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Now that Bernard Landry has taken the
helm of both the Parti Québécois and the
Quebec government, promising at the same time
to rekindle the sovereigntist flame, it appears
appropriate to examine how voter intent in a
possible future referendum on sovereignty has
evolved since Lucien Bouchard’s entrance onto
Quebec’s political stage during the 1995
referendum. This evolution forms the
background for events both recent and future.

In the 1995 referendum campaign, polls
were generally accurate in predicting voter
intent when 75 percent of non-disclosers — i.e.,
those who reported that they did not know how
they would vote and those who refused to
divulge their intent — were attributed to the No
side. Since then, the major polling firms have
continued to collect data on public opinion,
either on their own initiative or for sponsors,
generally using the same question that was used
during the referendum. This makes it possible to

'A first version of this article was published
i Le Devoir, March 6, 2001. The article summarizes
a number of analyses on the evolution of support for
sovereignty. The results of the detailed statistical
analyses and information about the methodology are
available from the author.

We wish to thank Marcel Fournier for his
useful comments on earlier drafts of this paper,
Maurice Pinard and André Blais for their comments
and for pointing us to previous studies and available
data on the same topic. This study would not have
been conducted without the help of CROP and
Claude Gauthier, who made the surveys available.
Michael Lemay helped with the databases and the
analyses, and Sébastien Vachon conducted the first
time series analyses of the survey data for the
referendum campaign itself. The FCAR research
fund contributed financially to the project.

analyze how voter intent in a possible future
referendum has evolved since 1995.

The CROP polling firm has provided access
to 14 of the polls it has taken since 1995 — three
carried out during the referendum campaign, one
per year from 1996 to 1998, six done in 1999
and polls taken in February and November 2000.
With the exception of the first poll (which used
a sample of 2000 people, 1769 of whom were
francophones) all the surveys used a sample of
approximately 1000 people, averaging 880
francophones. The data contained in these polls
allow certain hypotheses concerning the
evolution of voter intent to be tested. The data
provided by the polls conducted during the
referendum campaign and the reports available
on the Web sites of Léger Marketing will also be
used.

After examining the evolution of voter
intent during the referendum campaign and
since, among francophones and non
francophones, particular attention will be given
to certain hypotheses frequently mentioned in
the media regarding the vote of francophones.

The evolution of voter intent during the 1995
referendum and since then

Over the course of the 1995 referendum
campaign, polls generally showed an increase in
support for the Yes side during the lead-up to the
vote (Drouilly, 1997; Fox, Andersen and
Dubonnet, 1999; Pinard, Bernier and Lemieux,
1997). Figure 1 shows the evolution of voter
mtent from September 7 to the referendum held
on October 30, 1995, as measured by all the
surveys conducted during the campaign. The 10
polls published in September 1995 showed the
Yes vote at an average of 40.6 percent, while the
average of the last four polls before the
referendum was 44.3 percent. The CROP data
are consistent with other published polls: the
estimate of the Yes vote rose from 39 percent in
the September 25th poll to 44.5 percent shortly
before the referendum (October 23).

The figure shown on page 2 reflects the
conclusions to which a number of authors (Fox

Working Papers 2001 (8) © IIGR, Queen’s University 1




Claire Durand, The Evolution of Support for Sovereignty — Myths and Realties

(10897 8o tdnyen o ‘Bwoa( 99y F0918910) [eaI) ‘sedwro)) rwo)) “101en05ou JOIyo S PIEYONOg US| JO UOTBUNLON
ay syuesaxdoar aur] papop [eonIaA oy, “uonejodisjur £q pasedor arom elep ‘AP UIAIS B UO PajONpuOd Sem AIAINS QUO ATUO USYAY “ADAINS YOBD Jo pouad proyg
a1 Jo jurod-prut oy} S1BIIPUL SYIB "PJONPUOD JIoM SAIAINS o) 19YM SAED 31U} 19A0 PANGLYSIP A[USAD ‘SUOLUSIUL JOA JO SAJBWNSI PayTiom J] Jo oFeraAr

ATrep o1 Suisn pojonIIsuOd SIe SALIAS AT, "SAAINS paystqndun ‘sjearrd a1e soAIns NOS o1 Jo swios “(/661) T8 19 pleurd WIol Uaye] 81 BIEDP aU ] 19jON

$6-1LO0-1C S6-LD0-¢l $6-LD0-50 SO°LAAS-LT SO LdUS-61  $6-LdHS-11

S6-1L30-SC S6-LD0-L1 $6-L20-60 S6-1LD0-10 S6-LddS-€C  S6-LJHES-S1  S6-LdaS-LO
i i 1 i £ T i ] i H L i ] ﬁxuwm
]
]
H
! wos
! wos N
i * - —3%
|||||||||||||| &mm«%a-;uu:nu-iuxnulﬂn,\«uu«f o= === %1y
' \&Wm woy', tiog
]
! g N\mohﬁmwmlg? .
! 0 —X - T
¢ waI / A\ % : /m/mww / G
_ e SRR e L z
\ P15 w01 \ ! E
C AWM -
/ o
o
\ =
- g
i -
e @QAMWN. Yol¥ o
! O
I ¥\ =
! ©IID ©
' ©
] —t
e i e - %08 =]
k¥ ey ' ’ Q
/ eo% |
Vs ! &
i s
! on
_ %€S g
5
=

9PIS ON 1} 0} pAINQLIIE SIISOPISIP UOU JO %,/ IM uSiedwed WnpuaIdja
S661 2U3 Surinp pajonpuod sjjod a1y Aq paanseaw jusjuy 13)0A JO uonnjoay : 1 ydean

2




Claire Durand, The Evolution of Support for Sovereignty — Myths and Realties

%

SOX

ssuoydodueaj-uoN —o— , - 09
souoydodueay —o—
[810], —o— - 0L

sdnougd agengdue] 03 IUIPI0IIB GGG AUIS
AJUSIDIIA0S 10 JUIIUI 19J0A JO UOHIN[OAT 7 IN3I

Working Papers 2001 (8) © IIGR, Queen’s University

4




Claire Durand, The Evolution of Support for Sovereignty — Myths and Realties

et al., 1999; Drouilly, 1997; Durand, Blais and
Vachon, unpublished) came: Voter intent for the
Yes side increased steadily throughout the
campaign. Moreover, most analysts® agree that
the rise in the Yes vote had begun two weeks
before Lucien Bouchard entered the campaign
and that his takeover of the Yes forces did not
affect this trend. Thus, to speak of a “Bouchard
effect,” one must assume that the growth in Yes
vote would have reached a plateau without his
involvement in the campaign.

Figure 2, shows the evolution of voter intent
for the Yes side since the referendum campaign
according to language groups as estimated by
the CROP polls (see page 4). During the
campaign, the Yes vote went from 45 percent to
54 percent among francophones. After the
referendum, the Yes vote remained at the level it
had reached on the eve of the referendum for at
least a year. However, since 1997, it has
stabilized at approximately pre-referendum
levels, i.e., about 40 percent. This reduction in
the Yes vote is concurrent with a rise in No
support, which has gone from a low of 32
percent just before the referendum to an average
of 44 percent since 1997 (data not shown).

Among non-francophones, voter intent for
the Yes side remained stable during the
referendum campaign, averaging about 7
percent. Since 1996, it has remained at an
average of 7.5 percent, with any variations
attributable to random fluctuations caused by
sample size.

*Fox et al. (1999) as well as Pinard et al.
(1997) show that Léger and Léger’s estimates of the
Yes vote at that time were consistently and
significantly higher than those of other firms. Pinard
et al. maintain that when the Léger and Léger
surveys are excluded from the analyses, a Bouchard
effect appears likely. In our analysis, the Léger and
Leger polls are included but the series are
interpolated when only one poll was conducted on a
given day.
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A number of hypotheses or “theories” have
been put forward by researchers over the years
to either explain support for sovereignty or
predict its evolution.

»  The “demographics” hypothesis states that
older people, less favourable to sovereignty,
eventually die and are replaced by younger
people, who are more favourable to
sovereignty and who remain so as they get
older. Therefore, support for sovereignty
will automatically reach a majority.

«  The “Intellectual” hypothesis states that
since people with more education tend to be
more favourable to sovereignty, an increase
in the level of schooling of the population
will help raise support for sovereignty to a
majority.

+  The “halo effect” hypothesis states that
support for sovereignty is related to
satisfaction with the government. Support
for sovereignty increases with support for
governmental policies.

«  The “gender effect” hypothesis states that
the difference in support for sovereignty
between men and women is due essentially
to women’s position in society. Social
evolution in the role and status of women
will eventually do away with gender-related
differences.

* A recent theory is the “custodian group”
hypothesis (Gagné and Langlois, 2001). It
postulates that a social group consisting of
francophones younger than 55 years old, in
the working population or students, who
earn more than $20,000 per year, carries the
“national project” on its shoulders. The fact
that this group has reduced its support for
the Yes side in recent years accounts for the
overall decline in support for sovereignty
and is due to conjectural factors. This
group’s drop in support is likely to be short
lived and overall support for sovereignty
will return to its previous higher level.
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Let us now examine each of these
hypotheses and see which ones can be
confirmed by analyses. Since it has been shown
that evolution in support for sovereignty occurs
mostly among francophones, and since the
number of non-francophones is insufficient to
make further divisions, only the data for
francophones will be analysed.

The “demographics” hypothesis

The demographics hypothesis has been
around for quite a long time; it states that since
young people support Quebec sovereignty more
strongly than older people, demographic change
(i.e., the arrival of young people into the voting
population and the “departure” of older voters)
will eventually and inevitably bring about a Yes
majority. This theory assumes that once people
decide to vote Yes, they do not change their
minds over time. If this hypothesis is correct,
support for sovereignty should increase among
the various age groups with the arrival of young
voters and the departure of older ones. However,
it is difficult to test this theory with the data
available for this study because on one hand
they only cover five years, and on the other,
information on exact age — and not simply age
groups — is not available. The theory was thus
tested taking these restrictions into account and
only among francophones, as previously stated.

The age groups were rearranged in such a
way as to provide large enough sample sizes to
study the evolution of voter intent. Figure 3 on
page 6 shows that among francophones younger
than 35, the Yes vote slid from a peak of 60
percent on the eve of the referendum to an
average of less than 50 percent since 1997,
about the same as it was at the start of the
referendum campaign. In the 35-54 age group,
the Yes vote has declined from 55 percent to an
average of around 40 percent since 1999. These
two groups do not show significant differences
in voter intent. However, among francophones
55 and older, the Yes vote has remained stable
at slightly below 30 percent, variations being

mostly attributable to random fluctuations
caused by sample size. Unlike the under-55 age
groups, voter intent in this age group did not
change during the referendum campaign.

To sum up, on one hand, the Yes vote in
2000 was the same or slightly lower among all
age groups as its level at the beginning of the
1995 referendum campaign and has hardly
moved since 1997. The arrival of young voters
and the departure of older ones has not affected
this situation. Furthermore, the referendum
campaign influenced only francophones younger
than 55. In 1996, this group made up 60 percent
of the total population. However, given the age
pyramid, increased longevity and immigration,
the proportion of this group in the population is
continually declining.

The “Intellectual” hypothesis

It has been suggested (see for example,
Pinard et al., 1997; Cloutier et al., 1992) that
education is an important factor in determining
voter intent in referendums, the intelligentsia
being thought of as a stronghold for Parti
Québécois support, especially with respect to
sovereignty. The analyses for all francophones
show that there is no difference in voter intent
between those with a university education and
those with between seven and 15 years of
education. Only the group with less than seven
years of education stands out, with support for
the Yes side at barely half that of the other
groups. However, this situation could be
attributed to age given the concentration of the
group with less than seven years of education n
the 55 and older age group.

However, another question worth asking is
what effect has better access to a university
education had on voter intent; have
francophones educated since the Quiet
Revolution reacted the same way as older
voters? The data illustrates an interesting
phenomenon: Figure 4 on page 7 shows that,
taking all the polls together, in the 55 and up age
group (who were generally born before 1945), a
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university or equivalent education is linked to a
greater tendency to vote Yes — bearing in mind
that the age groups change each year depending
on year of birth. In the 35-54 age group, there is
no significant difference according to education
level. However, among the under-35 age group
— who were born after the Quiet Revolution and
who were generally not old enough to vote in
the 1980 referendum — those with 16 or more
years of education are less likely to vote Yes
than those with less education. Unfortunately,
given the small size of the various sub-groups, it
is impossible to determine if there has been any
change in this statistic since 1995. Data from the
mega-survey of 10,000 respondents conducted
by the Council for Canadian Unity in January
1995 show the same trend: this finding was
already true before the referendum.

In short, a university education does not
play the same role it did before the Quiet
Revolution nor did it do so during the 1995
referendum. Indeed, it seems to have had the
opposite effect. While this group of educated
young people is certainly hearing the
sovereignist message, the message is less
convincing to them.

The “halo effect” hypothesis

Some people, including members of the
Parti Québécois, have put forward the
hypothesis that voter intent in a sovereignty
referendum is linked to satisfaction with the
Bouchard government. In other words, the
struggle for a zero deficit and cuts to health and
education budgets have had a negative effect on
Yes support because the sovereignist vote is
related to satisfaction with the government. The
data collected do not allow this theory to be
confirmed. As measured by the 14 CROP
surveys conducted since 1997, the correlation
between the ratio of people intending to vote
Yes and the ratio of people very or somewhat
satisfied with the Bouchard government is
positive (r=0.33) but not significant even when
using a unilateral test (p=0.12). The relationship

with voting No is essentially nil (=0.03).?
Figure 5 shows the evolution of both
measurements since 1998 (see page 9).

The “gender effect” hypothesis

It is conceivable that the lower support for
sovereignty among francophone women — on
average 10 points below that of men —is due to
their different roles in society (for example, the
higher proportion of retirees and homemakers
among women). The overall difference between
men and women could be due, for example, to
the higher proportion of women among older
people.

Figure 6 on page 10 shows the evolution of
voter intent among francophones according to
gender and age. Women are generally less likely
to say they will vote Yes than men. However,
the evolution of their voter intent has generally
followed the same curve as that of men in the
same age groups. This is particularly true among
the 55-and-older groups, where women’s
support for sovereignty is consistently about 10
points less than men’s. However, among the
group that is younger than 55, the situation is
less clear cut. Women are indeed generally less
favourable to sovereignty, the difference
reaching 15 percentage points in the survey
conducted in 1996; but two surveys conducted in
the spring of 1999 (February and May) do not
show any significant difference between the two
groups. However, when the data is grouped into
three periods, 1995, 1996-1998 and 1999-2000,
to increase sample size and examine whether an

¥These are, however, correlations between
proportions and one cannot be certain that the same
conclusions can be drawn at the individual voter
level. The CROP survey data agree with Léger
Marketing data, which are available on that firm’s
Web site. The only difference between the two firms
is that Léger polls tend to estimate the Yes vote
higher and the non-disclosers lower than do the
CROP polls.
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evolution has indeed occurred, the patterns of
differences according to gender are persistent.

The differentiation of social roles according
to gender could also explain differences.
Occupation has indeed had an effect but not the
one hypothesised. Working women — whether at
full- or part-time jobs — and retired women are
less likely to say they will vote Yes. Only
among students does the difference in voter
intent between men and women disappear.*
When the grouped data is used, the results show
the same patterns of differences according to
gender and occupation over time.

Other researchers have had ambiguous
results. Nadeau (1992) found a significant
difference according to gender in 1990 but the
difference disappeared when other socio-
demographic variables were controlled. Cloutier
et al. (1992) found a difference in 1990 but no
difference in 1991. In the CROP surveys, the
difference between the two groups varied from 6
to 18 percent but was not present in all
occupational or age groups for all surveys.

The “custodian group” hypothesis

One recent hypothesis on the evolution of
support for sovereignty was first proposed by
Gilles Gagné and Simon Langlois in March
2000 in Le Devoir. In a few words, they argue,
relevantly, that the variables should be
examined as a group rather than individually.
They developed a “typology”’based on a
combination of characteristics® (language,
occupation, age and income). They maintain that

* These results disagree with a poll taken
among students from the Université de Montréal just
prior to the referendum (Blais, Martin and Nadeau,
1995).

5 See Gagné and Langlois, 2000 for a
detailed description of the “typology” of six types
based on a combination of answers to four variables:
age, occupation, income and language. The
“typology” was first presented in Le Devoir (March
14, 2000 ) and in Policy Options (June 2000).

only one segment of the population, Type I,
made up of francophones younger than 55, in the
working population or students, who earn more
than $20,000 annually, have shown a decrease in
support for the Yes side in a possible future
sovereignty referendum, while the other types
have either maintained or increased their support
for sovereignty during the same period. They
hypothesize that the decline among Type I may
be temporary and due to factors related to the
policies of the Bouchard government.

This theory highlights the fact that not
everyone reacted in the same way to the
referendum campaign, making it doubly
important to test the hypothesis with a second
group of data. This study recreated the same
groupings and carried out the analyses required
to verify the existence of statistically significant
differences in voter intent. Unfortunately,
however, polls done during the referendum
campaign could not be examined because data
on the necessary characteristics were not
available. The primary difference between the
analyses proposed by Gagné and Langlois and
the age-group analysis of this study is in the
division of francophones younger than 55 into
subgroups of working/more fortunate (Type 1)
and inactive/less fortunate (Type II). The
estimates for the francophones 55 years and
older (types ITl & IV of the original typology)
and for the non-francophones (types V & VI) are
presented for the purposes of comparison.

Figure 7 on page 12 shows that, according
to CROP data, Yes support among active
francophones younger than 55 — the
“custodians” of sovereignty — has declined from
62 percent on the eve of the 1995 referendum to
about 42 percent since the end of 1999. Among
the Type II group — inactive francophones
younger than 55 (a much smaller group) — Yes
support ranged from a high of 53 percent in
1995-96 to a low of 35 percent. As with the
Léger Marketing polls used by Gagné and
Langlois, support for sovereignty was generally
lower among the inactive, but none of the 12

Working Papers 2001 (8) © IIGR, Queen’s University 11
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surveys showed a significant difference between
the two groups of francophones and this, even
when the 1999 polls are grouped into two
periods to obtain larger sample sizes or when all
the surveys are grouped into three periods
(1995, 1996-1998, 1999-2000). Indeed, certain
polls put Yes support among the inactive at the
same level or higher than that of the active.

Thus, in a way, the data do support the
existence of a “custodian” group; however, this
group is instead associated with a large segment
of the population made up of francophones 55
and younger, 60 percent of the Quebec
population.

Conclusion

The data presented support certain
unavoidable conclusions. On one hand, after the
referendum campaign, voter intent in a possible
future sovereignty referendum has remained
relatively stable, at least since 1997. On the
other hand, among francophones, age is the
primary factor in voter intent in a referendum,
and in particular, as voters move closer to
retirement, voter intent changes and solidifies
such that it is unaffected, even temporarily, by
political events or campaigns. Opinions would
seem to be equally solidified among non-
francophones. It is impossible to determine
whether another referendum campaign would
have the same effect among those younger than
55 because every campaign is different.
However, it is conceivable that a different kind
of debate would be required to sway groups
such as young students and women.

Finally, from a methodological standpoint,
the graphs show that it may be hazardous to
draw definitive conclusions based on a single
survey. When a number of surveys are
examined, the margin of error inherent to survey
methodology becomes more apparent.
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