on leaders to make their decisions. In
contrast, if voters evaluate leaders as a result of media priming or because
they can gain greater insight into future performance in office, then the
most knowledgeable (who, presumably, are both more exposed to the
media and better positioned to use the “greater insights” gained) would
incorporate the evaluations of leaders more substantially into their vote
choices.
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Although comparative scholarship on the evaluation of party leaders
has explored the issue of political knowledge to some extent, the results
remain inconclusive, and more research is needed to understand the
mechanisms involved. Miller, Wattenberg, and Malanchuk (1986) find
that those with higher levels of education are more likely than less in-
formed voters to consider a candidate’s personality. Cutler (2002) and
Glass (1985) reach similar conclusions, suggesting that it is not only the
least informed who respond to leaders’ characteristics. These m:a_bmm[
coincide with Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock’s (1991) detailed assessment
of the considerations made by voters with differing levels of political
sophistication. They note that affect does function as a shortcut for less
informed voters and that, though all voters incorporate how they feel
when making choices, the most informed/sophisticated do so most of
all. Taken as a whole, these findings suggest that the evaluation of leaders
might act as a shortcut, helping the less informed to compensate for their
lack of information. However, this might not be the only explanation
for why people evaluate leaders - the “media priming” and “greater in-
sight” explanations are also supported by the results, perhaps even more
so than the “shortcut” explanation. Indeed, recent work investigating
these questions (Bittner 2008) suggests that this is the case, leaving room
for further investigation in the future.

This chapter has provided a number of insights into the evaluation of
leaders in Canada and the impact of these evaluations on vote choice.
We know that voters consider and evaluate party leaders’ personality
traits and that they distinguish one leader from the next, both across

~parties and within parties over time. We also know that voters do not
simply evaluate each party leader in isolation but evaluate leaders in
comparison with one another. Furthermore, we know that these evalua-
tions affect vote choice more than either sociodemographics or attitudes
toward issues. Finally, it appears that a leader’s character affects vote
choice more than his or her competence - Canadians are giving the leader
the biggest job in the country, and whether they can trust that leader to
do the job really matters.

Notes

Organizing and conceptualizing traits into overarching dimensions is particularly
valuable in that doing so facilitates longitudinal assessment of the evaluation of
leaders’ traits where it otherwise would not be possible. One of the main difficul-
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which surveys change over time. These changes are characteristic not only of Can-
adian Election Studies but also of all election studies. Question formats change,
the types of traits that respondents are asked to evaluate change, and (obviously)
leaders change, all of which make isolating and examining patterns in evaluations
a real challenge. Although previous research suggests that question format does
have an effect on our understanding of the effects of trait evaluations (Bittner
2007a), these effects are not so substantial as to preclude longitudinal analysis of
traits even with the changes in question format over time.

As a group, these are the eleven traits included in the closed-ended trait evaluations
of at least one of the Canadian Election Studies included in this analysis, and they
are grouped together to form each of the dimensions.

Means presented are based on the average of evaluations made by all respondents,
regardless of the respondent’s region of residence. This means that, in the figure,
the Bloc leader rating is compared with the ratings of other leaders made by re-
spondents in all provinces, even though usually the Bloc leader was evaluated only
by respondents in Quebec. Interestingly, when the same charts are generated only
for Quebec, the lines do not change substantially. Although evaluations of the
Bloc leader do not change (not surprising since the ratings presented are based
mainly on Quebec respondents), small differences do exist for the other party
leaders: the NDP and Liberal Party leaders are viewed more negatively in Quebec,
on both dimensions, and the Conservative Party leader is generally viewed more
positively in Quebec. The Reform Party leaders were also evaluated more positively
in Quebec, on both dimensions, with one exception: Stockwell Day was seen as
Jess competent among the Québécois than in the rest of Canada (a difference of
0.1 on the 0-1 scale).

It might be argued that differences in perceptions of leaders over time are the result
of how the dimensions are constructed. If the specific traits included in the character
and competence dimensions change, then should ratings not be expected to change
as well? Perhaps, except that the dimensions are quite cohesive, even if the specific
traits in the dimensions change from year to year. Furthermore, this concern over-
states the extent to which traits are different in each election study. Between 1988
and 2000 in particular, there was a high degree of consistency in the traits incor-
porated into the CES. Sixty percent of the traits incorporated in the surveys for
each year are identical, indicating that, where we see changes in the mean evalua-
tions, they likely reflect “real” changes from year to year. Furthermore, when we
track evaluations of a specific trait over time, for example, the extent to which the
Liberal leader is perceived to be compassionate, ratings vary substantially, ranging
from 0.17 to 0.57 (results not shown). These results support the notion that lead-
ers are indeed perceived quite differently from year to year.

Brian Mulroney, Kim Campbell, Jean Charest, Joe Clark, and later Stephen Harper
all led the Conservative Party over this time period.

Demographic and control variables include dummy variables for sex, religion,
income, education, native French speakers, ethnicity, and employment status. In
addition, dummies for each election year are included to control for variation in
leader effects. All coding decisions are available from the author on request. The
influence of these variables is substantially smaller than the impacts of the variables
displayed in Table 8.1. Their odds ratios, usually statistically significant, range from
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