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Partisan Bias of Non-Voters in Canada and the Consequences 
for Representative Democracy
Matthew Polacko 

Department of Political Science, University of Calgary, Calgary, AB, Canada

ABSTRACT  
Low turnout incurs greater turnout inequality and can induce 
partisan bias. Canada suffers from low turnout and large 
disparities in turnout. The close margins of recent federal 
elections raise questions about whether such a large pool of non- 
voters could have altered outcomes with higher turnout. Relying 
on the 2019 (n = 37,822) and 2021 (n = 20,968) Canadian Election 
Study, this paper finds that non-voters have a significantly higher 
predicted intention of voting for leftist parties. There are also 
large differences in the demographic composition of non-voters, 
as lower earners and youth are significantly over-represented 
among non-voters, two key constituencies that now significantly 
vote for the leftist New Democratic Party. The findings show that 
turnout incurs a partisan bias in Canada and points to a 
mechanism of unequal representation. This carries important 
implications for democracy and public policy, as electoral and 
policy outcomes are likely to look different under a compulsory 
voting regime.

KEYWORDS  
Voting; elections; turnout; 
partisan bias; Canada

1. Introduction

Low voter turnout is increasingly a problem in advanced democracies (Blais et al., 2004; 
Blais & Rubenson, 2013; Kostelka & Blais, 2021). Low turnout incurs greater turnout 
inequality among certain groups, which is on the rise in many countries among the 
young (Holbein & Hillygus, 2020; Schäfer et al., 2020; Smets, 2012, 2016) and lower 
socio-economic status (SES) individuals (Dalton, 2017; Elsässer et al., 2022; Gallego, 
2015; Rennwald, 2020). At the forefront of these trends is Canada, which has averaged 
only 63% turnout in federal elections since the turn of the century (Heard, 2022). 
Canada’s turnout inequality is also particularly acute among the young (Blais & 
Loewen, 2011; Mahéo & Bélanger, 2021; Pammett & LeDuc, 2003; Stockemer & 
Rocher, 2017) and appears to be on the rise by social status (Polacko, 2025).

Low turnout, particularly among specific groups, raises an important question regard
ing how democratic and representative our democracies are, which has consequences for 
political outcomes. As Lijphart put it: ‘who votes, and who doesn’t, has important con
sequences for who gets elected and for the content of public policies’ (Lijphart, 1997, 
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p. 4). Higher turnout tends to be related to more redistributive policies (Blais et al., 2020; 
Hicks & Swank, 1992; Mahler, 2008; Sabet, 2023). As voters tend to be richer, better edu
cated, and older than non-voters, lower turnout results in the preferences of wealthier 
and older individuals becoming overrepresented compared to the general population, 
which places less pressure on public policy for redistribution (Mahler, 2008).

A key question then, is whether low turnout carries a partisan bias – that is, whether 
declining participation penalises some parties more than others. The conventional expec
tation is that leftist parties are most disadvantaged, since their core supporters (lower-SES 
individuals and the young) are also the least likely to vote. Yet the empirical evidence on 
this question is mixed, and much of it suffers from methodological limitations. The most 
common approach has been to simulate what would happen under full turnout by 
reweighting survey samples, a method that is not directly testable. More importantly, 
the question has been considerably underexplored in Canada, where only three studies 
have examined it and only for elections between 1997 and 2008.

Recent research has shed important light on why this partisan gap in turnout exists. 
Cutler et al. (2022) provide compelling individual-level evidence, drawing on the 2019 
Canadian Election Study. They show that supporters of locally weaker parties are system
atically deterred from voting under Canada’s first-past-the-post (FPTP) system. Voters 
express a weaker intention to vote as their preferred party’s local chances of winning 
diminish. Cutler et al. (2022) also show that strategic voting is heavily concentrated 
among supporters of these same smaller parties, who collectively represent 89% of all 
strategic voters. Therefore, Canada’s electoral system systematically discourages partici
pation by voters whose preferences happen not to be locally competitive and this deter
rent falls disproportionately on those with left-of-centre preferences.

The most closely related study to this paper is Godbout and Turgeon (2019), who 
compare the vote intentions of voters and non-voters across seven Canadian federal elec
tions from 1988 to 2008. They find some evidence of partisan differentiation, particularly 
that Liberal identifiers were more likely to vote in elections from 1993 to 2004 but are 
limited by the small sample sizes available in those surveys. The recent expansion of 
the Canadian Election Study (CES) to online sampling provides for the first time a 
large enough sample to undertake extensive subgroup analysis of non-voters and to go 
beyond simple comparisons of proportions to regression estimation.

Therefore, relying on both waves of the 2019 (n = 37,822) and 2021 (n = 20,968) CES, 
this paper provides a more comprehensive, precise, and rigorous analysis than has pre
viously been undertaken. By estimating partisan bias in non-voting in Canada via the 
vote intention of abstainers, the paper makes several important findings. First, it finds 
that non-voters have a significantly predicted higher intention of voting for the leftist 
New Democratic Party (NDP) and Green Party. Second, there are large differences in 
the demographic composition of non-voters, as lower earners and youth are significantly 
over-represented among non-voters, two key constituencies that now significantly vote 
for the NDP. Third, in estimating universal turnout, we find substantial partisan bias 
in non-voting for leftist parties. In the 2019 election, leftist parties would have gained 
3.38 percentage points, and 5.07 percentage points in 2021, including a 4.3 percentage 
point increase for the NDP. These vote share shifts would not have changed the election 
winner in either election, but the governing dynamics of the 2021 Liberal minority would 
have changed substantially, giving the NDP considerably greater leverage in its 
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confidence-and-supply agreement with the governing Liberals. Overall, the findings 
reveal that turnout incurs a partisan bias in Canada, pointing to a mechanism of 
unequal representation with important implications for democracy and public policy.

Beyond its case value as a FPTP democracy with a genuine social democratic party and 
acute participation inequalities, the paper makes a methodological advance that is gen
eralisable. Unlike simulation-based approaches, we directly measure the vote intentions 
of actual abstainers within the same pre-election survey panel, exploiting large CES 
samples to run conditional regression models. This allows us to offer a more 
theoretically precise account of the conditions: high turnout inequality combined with 
lower-SES concentration in left parties, under which low turnout produces meaningful 
partisan bias.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Non-Voting and Partisan Bias

Research on voter turnout clearly shows that some people are more likely to participate in 
elections than others (Leighley & Nagler, 2014; Verba et al., 1978; Wolfinger & Rosen
stone, 1980). The connection between low turnout and inequality was first developed 
theoretically through Tingsten’s (1937) ‘law of dispersion’, which posits that lower 
overall turnout leads to larger variations in turnout across groups. This is pronounced 
in age and class, as voters tend to be better educated, wealthier, and older than non- 
voters, which creates a socio-economic bias in who turns out to vote (Leighley & 
Nagler, 2014; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980). Therefore, it is generally assumed that 
leftist parties can benefit electorally from high turnout because it mobilises disproportio
nately more of their supporters, who might otherwise abstain. This is because leftist 
parties are expected to better represent and rely on lower SES individuals. Higher SES 
individuals tend to vote more often and for right leaning parties (Dalton, 2017; 
DeNardo, 1980; Gallego, 2015; Pacek & Radcliff, 1995, p. 138). Hence, if leftist parties 
do indeed fare less well under low turnout, the implication is that unequal participation 
will lead to unequal representation in government.

Following on from this, three key questions to be answered are: (1) Do voters and non- 
voters hold distinct values and policy preferences? (2) If so, does this incur a partisan bias 
for certain groups if turnout is low? (3) Would recent electoral results change under uni
versal voting?

Research in this area has tended to focus on analysing the Democratic Party in the 
United States (Brunell & DiNardo, 2004; Citrin et al., 2003; DeNardo, 1980; Goidel 
et al., 2024; Hansford & Gomez, 2010; Highton & Wolfinger, 2001; Martinez & Gill, 
2005; Nagel & McNulty, 1996; Tamas et al., 2022), and left-wing parties in a European 
context (Ferwerda, 2014; Kohler, 2011; Lutz, 2007; McAllister & Mughan, 1986; Miller 
& Dassonneville, 2016; Pacek & Radcliff, 1995; Rowe et al., 2012). Most of the research 
has relied on individual country-case studies with few cross-national studies. Overall, 
much evidence is in favour of a leftist bias in low turnout, but it is highly variable in 
extent (Bechtel et al., 2016; Fowler, 2013; Hansford & Gomez, 2010; Kohler, 2011; Lee 
& Hwang, 2012; Mackerras & McAllister, 1999; Pacek & Radcliff, 1995; Tamas et al., 
2022).
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Compelling cross-national evidence in favour of conventional wisdom first appears in 
the work of Pacek and Radcliff. They find that leftist parties significantly benefitted from 
high turnout in a 19-country study of national elections held between 1950 and 1990 
(Pacek & Radcliff, 1995), and in an 11-country study of European parliamentary elections 
from 1979 to 1999 (Pacek & Radcliff, 2003). Moreover, compelling evidence also exists in 
country-case studies. Simulating full turnout in Germany suggests that the Social Demo
crats may have won the 1994 and 2005 elections (Kohler, 2011). Bechtel et al. (2016) find 
that compulsory voting in the Swiss canton Vaud led to greater support for leftist policies 
between 1925 and 1948. Tamas et al. (2022) find in a study of U.S. House elections from 
1972 to 2018 that lower turnout has caused partisan bias against the Democrats, but this 
has largely disappeared over time. Similarly, Hansford and Gomez (2010) find in a longi
tudinal study of U.S. Presidential Elections from 1948 to 2000 that turnout aids Demo
crats. They calculate that on average a 4-point swing in turnout causes 20 Electoral 
College votes per election to change.

Australia provides a particularly useful test case, as it adopted compulsory voting first 
statewide and then nationally a century ago. Fowler (2013) finds that the leftist Labor 
Party gained a substantial 7–10 percentage point increase in vote and seat shares. Mack
erras and McAllister (1999) also find that Labor substantially benefits from compulsory 
voting. However, replicating Fowler (2013) and undertaking a more fine-grained analysis 
of Australian states from 1910 to 1950, Held (2023) finds that Labor’s vote shares only 
increased roughly 2.5 percentage points, indicating that the size of the effect remains con
tested even in the best-studied case.

Contrastingly, there is evidence that higher turnout does not always benefit leftist 
parties. In the American context, a pair of studies find that higher turnout benefits the 
Republican party on the right (Martinez & Gill, 2005; Nagel & McNulty, 1996), and in 
a study of Swiss referendums, Lutz (2007) finds that right-leaning parties’ benefit. 
Whereas in the British context, McAllister and Mughan (1986) find that the centrist 
Liberal Party benefits. Moreover, Bernhagen and Marsh (2007) find cross-nationally 
that high turnout does not systematically advantage parties of any particular ideological 
leaning, but instead benefits small parties and non-incumbents.

Adding further uncertainty to the direction of the partisan effects of low turnout, 
many studies report mixed, or null results. Van der Eijk and van Egmond (2007, 
p. 571), relying on European Parliamentary elections, find that turnout differences are 
‘virtually unrelated to substantively interesting characteristics of parties or contexts’. 
Works that have studied the effects of exogenous shocks in turnout have sometimes pro
duced mixed results. Ferwerda (2014) leverages over-time variation in the abolition of 
compulsory voting in Austria, to find that the Social Democrats did slightly better 
after its repeal, but it was minor parties that slightly lost overall. Similarly, Miller and 
Dassonneville (2016) rely on the abolition of compulsory voting in the Netherlands, 
finding that the Social Democrats suffered vote share declines from the reduced 
turnout, while small left-wing parties benefitted.

Furthermore, partisan realignment of the education cleavage, whereby the higher edu
cated have gradually shifted to leftist parties in recent decades (Gethin et al., 2021; 
Kitschelt & Rehm, 2022; Piketty, 2020), could lead to a reversal in the expected partisan 
effect of turnout. Martinez and Gill (2005) find in America that there was a Democratic 
turnout advantage in the 1960s and 1970s, which has disappeared over time due to 

4 M. POLACKO



middle- and upper-class sorting into the Democratic Party. Goidel et al. (2024) find that 
increases in turnout greatly benefitted the Democrats in the pre-Trump era, but since the 
pattern has reversed, which is largely due to the education cleavage realignment that 
accelerated significantly post-2012. Kiss et al. (2023) find that this realignment has also 
been occurring in Canada in a similar pattern, except that the highly educated switch 
to the left has been split roughly equally between the Liberals and NDP.

2.2. Canadian Case

Canada provides a compelling case to test partisan bias in turnout. Unlike the United 
States, the country has a traditional social democratic party in the form of the NDP, 
which provides a more natural choice for left-leaning and lower-SES individuals. 
Canada also suffers from very low turnout and large age-related and socio-economic dis
parities in turnout (Polacko, 2025). Yet despite considerable work on the sources of 
turnout decline (Blais et al., 2004; Blais & Rubenson, 2013; Johnston et al., 2007; 
Pammett & LeDuc, 2003; Stockemer & Rocher, 2017), only three studies have examined 
the consequences of low turnout for partisan representation.

First, Martinez and Gill (2006) examine the 1997 federal election but find little evi
dence of partisan bias in turnout. They find some regional variation, higher turnout 
would likely have hurt the centrist Liberal party in Quebec, while helping them elsewhere, 
as well as a mild tendency for the NDP to benefit and the right-wing Reform Party to 
suffer. Second, in a thorough analysis of the 2000 federal election, Rubenson et al. 
(2007) find no evidence that policy preferences differ between voters and non-voters, 
nor any impact on parties’ electoral success. Third, Godbout and Turgeon (2019) 
extend the analysis of Rubenson et al. to the 2004, 2006, and 2008 federal elections 
and do find consistent differences. Non-voters tend to be more socio-culturally right- 
wing (especially on immigration and capital punishment), care more about taxes than 
social spending, and have lower satisfaction with democracy, duty to vote, and lower 
party and leader evaluations. Comparing vote intention and party identification across 
seven elections from 1988 to 2008, Godbout and Turgeon (2019) do not find that the 
NDP suffers from a turnout partisan bias, but they do find a larger proportion of 
Liberal and Conservative identifiers among voters than non-voters. However, the 
authors are constrained by the small sample sizes available for non-voters in each 
survey wave, which limits their analysis to comparisons of proportions.

Beyond socio-economic demographics and electoral geography, party leader evalu
ations and valence considerations also play an important role in shaping vote choice 
and turnout in Canada (Bittner, 2011, 2018; Gidengil et al., 2012; Johnston, 2002). 
Voters who hold positive evaluations of a party’s leader are more likely to vote for 
that party sincerely, while negative leader evaluations have been shown to drive both 
abstention and vote switching (Fournier et al., 2013; Trimble et al., 2015). This is particu
larly relevant for smaller parties like the NDP, whose electoral fortunes have fluctuated 
substantially with leadership changes.

A closely related but under-engaged line of research examines not whether non-voters 
differ from voters, but why certain voters are deterred from the polls in the first place. 
Cutler et al. (2022), drawing on the 2019 CES, find that voters express a weaker intention 
to vote as their preferred party’s local chances of winning diminish. Critically, this 
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deterrent effect is distributed unequally across party supporters: NDP, Green, and PPC 
supporters face much lower average local chances rankings than Liberal and Conserva
tive supporters (average ranks of 2.4, 2.9, and 2.8 versus 1.3 and 1.4 respectively), 
meaning supporters of minor parties are systematically more exposed to this deterrent. 
They also find that strategic voting is concentrated among supporters of these same 
parties, who collectively account for 89% of all strategic voters. Their study provides indi
vidual-level evidence that FPTP systematically suppresses the sincere electoral partici
pation of voters whose preferences happen to be in a local minority, and that this 
burden falls disproportionately on left-leaning voters.

The existing studies on Canada have concentrated on elections from 1997 to 2008 and 
are limited both methodologically and in terms of their temporal coverage. In particular, 
they predate the dramatic realignment of income and education voting cleavages that has 
shifted younger and lower-income voters toward the NDP, especially after the 2011 
‘Orange Wave’ election (Fournier et al., 2013; Kiss et al., 2023). Therefore, there are sub
stantial methodological, contextual, and empirical gaps in the Canadian literature that 
this paper seeks to address.

In examining partisan bias of non-voters, scholars have tended to use individual- 
level survey data to simulate what would have happened if non-voters had decided 
to vote in the election (Citrin et al., 2003; Highton & Wolfinger, 2001; Martinez & 
Gill, 2005, 2006; Rubenson et al., 2007). However, the simulations and projections 
are not entirely testable. To our knowledge, only one study has utilised the vote inten
tions of respondents during the campaign portion of a survey, which later self- 
reported that they were abstaining from voting. Vote intention taken closely prior 
to an election is arguably a more precise measure than relying on simulations. Yet, 
Godbout and Turgeon’s (2019) study, which does use vote intent, is limited due to 
the small number of abstainers available in the pre-2019 CES survey. Due to the 
large sample sizes available for the first time in the 2019 (n = 37,822) and 2021 (n =  
20,968) online CES surveys, this paper goes further by undertaking regression esti
mations of the vote intentions of abstainers, as well as demographic and attitudinal 
examinations of abstainers, thereby providing a more comprehensive and rigorous 
analysis than what has previously been undertaken.

3. Hypotheses

Informed by the literature and key questions above, the following four hypotheses are 
tested: 

H1: Non-voters are significantly more likely to be younger and hold lower social status.

H2: Non-voters hold significantly different policy preferences on both the economic and 
socio-cultural dimensions.

H3: Vote abstention is significantly more likely to penalize leftist parties, such as the NDP 
and Greens.

H4: Under universal voting, electoral results would significantly change the 2019 and 2021 
federal outcomes.
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4. Data and Methods

To examine partisanship in vote abstention, this study relies on data from the Canadian 
Election Study (CES), which are the most extensive surveys on public opinion and voting 
in Canada. We utilise the online version of the CES, which includes both the campaign 
wave and the post-election wave. We rely on the two most recent federal elections (2019 
and 2021) because for the first time in the CES, they provide a large enough sample to 
undertake extensive subgroup analysis (Stephenson et al., 2020, 2022).

We employ graphical techniques and statistical models to test expectations. We undertake 
multinomial logistic regressions for estimating party voting intent. Weights are included to 
reflect the national demographic distribution in terms of age, education, and gender.1

The dependent variable is the reported party vote intent taken from the pre-election 
campaign wave of each CES. They are produced for each main party (Liberal, Conserva
tive, NDP, Bloc Québécois, Green, and PPC). We also measure turnout and party vote 
variables, based on whether a respondent reported that they voted and for which party 
they voted for. Both are obtained from the post-election wave of the CES. Party vote 
intent provides a much better measure than party identification, since most Canadians 
do not have a strong attachment to a particular party, and it is substantially more corre
lated with party vote (r = 0.74 versus r = 0.48).

We rely on standard demographic controls known to influence both the decision to 
vote and party vote choice in Canada (Gidengil, 2022; Gidengil et al., 2012; Johnston, 
2017). To reflect Canada’s pronounced regional cleavages, region is coded as a 4-category 
variable (Atlantic, Ontario, Quebec, and West). Voting likelihood substantially increases 
with socio-economic status and age (Smets & van Ham, 2013; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 
1980). Thus, education is measured as a dummy coded 1 for degree holders, household 
income is measured in quintiles (low to high),2 and age is included as a continuous vari
able. A pronounced gender voting cleavage has appeared, with women more likely to 
support parties on the left (Gidengil et al., 2012). Similarly, union membership has 
been linked to left party support (Johnston, 2017), but also turnout (Kerrissey & 
Schofer, 2018). Therefore, female and union dummy variables are included. Contrast
ingly, native-born and married dummies are added, as both are more likely to vote 
and for parties on the right (Gidengil, 2022; Smets & van Ham, 2013).

We also include core attitudinal beliefs and values. We construct two indexes based on 
the two dominant spheres of political conflict – the economic (state-market) and socio- 
cultural (authoritarian-libertarian) dimensions. Economic ideology (Cronbach’s α = 0.60) 
is measured via three questions related to attitudes towards redistribution and market 
liberalism.3 Cultural ideology (Cronbach’s α = 0.54) is also measured with three ques
tions, one pertaining to attitudes towards immigration, and two pertaining towards 
moral traditionalism, consisting of gender and sexuality.4 The variables are all re- 
scaled between 0–1 (left to right) for consistency.

5. Results

5.1. Vote Intent Versus Reported Vote

First, voting trends are examined. The turnout rate across the sample is 90.7% (92.6% in 
2019 and 89.4% in 2021). This is substantially higher than official turnout by 26.3 
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percentage points, which was 67% in 2019 and 62.3% in 2021.5 Party voting is much 
closer to the actual totals. The 2019 and 2021 elections are notable in that they were 
remarkably similar elections, undertaken close together, with similar dynamics, and 
reaching very similar outcomes and party vote totals. The Liberals won a minority gov
ernment in both with an average vote share of 32.87%. They are slightly overrepresented 
in the CES by 1.25%. Similarly, both the NDP and Greens are overrepresented by 1.67%, 
while the Greens and PPC are very slightly underrepresented at 0.37% and 0.46% respect
ively. The largest discrepancy lies with the Conservatives, who are underrepresented by a 
significant 3.67%.

Table 1 breaks this down further by examining how people who provided a party vote 
intention response in the pre-election CES wave, said they voted in the post-election 
wave. The two main parties (Liberal and Conservative) have the lowest non-voting 
rates, and along with the Bloc, a very high percentage of their intended voters followed 
through for the parties in the post-election survey. Hypothesis three posits that vote 
abstention is most likely to penalise leftist parties, and we see initial evidence of this 
here. The NDP and Greens display the highest non-voting rates among individuals 
who intended to vote for these parties, at nearly twice the rate of the Liberals. We can 
also see that the two parties fail to secure even three-quarters of their intended voters, 
as beyond non-voting, a large amount also choose to vote for other parties at 18% and 
33% respectively. A similar rate of 24% occurs for the PPC, as all three smaller parties 
likely suffer from strategic voting.

Next, we probe further by comparing the extent to which party vote intent differs for 
abstainers from respondents who stated that they did vote. It is highly reasonable to 
suspect that someone who did not vote but provided an earlier vote intention for a 
party would have voted for that same party under a compulsory voting regime. Evidence 
from the CES shows that across the sample, party vote intent and party vote are highly 
correlated (r = 0.74) and 87% of respondents who provided a party vote intent in the cam
paign wave and party vote in the post-election wave were for the same party (and even the 
NDP reaches 80%).

Figure 1 displays the weighted mean party vote intent of the six main parties, for 
abstainers versus respondents who stated they did vote. We see very substantial differ
ences for many of the parties and emphasise the following findings. First, abstainer 
vote intention is much lower for the two dominant federal parties. It is 7.4% lower for 

Table 1. Mean post-election abstain % and party vote % for both an individual’s intended party and 
other parties, for individuals who provided party vote intent in the pre-election survey.

Reported party vote % in post-election survey

Abstain Voters Total
Vote for intended 

party
Vote for other 

party

Party vote intention % in pre-election 
survey

Liberal 0.05 0.86 0.09 5,387

Conservative 0.06 0.85 0.09 5,246
NDP 0.09 0.73 0.18 2,894
Bloc 0.07 0.88 0.05 1,179
Green 0.09 0.58 0.33 837
PPC 0.07 0.69 0.24 373
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the Liberals and 6.3% lower for the Conservatives on average per election, which shows 
that they are both successful at getting their supporters out to vote. Second, abstainer vote 
intention is a massive 10.8% higher per election for the NDP. The NDP’s abstainer vote 
intention is, consistent with Cutler et al.’s (2022) findings on FPTP deterrence, even 
higher than the Liberals and roughly even with the Conservatives, reflecting the 
party’s structurally disadvantaged position in local electoral geography. Third, this 
appears to be a trend on the left, as abstainer vote intention for the Greens is also 
higher at 2.4% per election, which is still statistically significant for a party that only gar
nered an average vote share of 4.44%. Combined, the two leftist parties’ abstainer vote 
intention was 13.2% higher than for voters, which again aligns with our expectation 
that abstention is more likely to penalise parties on the left (H3). Last, vote intention 
and party vote are very similar for both the Bloc and PPC.

These patterns are broadly consistent with Cutler et al.’s (2022) finding that NDP and 
Green supporters face the lowest average local chances rankings of any party’s supporters 
under Canada’s FPTP system, meaning they are disproportionately exposed to the ‘why 
bother’ deterrent that suppresses turnout intentions. The high NDP abstainer vote inten
tion we observe is therefore not merely a reflection of NDP voters’ demographic compo
sition, but is likely also a reflection of the electoral geography of the FPTP system itself.

It should be noted that the main party vote intent results largely hold up if we limit the 
analysis to marginal ridings only (see Appendix A3).6 One could argue that the large vote 
intent differences shown here between abstainers and voters may not matter as much for 
outcomes if there is little difference occurring in marginal ridings for a majoritarian 

Figure 1. Mean party vote intent (abstainers) versus mean actual party vote (voters), with 95% confi
dence intervals, weighted.
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system such as Canada’s. However, the main results are similar, and the main differences 
occur with the Liberals and Conservatives, as party vote intent is 1.8 percentage points 
higher for the Liberals in marginal ridings than non-marginals, but 2.3 percentage 
points lower for the Conservatives. Otherwise, it is 1 percentage point lower for both 
the NDP and Bloc, and 1.2 percentage points higher for the PPC.

5.2. Abstainer Profiles

The first analysis revealed that vote abstention is more likely to penalise leftist parties 
because abstainers are significantly more likely to hold vote intentions for these parties 
than the general population of voters. Next, we investigate the profile of abstainers to dis
cover any demographic and ideological explanations for this finding. To do so, we first 
compare turnout rates and party vote shares by demographic group and main policy 
realms. The left-hand columns in Table 2 display the weighted turnout rate of each 
demographic and policy area, while the right-hand columns display the party vote 
shares by demographic.

Most notable, and in line with our expectations, is that individuals with lower socio- 
economic status and the young are significantly less likely to vote. On average, there are 
more people with a degree among those who reported they intended to vote by 6 percen
tage points, over degree holders who said they did not vote. Somewhat surprisingly, the 
same comparison yields a 4-percentage point difference for women. The difference is also 
higher among those who intend to vote by native-born respondents (3 percentage 
points), union members (3 percentage points), and married individuals (7 percentage 
points). We do not see much variation in place of residence.

There is also not a great deal of difference by political attitudes, except on immigra
tion. On average, non-voters are more right-wing than voters on the cultural dimension 
and slightly more so on market liberalism. Notably, on immigration, non-voters are a 
substantial 0.1 points (10 percentage points) on the left-right scale more anti- 

Table 2. Mean voter versus non-voter % by demographic, weighted (left).
Demographics Voter Non-Voter Liberal CPC NDP Bloc Green PPC

Female 0.86 0.90 0.36 0.27 0.22 0.08 0.05 0.03
Degree 0.93 0.87 0.40 0.27 0.18 0.08 0.04 0.02
Youth (under 35) 0.81 0.90 0.31 0.20 0.34 0.06 0.05 0.03
Low Income (quintile 1) 0.80 0.90 0.32 0.24 0.25 0.10 0.05 0.04
Native Born 0.89 0.86 0.33 0.30 0.19 0.11 0.04 0.03
Union Member 0.91 0.88 0.34 0.24 0.24 0.12 0.04 0.03
Married 0.92 0.85 0.35 0.38 0.14 0.06 0.04 0.03
Rural 0.89 0.88 0.34 0.29 0.20 0.10 0.03 0.04
Atlantic 0.89 0.11 0.47 0.24 0.20 N/A 0.08 0.02
Quebec 0.91 0.09 0.31 0.17 0.12 0.37 0.02 0.02
Ontario 0.91 0.09 0.42 0.31 0.19 N/A 0.04 0.03
West 0.91 0.09 0.26 0.43 0.24 N/A 0.05 0.03
Overall 0.91 0.09 0.35 0.31 0.18 0.09 0.04 0.03
Political Attitudes (L-R)
Redistribution 0.23 0.21
Market Liberalism 0.46 0.47
Immigration 0.59 0.69
Moral Traditionalism 0.37 0.39

Mean party vote % by demographic (right). Mean voter versus non-voter political attitudes, scaled left-right, 0–1 
(bottom).
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immigration than voters and they are slightly more right-wing on gender and sexuality at 
0.02 (2 percentage points). However, non-voters are more likely to support redistribution 
also by 0.02 scale points. Therefore, we find only limited support for (H2) on 
redistribution.

The biggest differences occur by income and age, which lends support to (H1). Among 
individuals from the lowest income quintile, those who said they did not vote outnum
bered those who said they intended to vote by 10 percentage points, and for youth (those 
under age 35), the difference is 9 percentage points.

It is important to note that these differences between non-voters and voters may not 
seem that large, but because turnout is so high in the CES at roughly 91%, there is little 
room for variation to occur between demographic groups. Since the CES substantially 
overestimates turnout by over 26 percentage points, the differences between voters 
and abstainers would be much higher because greater inequality in turnout occurs 
under lower levels of turnout (Tingsten, 1937).

Nevertheless, the demographic groups with large differences and high NDP party vote 
shares provide an explanation for why the NDP is heavily penalised by abstention. The 
demographics with the highest NDP vote shares are low-income earners and the young 
(under 35). The NDP is the most popular party among the young (34% share), which is 
the only demographic the party outright wins. The NDP also received 25% of the vote of 
the lowest income quintile, which is 7% above their average vote share and above the 
Conservatives. These two demographics likely account for much of the partisan bias 
the NDP is incurring among abstainers, since they are also the demographic groups 
that vote the least. Gender is also likely playing a role, since women voted 4 percentage 
points lower than men in the sample, and the NDP is fairly well supported by women 
with a 22% share. We can also see that the NDP does poorly among the married at 
14%, which is a demographic that votes at a higher rate than the average. The group 
likely also partially accounts for the NDP’s non-voter partisan bias.

Furthermore, policy differences likely do not account for a great extent for this parti
san bias since the NDP does not do well with the anti-immigration constituency (14%). 
However, the NDP does attain the support of a large portion of pro-redistribution voters 
(23%), who vote at slightly lower rates than individuals with anti-redistribution attitudes.

Next, we probe further by undertaking multinomial logistic regression of our large 
sample of abstainers. We are interested in the party vote intention of abstainers only 
here because this is the party that abstainers would most likely vote for under universal 
voting. Overall, our sample contains 2,424 abstainers and we have the party vote intention 
of 1,047 of them. Vote intention numbers are unfortunately much lower because the 
question was only asked to respondents who stated that they were ‘certain’ or ‘likely’ 
to vote in the campaign wave of the CES.

We regress party vote intention on our sub-sample of abstainers for the six largest 
parties and for an ‘other’ category, with the Liberal party acting as the reference cat
egory.7 We estimate a separate regression for Quebec, where the Bloc only resides. We 
control for age, education, gender, income, marital status, union status, nativity, econ
omic and cultural attitudes, and election year, and for region within the Rest of 
Canada regression.

We emphasise the following findings for the Rest of Canada regression from Table 3. 
First, the NDP by far has the most statistically significant coefficients, which provides 
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further evidence for (H3) that the party is most impacted by partisan bias among abstai
ners. Second, age as a continuous variable is negative and statistically significant for both 
the NDP (p < 0.001) and the Greens (p < 0.1). Hence, we see evidence again that younger 
abstainers are predicted to be more likely to vote for the NDP. Third, income is negatively 
related for each smaller party compared to the Liberals, as the Liberal Party now retains 
strong support among higher earners (Kiss et al., 2023). The variable is significant at (p <  
0.05) for the NDP. Although not significant for the Greens, the variable also displays a 
negative effect for the party that is relatively close to significance at (p = 0.12). Thus, 
again we see evidence that non-voting low earners significantly prefer leftist parties, 
especially the NDP. Fourth, female abstainers are positively related to supporting the 
NDP compared to the Liberals, which nearly attains statistical significance at (p =  
0.19). Last, cultural attitudes display a null effect for the NDP, but economic attitudes 
are negatively related to vote intent compared to the Liberals, nearly attaining statistical 
significance at (p = 0.15). Since pro-redistribution individuals tend to support the NDP 
but vote at slightly lower rates, this suggests that the variable, alongside gender, is 
likely partially accounting for a negative NDP partisan bias among abstainers.

We display the predicted probabilities of abstainer’s party vote intent for the two vari
ables that likely account for the majority of partisan bias among non-voters in Figures 2
and 3, which provides more support in favour of (H1). Figure 2 displays the predicted 

Table 3. Multinomial Rest of Canada regression model predicting party vote intent for abstainers.
Ref: Liberal CPC NDP Green PPC Other

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Ontario ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
Atlantic 0.095 0.464 0.543 −19.787*** −0.709

(0.430) (0.402) (0.548) (0.623) (1.554)
West 0.535* 0.527+ −0.178 0.404 14.525***

(0.272) (0.278) (0.374) (0.647) (1.098)
Female 0.065 0.348 −0.040 2.053** 17.561***

(0.255) (0.271) (0.347) (0.758) (0.972)
Degree 0.173 −0.333 0.021 0.078 −16.518***

(0.252) (0.251) (0.381) (0.797) (1.275)
Age 0.002 −0.032*** −0.020+ 0.008 0.191**

(0.009) (0.008) (0.012) (0.025) (0.066)
Income 0.005 −0.231* −0.211 −0.587 3.093***

(0.101) (0.106) (0.136) (0.301) (0.906)
Native-Born 0.044 0.565+ 0.095 0.941 14.810***

(0.303) (0.318) (0.507) (1.081) (1.401)
Union −0.142 0.155 −0.754 −0.433 1.143

(0.386) (0.342) (0.540) (0.887) (1.197)
Married 0.369 0.165 −0.088 −0.894 −20.475***

(0.267) (0.268) (0.384) (0.824) (2.248)
Economic (L-R) 2.151*** −0.982 0.418 5.922*** −6.037*

(0.643) (0.682) (0.979) (1.623) (2.847)
Culture (L-R) 2.001*** −0.010 −0.500 5.669*** 8.691**

(0.600) (0.571) (0.811) (1.652) (2.976)
2019 ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
2021 0.008 0.587* −1.126*** −1.130+ −0.938

(0.242) (0.257) (0.329) (0.629) (0.899)
Constant −2.050** 1.142+ 1.197+ −8.374*** −73.328***

(0.708) (0.669) (1.038) (2.521) (8.120)
N 731
R2 0.14
+p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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probabilities for income and Figure 3 for age.8 Figure 2 shows that abstainers are slightly 
less likely to possess voting intentions the wealthier they are, for the Greens and PPC. We 
see that higher earners are much more likely to have voting intentions for the Liberals 
and Conservatives. However, income has the largest effect for the NDP vote intentions. 
NDP vote intent among low-income earners is roughly 39%, which decreases as we move 
up the income scale. In contrast, NDP vote intent among high-income earners is only 
roughly 24%.

Figure 3 displays even greater effects for age. For age, we see that vote intent among 
abstainers increases with age substantially for the Liberals and Conservatives, and very 
slightly for the PPC. In contrast, vote intent among abstainers decreases with age for 
the Greens, and massively so for the NDP. NDP vote intent among the youngest eligible 
voters is roughly 45%, which remains statistically significant until roughly age 36, before 
it decreases rapidly among older abstainers, reaching only roughly 15-20% among 
seniors.

For the Quebec multinomial regression, the main findings are relatively similar and 
are presented in Appendix A5a. Age is negatively related to vote intent for the NDP 
and Greens again, attaining statistical significance for the NDP at (p < 0.01). There is 
little effect on the cultural dimension for the NDP again, while the economic dimension 
is negative and significant at (p < 0.001). The main difference is that income is positively 
related for both the NDP and Greens in Quebec, and negatively related for the Bloc, likely 
reflecting the success that the Bloc has had with lower earners in recent years at the 
expense of the NDP, as well as the small sample size of abstainers.9

Figure 2. Predicted probability of Rest of Canada party vote intent by income, for abstainers.
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5.3. Outcomes and Ramifications

Next, we turn to counterfactual outcomes of the earlier findings outlined in this paper, by 
investigating what election outcomes would look like under universal turnout. As men
tioned, the CES substantially overestimates turnout. In the 2019–21 elections the CES 
overestimated turnout by 26.3% on average. Combined with the low voter turnout of 
Canadian elections, this overestimation provides a large margin for different outcomes 
to occur if Canada had a compulsory voting system. The results are presented in 
Tables 4 and 5. Table 4 displays the party vote intent of abstainers, alongside the 
official party vote shares, and what the vote shares would look like under universal 
voting, for each election. Universal voting is calculated by extrapolating the mean 
party vote intent share and applying it to the official abstainer totals. For example, in 
2019, 67% of eligible voters did vote, but 33% abstained, so we apportion the vote 
intent shares of abstainers from the CES for the official abstaining 33%. Table 5 provides 
how the popular vote changes would translate into seats, by calculating how many seats 
would change for each party if party vote intent was used instead of actual vote, for each 
of the marginal ridings.

In 2019, universal voting would have increased the Conservative popular vote margin 
by 1.36 percentage points to 2.58 percentage points, as Liberal abstainer vote intention 
reduces their vote by 1.7 percentage points, and the Conservatives would lose 0.34 per
centage points. However, because the Liberals benefit from a greater economic vote, 
where their lower vote shares translate into more seats than the Conservatives, due to 

Figure 3. Predicted probability of Rest of Canada party vote intent by age, for abstainers.
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much higher Conservative seat margin victories on average, the Liberals would still have 
won the election in this counterfactual estimation. In addition, the PPC would see a small 
increase of 0.5 percentage points, and the Bloc a decrease of 1.74 percentage points. The 
biggest change occurs to the combined leftist vote, which increases by 3.38 percentage 
points (1.07 for the NDP and 2.31 for the Greens). However, this only translates into 
an extra seat for the Greens, and the NDP would lose two seats due to weak vote 
distribution.

Recalculating the seat totals based on party vote intent would result in 36 seats chan
ging hands, or roughly 10%. The Conservatives would gain 10 seats to close the gap to a 
25-seat margin below the winning Liberal Party, but it would not have really changed 
governing dynamics (see Appendix A3a).

The counterfactual 2021 election provides stronger evidence for partisan bias in non- 
voting. Both the Liberals and the Conservatives would experience ample losses (2.23 and 
2.71 percentage points respectively) under universal voting. The PPC would also lose 1.1 
percentage points, and the Bloc would gain 0.93 percentage points. The Greens would 
again gain votes but only 0.75 percentage points. However, the NDP would experience 
a very large improvement from 17.82% to 22.14%. This represents a net gain of 4.32 per
centage points. This would lead to a significant increase in NDP seats from 25 to 38, 
largely at the expense of the Liberals, who would lose a sizable 24 seats. The Bloc 
would also gain 8 seats and the Conservatives 3 seats. Although the winning Liberal 
seat margin would decrease by 27 seats, they would still be the largest party at 136 
seats, compared to the Conservatives at 122. In total, 41 seats would change hands 

Table 4. Universal vote = total party vote intent % of abstainers extrapolated and applied to actual 
abstainer totals.

2019 2021

Party
Abstainers 

Intent
Actual 
Vote

Universal 
Vote

Abstainers 
Intent

Actual 
Vote

Universal 
Vote

Liberal 27.97 33.12 31.42 26.70 32.62 30.39
Conservative 33.33 34.34 34.00 26.55 33.74 31.03
NDP 19.21 15.98 17.05 29.29 17.82 22.14
Bloc 1.98 7.63 5.76 10.10 7.64 8.57
Green 13.56 6.55 8.86 4.33 2.33 3.08
PPC 3.11 1.62 2.12 2.02 4.94 3.84
Left (NDP + Green) 32.77 22.53 25.91 33.62 20.15 25.22

Turnout = 67% in 2019 and 62.3% in 2021.

Table 5. Seat change and new seat total calculations for 2019 and 2021 if party vote intent was used 
in marginal ridings instead of actual vote (see Appendix A3 for seat changes).

2019 2021

Party Seat change New seat total Seat change New seat total

Liberal −1 156 −24 136
Conservative 10 131 3 122
NDP −2 22 13 38
Bloc −7 25 8 40
Green 1 4 0 2
PPC 0 0 0 0
Independent −1 0 0 0

- 338 - 338
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under the universal voting simulation (see Appendix A3b). The election winner would 
not change but the governing dynamics would with such a small seat margin lead. The 
Liberals would still be able to govern with the confidence-and-supply agreement that 
they formed with the NDP after the election, but it would be a very slender majority 
of four seats, and it would likely mean more say in governing for the NDP. The governing 
Liberals would also be at the mercy of by-election results, and the party lost three seats to 
the Conservatives and Bloc, without any gains during the 44th parliament. The seat 
changes would also result in the mean left-right economic position in the governing 
confidence and supply coalition moving leftwards from 4.08 to 3.95, according to the 
Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) (Dassonneville & Koedam, 2024).

Therefore, our test of (H4) provides mixed evidence that under universal voting, elec
toral results would significantly change outcomes. We find little change in 2019, and the 
winning party would not change either election. However, there is significant change in 
2021 in terms of votes, seats, and governing dynamic changes.

6. Conclusion

Low voter turnout is increasingly a problem in advanced democracies, which can incur 
greater inequality in turnout. Low voter turnout in Canada is particularly acute among 
the young (Blais & Loewen, 2011; Mahéo & Bélanger, 2021; Pammett & LeDuc, 2003; 
Stockemer & Rocher, 2017) and lower-SES individuals (Polacko, 2020, 2025). This 
raises the question as to whether low turnout carries with it a partisan bias, since 
leftist parties tend to rely on these demographics. The question has been considerably 
underexplored in Canada, and previous evidence within Canada and abroad is mixed, 
as well as suffering from methodological limitations.

Therefore, this paper relies on the vote intentions of election survey respondents to 
estimate partisan bias in non-voting in Canada in the 2019 and 2021 elections. The 
paper finds large differences in the demographic composition of non-voters, as lower 
earners and the young are significantly over-represented among non-voters, which are 
two key constituencies that now significantly vote for the NDP. It also finds that non- 
voters have a significantly predicted higher intention of voting for the leftist NDP and 
Green Party. Combined, the two leftist parties’ abstainer vote intention was 13.2% 
higher than that of voters (10.8% for the NDP), which aligns with our expectations 
that abstention is more likely to penalise parties on the left. The abstainer profile 
results show that the young and low earners likely account for much of the partisan 
bias that the NDP is incurring, since they are also demographic groups that vote the 
least. Gender and attitudes towards redistribution likely also partially factor in the parti
san bias, since women and individuals with pro-redistribution attitudes are disproportio
nately concentrated among abstainers and vote for the NDP at significantly higher rates 
than average.

In estimating universal turnout, we find substantial partisan bias in non-voting for 
leftist parties in the 2019 election, of 3.38 percentage points. However, in 2021, we see 
larger effects, as leftist parties would have experienced a 5.07 percentage point increase, 
including a 4.3 percentage point increase for the NDP. The total leftist gains roughly 
coincide with the expected combined drop of the dominant Liberal and Conservative 
parties. These vote share shifts would not have changed the election winner in either 
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2019 or 2021, but the Liberals’ seat margin would have been reduced, so much so that the 
NDP would have a much larger bargaining chip in its confidence-and-supply agreement 
with the governing Liberals in 2021.

Despite these findings, the limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. It is 
possible that abstainers could change their vote intentions from the campaign survey 
to when they can cast their ballot on election day. We attempt to mitigate this limitation 
by showing that vote intention is strongly correlated (r = 0.74) with voters’ reported party 
votes and 87% of respondents who provided both, do indeed match. Canada’s majoritar
ian electoral system is also known to produce strategic voting ranging between 4 and 8% 
(Daoust & Bol, 2020). As Cutler et al. (2022) show, this strategic voting is concentrated 
overwhelmingly among NDP, Green, and PPC supporters, who collectively represent 
89% of all strategic voters. Thus, it is likely that some respondents who said they intended 
to vote NDP or Green likely switched their vote to the Liberals come election time. 
However, typical strategic voting numbers in Canada alone are outweighed by the 
13.2% combined difference we found between vote intention and actual votes for the 
two parties. The gap between intention and actual vote is also roughly equal between 
the Liberals and Conservatives, and not many NDP and Green voters would choose to 
strategically vote for the Conservatives (indeed, only 19.5% of respondents who provided 
NDP or Green vote intentions that did not follow through with that vote, chose the Con
servatives), which means that the majority of partisan bias found in this paper is surely 
not owing to strategic voting.

A further limitation concerns the representativeness of the non-voter sample. As 
noted in the results section, CES surveys substantially overreport turnout, such that 
non-voters constitute only approximately 10% of CES respondents despite accounting 
for roughly 35% of the electorate. In part, this is because non-voters can be difficult to 
reach in election surveys. Therefore, we cannot rule out that those captured in the 
CES differ in unobservable ways from the broader non-voter population. The demo
graphic comparison in Appendix A2 provides some reassurance, as the age and 
income profiles of CES abstainers, which are driving the partisanship results, do 
closely match the 2021 census figures. However, this does not resolve the deeper 
concern about non-random non-response. Hence, the counterfactual vote share esti
mates should be interpreted with caution, as they assume the CES abstainer sample is 
broadly representative of all non-voters. Future research using data sources that better 
capture hard-to-reach non-voters, such as validated non-voter supplements or adminis
trative record linkages, would be valuable in testing the robustness of these findings.

A natural question arising from the variation in results between 2019 and 2021 is 
whether the findings are election specific. We do not believe they are. The underlying 
mechanism is structural. The partisan bias we document flows from durable socio-econ
omic cleavages in both turnout rates and vote choice, namely the overrepresentation of 
younger and lower-income voters among abstainers, and their disproportionate prefer
ence for the NDP. These patterns reflect longer-run trends in turnout inequality and 
party coalitional change that are unlikely to reverse in the short term. The variation 
between elections is in the magnitude of the bias, not its direction. In both years, the 
NDP is penalised by abstention and the major party’s benefit, especially the Liberals. 
The larger effect in 2021 is explicable by that election’s stronger NDP campaign perform
ance and the Green Party’s partial collapse, which concentrated the left-of-centre 
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abstainer vote more heavily on the NDP. The findings should therefore generalise to 
future Canadian federal elections under the current electoral system, provided that the 
turnout gap remains for younger and lower-income voters.

Overall, the findings show that turnout incurs a partisan bias in Canada, which carries 
important implications for democracy, public policy, and representation. These inequal
ities in turnout raise questions about the representativeness of Canada’s electoral system, 
as election outcomes and subsequent policy outcomes are likely to look different under 
an electoral system with universal turnout. Canadians are indeed concerned about non- 
voting and low turnout, as an overwhelming 80 percent of CES respondents in both the 
2019 and 2021 surveys agreed that ‘low voter turnout weakens democracy’.

Consequently, there are important recommendations that policymakers can introduce 
to increase the representativeness of Canada’s electoral system. First, an important 
reform lies with Canada finally redressing the inequities inherent in its electoral 
system with a move toward proportional representation (PR). Reforming Canada’s 
majoritarian electoral system was a central plank to the Liberals’ 2015 winning campaign, 
with Prime Minister Trudeau promising an end to the first-past-the-post system, but the 
pledge was expediently suppressed once in power. PR systems provide better represen
tation for low-income earners by facilitating alliances between lower-class and middle- 
class voters on redistribution (Iversen & Soskice, 2006) and turnout is higher in PR 
systems (Cancela & Geys, 2016; Kostelka & Blais, 2021).

Second, a more ambitious reform would be the adoption of compulsory voting along 
the lines of the Australian system, with small fines for non-compliance in the absence of a 
valid reason for not voting. Since Australia adopted compulsory voting nationally a 
century ago, the country has enjoyed high turnout in the 90th percentile, and high 
support for compulsory voting and satisfaction with democracy. Compulsory voting 
would smooth over disparities in turnout rates among societal groups, thereby increasing 
relative turnout, especially among low-income groups, the young, and minorities. Com
pulsory voting also translates into a less class-biased turnout (Contreras & Morales, 2024; 
Dassonneville et al., 2017), advantages parties pushing for redistributive policies, and 
consequently reduces income inequality, which is relatively high and increasing in 
Canada (Heisz, 2016). Cross-national comparisons provide indirect evidence, as compul
sory voting is associated with lower levels of income inequality (Birch, 2009; Carey & 
Horiuchi, 2017; Chong & Olivera, 2008). As this paper shows, its adoption would 
likely benefit the political left in Canada, which aligns with evidence from other countries 
that suggests election and policy outcomes tend to move leftward under compulsory 
voting (Bechtel et al., 2016; Fowler, 2013).

Compulsory voting has been repeatedly considered at the highest levels of government 
in Canada, dating back to the tabling of private members’ bills in the late nineteenth 
century (Singh & Williams, 2021). Most recently, in 2004 a bill was tabled in the 
Senate that would have introduced a $50 penalty for voting abstention. The bill was 
debated five times, but only 11 senators took part, and it received limited interest (Court
ney & Wilby, 2007). However, the most recent polling by Research Co. shows that 60% of 
the public is in favour of its adoption (Glacier Media 2019). Data from the 2015 CES (the 
only time it has been asked) also shows that a clear majority of respondents agree that 
compulsory voting should be adopted, with support somewhat stronger among the 
young (Singh & Williams, 2021, pp. 245–247). It would just take political will to seriously 
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consider reform, which would demonstrate to Canadians that its political representatives 
believe addressing inequalities in voting is important.

Notes

1. We use the weights provided by the CES team.
2. Respondents are divided into income quintiles that come closest to matching the boundaries 

provided by the values for total household income found in the 2021 census.
3. Redistribution is based on the question: ‘how much do you think should be done to reduce 

the gap between the rich and the poor in Canada.’ Market liberalism consists of two ques
tions: ‘the government should leave it to the private sector to create jobs’ and ‘people who do 
not get ahead have only themselves to blame.’

4. Immigration is measured via answers to a question asking whether immigration rates should 
increase, stay the same, or decrease. Moral traditionalism is based on five-point answers to 
the question: ‘how much should be done for … women’, or ‘gays and lesbians’.

5. When measuring turnout in surveys, there is typically a substantial discrepancy between the 
numbers of self-reported and actual votes administered due to ‘social desirability bias’ and 
the difficulty in reaching typically low-turnout groups that tend to be transient. This is par
ticularly pronounced in the CES. However, research has shown that models at the individ
ual-level relying on either reported or validated voting produce very similar estimates 
(Clarke et al., 2004). However, we cannot assume that the non-voters captured in the 
CES are fully representative of the broader non-voter population, as those hardest to 
reach may differ in unobservable ways. Appendix A2 compares the CES abstainer sample 
to the 2021 census on key demographics such as age and income, which are most central 
to our findings, and they closely match the census figures. Although this cannot fully 
resolve the representativeness question. Therefore, the counterfactual estimates should be 
interpreted with this caveat in mind.

6. Ridings are classified as marginal if the winning party’s vote margin is less than 10 percen
tage points (Curtice, 2015; Medeiros & Gravelle, 2023).

7. This is common in the literature since the Liberal Party is a popular centrist party.
8. See Appendix A4 for a comparison with voters, which details the same general patterns 

except less steeper income slopes, especially for the Liberals and NDP.
9. It should be noted that a cross-country multinomial model with Quebec as regional dummy 

and including the Bloc, largely mirrors the main findings from the Rest of Country model 
(See Appendix A5b)
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