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Summary

Federations have to strike a delicate balance between unity and regional diversity. In the 

Canadian case, the highly decentralized nature of the federal system enables the provinces and 

regions to exercise considerable autonomy. In this context, policy disagreements have often 

been interpreted through the prism of regionalism. Some observers of Canadian politics have 

expressed concerns that this amplifies disagreement and could undermine the legitimacy of 

national policies and institutions. 

The significance of regionalism in Canada has long been debated and studied. In this paper, the 

authors’ approach is different from that of much literature in this field: they explore whether 

disagreements stemming from value cleavages are made worse by Canada’s regional nature. 

Their analysis is based on an original survey that measures the degree to which Canadians are 

divided along three value inclinations: egalitarianism, traditionalism and legal rigorism (a belief 

that laws should apply strictly and uniformly to everyone). The survey was conducted in early 

2015, in five regions: British Columbia, the three Prairie provinces, Ontario, Quebec, and the 

four Atlantic provinces. The samples comprised around 1,000 respondents. 

The authors carried out detailed empirical analyses of 7 public spending domains, as well as 

12 policy issues ranging from restrictions on religious symbols to support for oil pipelines. Their 

principal finding is that Canadians are first and foremost divided over values, not regions. 

Disagreements on policy issues exist because of Canadians’ differing values, not because of 

territorial fracture lines. In other words, the three value inclinations and the conflicts they 

generate are present in every region.

Moreover, individuals who share the same values, regardless of where they live, have similar 

policy preferences. For example, whether they live in Quebec or the Prairie provinces, proponents 

of social justice show similar levels of support for environmental spending. 

Based on their findings, the authors present three implications for policy. First, to be successful, 

policy should be designed, framed and promoted to appeal primarily to values, not regions. 

Although the composition of values varies among regions, this does not prevent the formation of 

cross-regional alliances that could foster some level of national acceptance. Second, those who seek 

countrywide support for national policies will nevertheless sometimes need to adopt regionally 

sensitive communications strategies, notably to appeal to values that have been overlooked in the 

past in given regions by policy-makers. Third, provincial policy-makers may find it beneficial to 

exchange with their counterparts in other provinces when developing policies and strategies. 

More broadly, the authors conclude that there may have been a tendency to exaggerate fears that 

disagreements among Canada’s regions will be harmful to policy acceptance and institutional 

legitimacy. Regional differences should not be ignored, but more systematic attention to value 

disagreements within regions seems warranted. 
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Résumé

Toutes les fédérations doivent trouver le juste équilibre entre unité et diversité régionale. Au 

Canada, la forte décentralisation du système fédéral assure aux provinces et aux régions une 

autonomie considérable. Ainsi, on considère souvent leurs divergences politiques sous l’angle 

du régionalisme. Or certains observateurs craignent que ce prisme d’interprétation ne vienne 

amplifier des désaccords et compromettre la légitimité de nos politiques et institutions. 

La portée du régionalisme canadien a fait l’objet d’innombrables débats et recherches. Mais 

les auteurs de cette étude s’appuient sur une approche inusitée : ils examinent si la dimension 

régionale du Canada accentue les divergences issues du clivage des valeurs. Leur analyse re-

pose sur un sondage inédit qui mesure les différences entre Canadiens selon trois ensembles 

de valeurs : égalitarisme, traditionalisme et rigorisme juridique (conviction voulant que les lois 

doivent rigoureusement et uniformément s’appliquer à tous). Le sondage a été mené au début 

de 2015 auprès d’environ 1 000 répondants de cinq régions : la Colombie-Britannique, les trois 

provinces des Prairies, l’Ontario, le Québec et les quatre provinces de l’Atlantique. 

Les auteurs ont effectué des analyses détaillées de 7 secteurs de dépenses publiques et de 

12 enjeux politiques allant de la restriction des symboles religieux à l’appui aux pipelines. 

Et selon leur principale conclusion, ce sont les valeurs qui divisent d’abord et avant tout 

les Canadiens. Leurs désaccords politiques s’expliquent donc par des valeurs divergentes et 

non par des lignes de fracture régionales. Autrement dit, les trois ensembles de valeurs et les 

conflits qui en découlent s’observent dans toutes les régions du pays.

De surcroît, les Canadiens qui partagent les mêmes valeurs ont souvent des préférences poli-

tiques semblables, où qu’ils habitent. Qu’ils vivent au Québec ou dans les Prairies, par exemple, 

les adeptes d’une plus grande justice sociale appuient de façon similaire les dépenses consacrées 

à l’environnement. 

Les auteurs dégagent de cette conclusion trois grandes incidences en termes de politiques pu-

bliques. Premièrement, toute politique devrait être élaborée, structurée et défendue en misant 

sur les valeurs qu’elle sous-tend plutôt que les régions qu’elle touchera. Car si la composition 

des valeurs diffère selon les régions, elle n’exclut aucunement la formation d’alliances inter

régionales qui peuvent favoriser une acceptation nationale. Deuxièmement, ceux qui sou-

haitent obtenir un appui national à une politique pancanadienne devraient parfois adapter 

leur communication aux sensibilités régionales, en faisant notamment appel à des valeurs que 

les décideurs de certaines régions ont pu négliger. Troisièmement, les décideurs provinciaux 

pourraient juger avantageux de collaborer à l’élaboration de politiques et de stratégies avec leurs 

homologues d’autres provinces. 

Plus généralement, estiment les auteurs, on a sans doute exagéré les craintes voulant que les 

divergences régionales nuisent à l’acceptation des politiques publiques et à la légitimité de nos 

institutions. Sans faire l’impasse sur ces divergences, il semblerait donc judicieux de prêter une 

attention plus systématique aux différences de valeurs au sein de chaque région. 
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Does Canadian Federalism Amplify Policy Disagreements? 
Values, Regions and Policy Preferences

Éric Montpetit, Erick Lachapelle and Simon Kiss

Disagreement over preferred policy options is a normal feature of any functioning 

democracy (Montpetit 2016). There is, however, a threshold beyond which disagreement 

becomes harmful, stifling policy development or making it difficult for important segments of 

the population to accept government decisions. In Canada, these sorts of entrenched policy 

disagreements are often interpreted through the prism of regionalism. As Simeon and Elkins 

(1974, 397) argued some time ago, “Canadian politics is regional politics” — an adage that 

alludes to differences in values and material interests across Canada. For example, Quebecers’ 

values of solidarity and self-preservation are sometimes thought to be incompatible with the 

value other Canadians accord to individual rights and freedoms. 

Western Canadians also have a history of disagreement with policies of the federal government, 

which, they claim, have failed to reward their hard work, serving instead a class of rent seekers 

in central Canada. This apparent regional conflict was illustrated by the election of Stephen 

Harper as prime minister in 2006. Although many western Canadians celebrated the event as a 

reassertion of conservative values, Harper’s policies were frequently depicted in the rest of the 

country as distinctly un-Canadian. 

If real regional value-based cleavages exist, their presence may threaten the legitimacy of 

federal institutions. To take one example, policy disagreement around the proposed expansion 

of interprovincial energy pipelines has been particularly divisive. For instance, when the 

federal government authorized the Kinder Morgan pipeline in the fall of 2016, the decision 

was welcomed with applause from the Prairie provinces but with loud contestation in British 

Columbia. It did not take much more for observers to interpret the conflict as a clash between 

British Columbia’s strong environmental values and the Prairies’ economic interests and beliefs 

(McSheffrey 2016). The eventual decision on the Energy East pipeline surely will generate a 

similar conclusion that Canada’s regions have developed such distinctive sets of values that any 

national policy decision will struggle to find acceptance across the country. 

In this context, policy-makers who seek national support for policies face a difficult challenge, 

which gives rise to the following question: Are value-based disagreements in Canada made 

worse by the highly decentralized nature of the Canadian federation? In the affirmative, such 

disagreement might lead to entrenched division between regional communities, polarized by 

distinct sets of political values and attitudes. Alternatively, have conventional thinking and the 

mainstream Canadian media exaggerated differences in regional values? If that is the case, policy-

makers might benefit from paying more attention to values than to regions when devising policy. 

To answer these questions, we assess political disagreements over values, and the extent to 

which these disagreements engender irreconcilable regional divides in policy preferences. Based 
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on nationally and regionally representative samples of the Canadian population, we show that, 

on a broad range of policy issues and spending priorities, Canadians are primarily divided 

along three value inclinations: egalitarianism, traditionalism and “legal rigorism” (a belief that 

laws should apply strictly and uniformly to everyone). Moreover, we find this value divide to 

be largely independent of regions: values divide Canadians over policy issues and spending 

priorities irrespective of where they reside. Canadians disagree among themselves on policy 

issues not so much because of the decentralized nature of the country, but because they form a 

pluralist society. We therefore argue that Canada exhibits, at best, a weak form of regionalism 

in which the composition of values from one region to the next varies, but without preventing 

cross-regional alliances capable of fostering some level of national acceptance. 

This finding has important implications for the country’s governance. The Canadian 

federation was designed to enable the expression of regional differences. Now particularly 

decentralized, this design sometimes inspires fears that interregional disagreements make it 

excessively difficult to formulate meaningful national policies that receive support from coast 

to coast. These disagreements, it is further feared, could undermine the legitimacy of federal 

institutions and might even endanger the country in the longer run. Our analysis suggests 

that such concerns should not be exaggerated, and points to several strategies policy-makers 

might use to help build support for policies in a context in which values matter more than 

regional differences.

Understanding Political Disagreement

When individuals disagree on political issues, debates normally focus on their policy 

preferences or preferred electoral candidates. In other words, debates — the visible 

manifestation of a disagreement — occur over specific issues, such as a new tax, the need to 

increase government spending on education, the fitness for office of a given candidate, and so 

on. Individuals, however, are economical in forming their preferences — that is, they do not 

conduct a complete search for information and balance the pros and cons each time a new 

issue appears on the public agenda or each time a potential candidate for office is mentioned in 

the press. Instead, they rely on heuristics, which are cognitive shortcuts that enable people to 

form preferences rapidly and cohesively on a large number of specific issues (Barker and Hansen 

2005; Lau and Redlawsk 2001). 

Values are among the most important heuristics available to individuals when forming their 

policy preferences (Skitka and Tetlock 1993). Defined as “abstract, general conceptions about 

the desirable and undesirable end-states of human life” (Jacoby 2006, 706), values serve as 

behavioural guides. Without values, defining preferences on a wide variety of policy issues 

would be a demanding task, requiring massive information and computation on the part of 

individuals. To save energy and time, individuals rely on values, which enable them to develop 

preferences on a large number of issues in a consistent and economical manner. An individual 

who prizes egalitarian values, for example, is likely, in a debate on welfare programs, to push 

for more spending. Disagreements over policy preferences are often a by-product of value 

differences — hence the central place accorded to values in the study of political disagreement.
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Among the several approaches to analyzing political values, we draw from the literature 

four insights that guide our empirical analysis. First, individuals can hold several values 

simultaneously, not all of which serve as heuristics in determining policy preferences. In fact, 

for a value to operate as a heuristic, it must resonate with the framing of the issue (Goren et 

al. 2016). Although in some cases the echo is fairly self-evident — welfare spending resonates 

with egalitarianism, for example — it is not always the case. Environmental policy preferences, 

for example, have also been related to egalitarian values, especially where issue-framing stresses 

the potential social inequalities associated with projects, not just their potential environmental 

harm (Lachapelle and Montpetit 2014; Montpetit and Lachapelle 2013). 

Second, most empirical analyses of values rely on survey research. Items intended to measure 

values require some a priori sense of which values matter most in a society. For example, 

Jacoby includes questions on freedom, equality, economic security, morality, social order, 

individualism and patriotism in his survey instrument based on “their relevance to the 

philosophical foundations of the American political system along with their salience in 

contemporary political discourse” (2014, 759). Other scholars deduce their questions from 

theory — for example, cultural theory and Schwartz’s circular model have been popular in 

recent years (Schwartz 2012; Thompson, Ellis and Wildavsky 1990). These two theories assume 

that values stem from humans’ orientations toward life. Schwartz’s values, for example, 

stem from the inclination of individuals toward conservation versus openness to change, 

and self-enhancement versus self-transcendence. Individuals who are inclined toward self-

transcendence, with a tad of conservatism, tend to value benevolence, for example. Cultural 

theory, in contrast, assumes that different kinds of values are derived from the way in which 

individuals are organized in social relations. For example, an individual with a strong sense 

of belonging to a group, but who dislikes the hierarchical organization of society, will value 

equality. 

Third, whether drawn from a particular theory, assumption or intuition, there are important 

similarities in the types of values researchers measure, although the labels often differ. 

Measuring social justice or egalitarian values is common, as are attempts at measuring 

individual autonomy and freedom. Respect for authority, the conservation of traditions and 

control over one’s own life are also common targets of social research. More important, 

the questions used by the proponents of Schwartz’s model and cultural theory to build 

measurement scales are strikingly similar (see, for example, Goren et al. 2016; Kahan and 

Braman 2006). In adapting them to the Canadian context, we drew extensively from these 

batteries of questions.

Fourth, another measurement strategy, which Jacoby (2006, 2014) uses, is to ask survey 

respondents to rank their values. Jacoby prefers this strategy on the ground that values are 

never isolated from one another but are structured into value configurations. In fact, individuals 

organize the values they hold in hierarchical order, and it is the order, rather than this or that 

value, that matters in the formation of policy preferences. For example, an individual who values 

equality but who also displays some level of deference to authority might be more tolerant 

of the use of police force against protesters. Although we did not use Jacoby’s measurement 
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strategy in our survey, our analysis nonetheless accounts for the relative effects of different 

values by including them simultaneously in regression models. This is not the same as assessing 

the effect of a value structure, but our method nonetheless allows us to measure the relative 

importance of several values for each respondent. 

Understanding Regionalism in Canada

Studies of regionalism in Canada stem from hypothesized or observed variations in political 

attitudes, values and cultures from one region to the next (Anderson 2010; Berdahl and 

Gibbins 2014; Héroux-Legault 2016; Montpetit and Foucault 2014; Paquet 2016; Simeon and 

Blake 1980; Simeon and Elkins 1974; Young, Faucher and Blais 1984). Scholarly debates have 

frequently centred on the delimitation of regions, or on whether regions, provinces or other 

entities best capture territorially circumscribed political differences (see, for example, McGrane 

and Berdahl 2013; Cochrane and Perrella 2012). 

Although the delimitation of “region” and the depth of regional divides remain up for debate, it 

would be hard to argue that political disagreements in Canada are not at least partially affected 

by the country’s territorial division. The reason is fairly straightforward: although the formation 

of a federation depends on the willingness of individuals to unite the population of diverse 

territories into a single country, a federation is also the product of a desire to preserve the 

cultural distinctiveness of the populations living in these territories (Elazar 1985). This latter 

desire has always been strong in Canada; it has, throughout the history of the country, justified 

decentralization and resistance to centralizing forces. As a result, Canada today is one of the 

most decentralized federations in the world (Rodden 2004).

To conceptualize interregional disagreements in Canada, we rely on the distinction that 

Gidengil et al. (1999) make between regionalism’s “composition component” and its “effect 

component.” The composition component stresses the distribution of values from one region 

to the next. Here, regionalism would signify that the same values are present in all regions, 

although the distribution of these values varies from one region to the next. For example, 

egalitarian values might be more common in Quebec than deference to authority, which in 

turn might be more prevalent than social conservatism. Meanwhile, on the Prairies, social 

conservatism might be more common than deference to authority, which in turn might be more 

prevalent than egalitarianism. From this compositional perspective, however, two individuals 

strongly committed to the same values but separated by a regional boundary nevertheless can 

have similar policy preferences.

In contrast, the effect component of regionalism assumes that regional divides are so deep that 

issues are framed differently across regions, such that values have distinct regional effects — to 

say nothing of the possibility that each region will have its own distinctive set of values that 

count for preference formation. For example, an Albertan with a strong commitment to social 

equity might favour oil pipelines, to the extent they are framed as sources of wealth that help 

sustain generous social programs. In other regions of the country, however, individuals with a 

similar commitment to egalitarian values might instead oppose oil pipelines, seeing them as 

furthering inequality in favour of wealthy oil executives. 
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To summarize, when the effect component is at play, interregional disagreements over national 

policy proposals become prominent, as even individuals who share similar values become divided 

along regional cleavages. Effect components are indicative of a strong form of regionalism, which 

might lead to difficulties in making national policies and legitimacy problems for the central 

government. In contrast, the composition component reflects a weaker form of regionalism. In 

this latter case, regional value compositions might vary, but this variation is unlikely to have a 

large effect on aggregate policy disagreement across regions. 

The Survey Instrument

The empirical analysis developed in this study draws on an original, nationally and 

regionally representative survey of five major Canadian regions. The survey was conducted 

between March 17 and April 9, 2015, using a Computer-Assisted Web Interface administered 

by the Léger Research Intelligence Group. Respondents were drawn from Léger’s panel of 

more than 400,000 Canadians, the majority (61 percent) of whom were initially recruited 

from random digit dialling telephone samples. Survey invitations were sent in waves, thus 

avoiding an overrepresentation of the categories of respondents who tend to respond faster. 

The survey was open 24 hours a day and could be completed in several sessions. The survey 

was administered to five samples of Canadians, each representative of a particular region: 

British Columbia (BC: 1,012 respondents), the Prairies (PR: 1,032 respondents), Ontario (ON: 

997 respondents), Quebec (QC: 1,035 respondents) and the Atlantic (ATL: 1,011 respondents). 

All results were weighted according to gender, age and language, using the latest census data 

from Statistics Canada. 

Some scholars argue that regionalism in Canada is complex, and question the common 

understanding of Canada’s regions as dividing the country from east to west (Cochrane and 

Perrella 2012; Henderson 2004). Several other scholars, however, argue that this common-

sense conceptualization of Canadian regionalism works well, and that other ways of dividing 

the country — notably, by province — fail to add much in terms of making more convincing 

descriptive and causal inferences (Anderson 2010; Héroux-Legault 2016; McGrane and Berdahl 

2013). Although we did not test all possibilities, we found that using provinces instead of regions 

would not give us additional leverage in explaining policy preferences. Most notably, the variation 

observed in the three Prairie provinces was small, and disaggregating the data by province added 

little to the analysis of how values influence policy support, while splitting the region into its 

three constituent provinces reduced sample size, statistical power and representativeness. The 

same applies to the Atlantic provinces, which we also analyzed as a single region.

The questions in our survey were based on previous research, although we also conducted focus 

groups to validate our survey instrument; where necessary, we adjusted the wording of the questions 

for better comprehension by respondents. Following this crucial step, we included 18 value 

questions in our final instrument, which we reduced to three value inclinations — egalitarianism, 

traditionalism and legal rigorism — following a factor analysis (explained in the appendix). 

The first value inclination, egalitarianism, measures a predisposition to support a society in 

which individuals are equal, in terms of wealth and opportunity, irrespective of the groups to 
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which they belong. In scholarly work, it is the value inclination that seems to have the largest 

impact on various political attitudes, in Canada and elsewhere (Druckman and Bolsen 2011; 

Kahan et al. 2012; Lachapelle, Montpetit and Gauvin 2014; Montpetit and Lachapelle 2016; 

Silva, Jenkins-Smith and Barke 2007). Traditionalism, the second value inclination, refers to 

support for some social norms perceived as important in an idealized past. An excellent indicator 

of this value inclination is the importance given to the traditional family (Boily 2010; Bricker 

and Ibbitson 2013). Lastly, legal rigorism refers to an inclination to value laws that are applied 

strictly and uniformly to everyone. The refusal of special rights, even to an underprivileged 

minority, as well as stricter punishments for offenders, is indicative of legal rigorism. This value 

inclination also echoes some form of deference, often thought to play some role in Canadian 

political culture (Nevitte 1996). 

Our survey measured policy preferences with questions about 7 spending preferences and 12 

issue-specific preferences. Support for more spending on health, education and science was 

high and generally consistent within and across regions. Support for spending was lower overall 

and less consistent on defence, welfare programs and the national broadcaster, the Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation. Support for spending on the environment was in-between. 

Disagreements were more significant on precise issues, including limits on abortion, increasing 

immigration, unions’ right to strike, police power, religious symbols and pipeline construction. 

(For details, see the appendix.)

Similarities and Differences of Values from Region to Region 

Suggesting that there might be a composition component to Canadian regionalism implies 

that values might be distributed differently from one region to the next. The fact that, from 

region to region, the same three value inclinations arise from our numerous value questions 

already indicates that values — while not uniformly distributed — are nevertheless supported 

across the country. Moreover, as our analysis shows, the fact that these three value inclinations 

explain a large share of the variation in policy preferences in all five regions further testifies to 

large overlaps in values across regions. However, the distribution of the three value inclinations 

varies from one region to the next, a finding that is consistent with a compositional understanding 

of Canadian regionalism.

We computed responses to value questions to produce factor scores that situate respondents’ 

value inclinations in relation to a national average of zero. A negative sign indicates that a value 

inclination for a particular individual (or groups of individuals living in a particular region) is 

below the national average, while a positive number indicates that a particular value inclination 

is more salient in a region relative to the national average. Figure 1 presents the distributions of 

the scores for all five regions, as well as for Canada as a whole.

Compared with the national average, egalitarianism is more prominent in the Atlantic region, 

Quebec and Ontario. Legal rigorism is relatively more prominent on the Prairies and in Atlantic 

Canada, and above the national average in Quebec. It is under the national average in Ontario 

and British Columbia. Traditionalism is relatively more pronounced on the Prairies and in 

British Columbia. Also indicated in figure 1, a small minority of respondents in all regions 
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vehemently opposed egalitarianism and legal rigorism. The long tails on the negative side of 

the distributions of egalitarianism and legal rigorism indicate a large distance between a small 

number of respondents and the national average for these value inclinations. Meanwhile, 

the relatively fat tails on the positive side of the distributions of traditionalism indicate that 

conservative values are present across the country, particularly on the Prairies, which stand out 

as the most distinct of the five regions.

To obtain a better sense of regional value differences, we ran a series of ordinary least square 

(OLS) regressions on the three value inclinations. Our goal with these models was to compare 

the explanatory power of the socio-economic variables conventionally used to explain values 

(see, for example, Héroux-Legault 2016) with that of regions. If regions really matter in value 

formation, adding regions to conventional models that explain values should boost the 

explained variance (the R2). In our regression models, presented in detail in the appendix, the 

socio-economic variables performed as the literature would lead one to expect. While explaining 

some better than others, socio-economic variables accounted for between 7 and 19 percent of 

the observed variance in values. 

To provide some context, the models suggest that the younger a respondent is, the more 

egalitarian and less traditionalist the respondent is likely to be. Religious individuals are, 

on average, more traditionalist and have a higher predisposition to legal rigorism. Men are 

less egalitarian than women, and education reduces the probability that the respondent 

Figure 1. Distribution of value inclinations, by region
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will have traditionalist and legal rigorist 

values. Individuals who identify with 

the federal Liberal Party are more 

egalitarian and less traditionalist than 

those identifying with the Conservatives. 

Moreover, as figure 2 illustrates, including 

regions in our models offered limited 

value added relative to traditional socio-

economic predictors. Education, gender, 

party identification and religion are 

much more important than region of 

residence in explaining the distribution 

of values across the country. 

In short, variations in values by region are 

relatively weak compared with variations 

that arise from differences in religion, language, age, gender and the existence of partisan 

groups within any given region. Canada’s regions have, at best, a modest impact on value 

differences among Canadians. 

The Effect of Values and Regions on Spending Preferences

So far we have presented evidence that Canadian regionalism is associated with a modest 

composition component. However, relatively small social differences can have large political 

effects: a small difference in votes can have a large impact on the number of seats obtained by 

a political party; a small difference in public opinion can have a large impact on policy change; 

and, crucially for the focus of our study, a small difference in values can have a large impact 

on policy preferences. Indeed, given the distance separating some regions of the country and 

the power exercised by provincial governments, it might well be that policy debates are framed 

differently from one region to another. In turn, these differences in framing might exacerbate 

the modest differences in values observed across regions, producing sharp regional differences 

in preferences.

To verify this possibility, we ran OLS regressions on seven spending preferences, with the 

three value inclinations as the main independent variables of interest. Figure 3 compares the 

size of the explained variance with and without the inclusion of value inclinations in our 

models. Relative to models that include only socio-economic predictors, introducing values 

into the equation offers a statistically significant boost in terms of explained variance in 

spending preferences across all seven domains. In other words, much more than age, gender, 

religion or partisan affiliation, an individual’s values explain a substantively significant part 

of the individual’s spending preferences.

The hypothesis of an effect component to regionalism assumes, however, an interaction 

between values and regions. That is, values are expected to have different effects on policy 

preferences across different regions. To test this possibility, we reproduced all seven regressions, 

Legal rigorist
values

Traditional
values

Egalitarian
values

0 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20

Exclude Include

Figure 2. Comparing the explained variance of values between 
models that include and exclude regions
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each time introducing an interaction 

term between one of the three values 

and the regions. As interactions are best 

interpreted in graphical format (Brambor, 

Clark and Golder 2006), figures 4 through 

7 illustrate the results for the four domains 

in which the variations are the largest. 

(On the vertical axes of figures 4 to 11, 

“linear prediction” indicates the level of 

preference for a given issue, in a given 

region, at various value scores.)

Figure 4 presents the results of the 

interaction between values and regions 

on welfare spending. Overall, the 

patterns observed across regions are 

strikingly similar. For instance, although 

egalitarianism and legal rigorism have a powerful impact on welfare spending preferences, the 

effect is similar across all regions. Although the effect of traditionalism is less pronounced (as 

shown by the slope in figure 4), the overall effect is similar from one region to the next. And 

although British Columbia respondents — regardless of their scores on specific values — tended 

to be slightly more supportive of welfare spending than were respondents in other regions, 

they were particularly supportive if they valued egalitarianism, and significantly less supportive 

if they valued legal rigorism, just like other egalitarians and legal rigorists across the country. 

Thus, in contrast to the strong regionalism characterized by an effect component, the effects of 

value inclinations are similar across regions.

Science
spending

Education
spending

Health
spending

Spending on
the CBC

Defence
spending

Environmental
spending

Welfare
spending

0 0.05 0.10 0.15 0.20 0.25

Exclude Include

Figure 3. Comparing the explained variance of spending 
preferences between models that include and exclude values

Figure 4. Effect of values on preferences for welfare spending, by region
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Figures 5 to 7 present the results for three other spending domains: environmental spending 

(figure 5), defence spending (figure 6), and spending on the CBC (figure 7). It is on defence 

spending that we come closest to finding evidence of an effect component of regionalism. In 

contrast to what we observe in other regions, egalitarian values in Atlantic Canada are associated 

with greater support for increased defence spending. The difference, however, is small and 

barely statistically significant. Atlantic Canada hosts shipyards, naval bases and other important 

military infrastructure. In this context, egalitarians might view support for defence spending as 

a source of additional employment, rather than as a desire to increase the country’s capacity to 

wage war. This being said, legal rigorism has the same effect on preferences for defence spending 

Figure 5. Effect of values on preferences for environmental spending, by region 

Figure 6. Effect of values on preferences for defence spending, by region



IRPP Study, No. 65, September 2017 13

Does Canadian Federalism Amplify Policy Disagreements? Values, Regions and Policy Preferences

in Atlantic Canada as it does in the other regions (as shown earlier, legal rigorism is a strong 

value inclination in the Atlantic region). 

Although our survey failed to find much evidence that region matters in the process of 

transforming values into spending preferences, figures 4 through 7 are nonetheless interesting 

in that they show the importance of values in explaining preferences. Egalitarianism increases 

support for welfare and environmental spending and for more spending on the CBC. Support for 

welfare spending decreases with traditionalism, but it decreases far more with a predisposition 

toward legal rigorism. Legal rigorists might associate welfare spending with some form of 

cheating. Legal rigorists also appear particularly reticent to spend on the CBC, perhaps viewing 

the network as unfairly advantaged in the competition with private networks for audiences and 

publicity revenues. Legal rigorists also support defence spending more than do traditionalists, 

while traditionalists support environmental spending more than do legal rigorists.

A possible objection to these tests might stress the proximity between some of the value 

questions and particular categories of spending (see Goren et al. 2016). For example, it might 

be said that a question on whether more should be done to reduce inequality between the rich 

and the poor measures more or less the same thing as a question about whether or not there 

should be more welfare spending. To further explore the power of values in explaining policy 

disagreement, we also examined preferences on specific policy issues. 

The Effect of Values and Regions on Specific Policy Preferences

To further isolate the role of values in explaining variations in policy preferences, our survey 

examined public preferences using 12 issue-specific items. Some of these issues have been 

more salient in parts of the country in recent years — for example, the gun registry on the 

Prairies, deficits in Ontario and religious symbols in Quebec — while others, such as foreign 

Figure 7. Effect of values on preferences for CBC spending, by region 
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policy, are not as easily associated with a particular region. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that 

a gun registry received less support on the Prairies than it did in the rest of the country, while 

restrictions on religious symbols obtained more support in Quebec. Crucially, however, even on 

issues that are particularly salient in a given region, the region’s residents disagreed. The only 

issue of the 12 that appears relatively consensual in all regions is the need to make workplace 

safety regulations more stringent.

To test the effect of values on these specific policy preferences, we ran on each of them the regression 

model used for spending preferences. We obtained similar results: overall, the model works well, 

explaining between 10 and 31 percent of the variation in policy preferences, and as with spending 

preferences, values explain a large percentage of the variation in specific policy preferences, compared 

with the socio-economic factors included in the model. The only exception is support for new 

highway tolls, on which the model explains a mere 3 percent of the variation, perhaps owing to the 

fact that this issue is less value-charged and was insufficiently salient at the time of the survey.

As for spending preferences, introducing interactive terms in models examining support for specific 

policies increased the explained percentage of the variation in the dependent variables by one 

percentage point, at best. Figures 8 to 11 present a sample of the results we obtained with these 

interactions and come closest to evidence of an effect component of Canadian regionalism. Overall, 

however, results are much more consistent with the weak form of regionalism described earlier, 

which is characterized more by a composition component than an effect component.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, maintaining a gun registry received stronger support among those 

with egalitarian predispositions, irrespective of region of residence. As indicated by the 

relatively steep slopes observed in the left panel of figure 8, the effect of greater egalitarian 

sentiment is consistently strong and positive in terms of predicting support for maintaining 

a gun registry across all regions. In contrast, individuals with a stronger predisposition 

Figure 8. Effect of values on support for maintaining a gun registry, by region
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toward traditional values were less supportive of such a registry, especially if living on 

the Prairies (as indicated by a mean below 3, the “neutral” category on our 1 to 5 scale). 

Traditionalism, in fact, has a slightly stronger effect on the preference for a gun registry 

on the Prairies than in other regions, as illustrated by the steeper slope. Likewise, legal 

rigorists on the Prairies, while still in favour of a gun registry, were less supportive than 

those in the rest of the country. In other words, we can see a small effect component of 

regionalism in Figure 8.

An effect component is clearly visible in figure 9. Although individuals scoring above the 

national average for egalitarianism in Quebec were less supportive of making it mandatory for 

Figure 9. Effect of values on support for mandatory balanced budgets, by region

Figure 10. Effect of values on support for restricting visible religious symbols, by region
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governments to balance their budget, egalitarian values do not matter as much in the other 

regions of Canada. On this same issue, however, traditionalism and legal rigorism in Quebec 

have effects that are similar to those found in the other regions of the country. The effect 

component is thus limited to balanced budgets being particularly salient for egalitarian values 

in Quebec, potentially reflecting the frustration among egalitarians in the province with the 

austerity policy the Couillard government was still pursuing at the time of the survey. 

In recent years, the debate over religious symbols has been a particularly salient issue in 

parts of Canada. For instance, the Parti Québécois introduced a bill in the Quebec National 

Assembly prohibiting religious clothing in the civil service in 2013, and ran the 2014 

provincial election on a pledge to pass the bill if re-elected. The party was defeated, but 

the issue has not disappeared from the agenda. Despite the issue’s particular salience in the 

province, however, as shown in figure 10, Quebec does not distinguish itself much from 

the other regions, for several reasons. First, egalitarian values do not shape public opinion 

on religious symbols as much as one might expect, a finding that is reflected by relatively 

flat slopes across regions, perhaps with the exception of British Columbia. These flat slopes 

probably result from the tension that exists between egalitarian predispositions toward 

gender equality (which might lead to support for limiting religious obligations imposed 

only on women) on the one hand, and egalitarian sensitivity to protecting minority rights 

(which might lead to opposition toward limits on religious symbols based on toleration of 

religious differences) on the other. Second, as in other regions, the difference in support for 

restrictions on religious symbols between traditionalists and nontraditionalists in Quebec is 

not statistically significant, which suggests there is no effect component here. Third, legal 

rigorism increases support for restrictions on religious symbols in Quebec, just as it does in 

all other regions. In fact, the strongest support for restricting religious dress is not in Quebec, 

but among legal rigorists in Ontario, British Columbia and on the Prairies.

Figure 11 presents results for perceptions of the proposed Energy East pipeline, an issue 

that has divided Canadian regions in recent years. Here again, the figure presents at best 

limited evidence of an effect component. Stronger egalitarian predispositions are associated 

with significantly more negative perceptions of the Energy East pipeline, regardless of 

where one resides. Although this is true in all regions, it is particularly the case among 

egalitarians in Quebec and British Columbia, where pipeline projects have been particularly 

controversial. Pipelines are promoted by large oil corporations, which tend to be viewed 

with suspicion by individuals who value equality. What is interesting, however, is that 

this relationship between egalitarian values and attitudes toward pipelines also prevails on 

the Prairies, the region that has the most to gain from additional pipelines. In contrast to 

egalitarians, legal rigorists have a much more positive perception of energy pipelines. This 

is true on the Prairies, but also in Quebec and British Columbia, where legal rigorists might 

also have reacted negatively to protests against pipelines. The strongest evidence of an 

effect component of regionalism in figure 11, however, is in the middle panel, which plots 

the effect of traditional values. In fact, traditionalism appears to have distinct effects on 

support for energy pipelines across different regions, as illustrated by the diverging slopes in 

the figure. Overall, the effect of regionalism appears to be greatest among Canadians with a 
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weaker predisposition toward traditionalist values, although this effect disappears — that is, 

opinions across regions converge — when comparing individuals with a greater inclination 

toward traditionalism.

In short, we find some instances of a modest effect component associated with regionalism. Although 

beyond the scope of this study, we suspect these differences to be the result of the regional framing 

of issues, which might resonate in different ways with the value orientations explored here. It is 

worth noting again that figures 8 to 11 present the most compelling evidence in support of an effect 

component. On the other eight specific issues, regional issue framings failed to influence the way 

values translate into policy preferences. Overall, then, we find substantial evidence that is consistent 

with a weak form of regionalism where values shape policy disagreements on large spending 

categories, as well as on specific policy issues, across all Canadian regions and in a similar way. 

Discussion

We began by stating that disagreement is an essential component of a functioning 

democracy, while warning that, beyond a certain threshold, policy disagreement might 

become harmful to policy-making capacity and legitimacy. Given the decentralized nature 

of the Canadian federation and the sheer size of the country, policy debates risk becoming 

provincialized or regionalized, pulling apart individuals who otherwise have similar values. For 

example, debates surrounding pipeline construction and the like are often interpreted through 

a regional lens as pitting some provinces against others in ways that erode the legitimacy of 

federal institutions such as the National Energy Board. Our survey shows that energy pipelines, 

along with several other controversial policy issues and spending priorities, divide Canadians 

with different value inclinations, irrespective of where they live. Overall, our results suggest 

that, although regions matter, policy disagreements are primarily the product of value conflicts 

that are similar from one region to the next.

Figure 11. Effect of values on support for pipeline construction, by region
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The importance of regionalism in Canada has been under the microscope for a long time. 

Research has examined whether regions differ along policy preferences, values, economic policy 

choices and policy regimes. These studies often disagree on the significance of regionalism 

for the country. The originality of the current study rests on our comparison between regions 

and values as distinct factors of division. Instead of simply listing regional differences, we use 

values as benchmarks to measure the significance of such differences. We find that values have 

similar effects on policy preferences in every region. Compared to the importance of values in 

defining policy preferences, regions play a much smaller role. This is not to say that regions 

do not matter; the crucial point here is that we find a composition effect for regions — that is, 

regions are internally divided over similar values, while the weight given to each value varies 

from one region to the next. Therefore, the construction of energy pipelines, gun registration 

and restricting religious symbols get more or less support from region to region, but within each 

region these issues are controversial, dividing individuals variably inclined to different sets of 

values. In other words, disagreements on policy issues exist because of the plurality of values 

that characterizes Canadians, not because of territorial lines of fracture. 

This analysis carries some practical lessons, and we conclude with three implications for 

policy. First, policy should be designed, framed and promoted to appeal primarily to values, 

not to regions. A policy that appeals to egalitarianism, legal rigorism or traditionalism might 

be supported in all regions, though possibly a little more in some regions than in others. In 

contrast, efforts to appeal to any particular region risk alienating other regions, even residents 

whose values resonate with the policy. For instance, a policy too obviously aimed at gaining 

support in Ontario risks being viewed with suspicion by Canadians in other regions, regardless 

of their value inclinations. A policy obviously aimed at gaining support among egalitarians, 

depending on how it is framed, might draw criticism from traditionalists and/or legal rigorists, 

but could attract supporters from every region.

Obtaining the widest support possible is crucial to policy success. In this regard, the division of 

Canadians along more than two value inclinations offers opportunities for framing policy in ways 

that garner support beyond any single value inclination. We saw, for example, that egalitarian 

values increase support for a gun registry, while traditional values reduce support for this policy. 

Closely associated with the murder of 14 women at Montreal’s École polytechnique in 1989, the 

registry appeals to those who believe that guns symbolize an extreme form of male domination. 

Conversely, in traditional circles, guns are often viewed as a means for the breadwinner to provide 

the family with food and physical safety. A gun registry, however, has apparently failed to resonate, 

one way or another, among legal rigorists. Thus, to increase the support base for a gun registry, 

proponents might address the issue in ways that also appeal to legal rigorists. In other words, the 

law-and-order frame might become prominent in a way that shows that current regulations offer 

Canadians — both women and men — insufficient protection. 

Second, our analysis has implications for policy actors at the provincial level. As policy-making 

in a democracy often amounts to attending to problems in a context where disagreement is 

not only common but prized, provincial policy-makers and advocates have much to learn 

from one another. Values divide regions in similar ways, just as they induce spending and 
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policy preferences in similar ways across the country. In such a context, provincial policy-

makers and policy advocates might find it beneficial to consult their counterparts in other 

provinces when developing policies and strategies. Our findings should encourage provincial 

policy-makers and other policy actors to continue and even intensify discussions on best 

practices to cope with disagreement and strategies to build policy support across value 

differences.

Third, if policy should be designed, framed and promoted to appeal first to values, regions 

should not be entirely forgotten. Although the three value inclinations we found to be common 

heuristics operate in much the same way in all regions, there are also some instances of regionally 

distinct effects. Requiring governments to have balanced budgets, for example, receives weaker 

support among Quebec egalitarians than it does among egalitarians in the rest of the country. 

Our results suggest that, while national and regional debates are usually framed in the same 

way across the country, promoters of national policy who seek countrywide support sometimes 

should adopt regionally sensitive communication strategies. For example, if building a base 

of support for the Energy East pipeline in Quebec and the Atlantic provinces is important, 

some sensitivity to these regions’ particularities might be warranted. In fact, the distribution 

of values in Quebec and Atlantic Canada advantages pipeline opponents. Egalitarians in these 

regions are likely to view the pipeline as largely a benefit to the oil industry, and while this 

should also be true of Alberta’s egalitarians, egalitarians are more numerous in the Atlantic 

provinces and Quebec. As figure 11 indicates, however, traditionalism and legal rigorism offer 

more opportunities to build support in Quebec than anywhere else in the country. Therefore, 

a regionally sensitive strategy might be to expend additional efforts to reach out to Quebec 

traditionalists and legal rigorists.1

Federations are designed to balance unity and regional distinctiveness. Striking the right balance 

is difficult, however. Excessive appeals to national unity may produce perceptions that the 

federal idea has been violated, while too much emphasis on decentralization feeds fears that 

interregional disagreements will be harmful to policy acceptance and legitimacy. Our study of 

public opinion in Canada, one of the most decentralized federations in the world, suggests that 

these latter fears may be exaggerated. Regional differences should not be ignored, but more 

systematic attention to value disagreements within regions seems warranted. 
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Appendix

Variable measurement
Our survey began with a series of 18 value questions, several of which are adaptations of 

questions used by cultural theory scholars (see Kahan, Jenkins-Smith and Braman 2011). 

In addition, several overlap with questions used to test Schwartz’s model (see Goren et al. 

2016). After conducting focus groups, we also developed our own questions to tap into the 

particularities of Canadian culture. For each of these, respondents were asked to indicate 

their level of agreement on a six-point scale, from strongly disagreeing to strongly agreeing. 

We ran a factor analysis on the results, with a principal component specification and Varimax 

rotation, in order to identify latent variables in our battery of 18 questions. Latent variables 

here refer to related or correlated questions, which together indicate a value inclination 

latent in our survey (known as a factor in factor analysis). 

Although each question in a set of correlated questions in a factor analysis captures a particular 

dimension of a value inclination, together the set of questions provides a reliable measure of 

the overall value inclination. Depending on the method of interpretation of factor analysis, we 

found between three and four latent value inclinations among our 18 questions. Following the 

suggestion by Goren et al. (2016) that all values might not be relevant in explaining particular 

political preferences, we ran some tests on each of the four factors, and found that the fourth 

factor did not add any explanatory power to the first three. 

Our analysis thus left us with three value inclinations, which we present in table A-1. To 

maintain some symmetry among the three value inclinations, for each of the factors we kept 

only the three questions with factor loadings above 0.5. We reproduced the factor analysis at 

the regional level, and the nine questions always loaded onto the same three factors. In other 

words, the 9 questions presented in table A-1 helped us identify the same value inclinations for 

Canadians across the country.

Value inclinations are not organized as neatly in individuals as they are in table A-1. An 

individual can feel strongly that inequalities between rich and poor should be reduced but not 

feel as strongly about the need to reduce inequalities between men and women. In fact, an 

Table A-1. Measures of value inclinations

Egalitarianism Traditionalism Legal rigorism

1. We need to dramatically reduce 
inequalities between the rich and the
poor.
Factor loading: 0.851

4. Society has gone too far in granting
gays and lesbians equal rights.
Factor loading: 0.755

7. Authorities should impose stricter
punishment on those who break 
the law. 
Factor loading: 0.793

2. Government should provide a decent
standard of living for everyone.
Factor loading: 0.831

5. A lot of problems in our society come
from the decline of the traditional family.
Factor loading: 0.714

8. Respect for authority should be a 
fundamental value in our society.
Factor loading: 0.796

3. We need to do more to reduce
inequalities between men and women.
Factor loading: 0.637

6. Society would be better off if more 
women stayed home to raise their 
children.
Factor loading: 0.814

9. Compared to regular citizens, First 
Nations have too many special rights.
Factor loading: 0.520
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individual’s values — and by extension those of a region — can be quite complex. To capture this 

complexity, we predicted factor scores for each value inclination using the three components 

highlighted in table A-1. This weighting procedure produced factor scores that account for the 

relative importance attributed to each item within a given factor (that is, value orientation) for 

a particular individual. 

We centred factor scores at zero, so the mean scores, presented in table A-2, are differences from 

national average scores. The regional scores vary between -2.88 and 1.19 for egalitarianism, 

-1.41 and 1.91 for traditionalism and -2.57 and 1.27 for legal rigorism. As shown in table A-3, 

the Atlantic provinces and Quebec have strikingly similar scores: both regions score higher than 

the national average for egalitarianism and legal rigorism, and below average for traditionalism. 

Although this similarity may come as a surprise, the portrait of Quebec that emerges is 

consistent with the importance Quebecers are known to accord to social justice. Interestingly, 

Ontarians are also above the Canadian average in terms of egalitarianism but below average for 

legal rigorism. In fact, the Atlantic provinces and Quebec share with the Prairies, but not with 

Ontario or British Columbia, stronger than average legal rigorist sentiment. While sharing with 

British Columbia an above average inclination for traditionalism, the Prairies appear the most 

distinct of all five regions: there, support for egalitarianism is below average, while support for 

both traditionalism and legal rigorism is above average.

Our survey included an additional 7 questions on spending preferences and 12 questions on 

preferences about specific policy issues. The 7 spending domains are health, education, welfare, 

the environment, science, defence and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. In each of these 

domains, respondents were asked whether they would like to see government spend much less 

(1), less (2), about the same (3), more (4) or much more (5). On three of these issues — health, 

education and science — Canadians across the country were relatively consensual: they wanted 

more spending. The average score for health and education was 4, and for science 3.8. The standard 

deviation (SD) for all three domains was small, at 0.8. With so little variation, value and regional 

cleavages likely add little to the understanding of these spending preferences. At 3.7, support for 

environmental spending was a little lower than for health and education. And with an SD of 0.9, 

a little more disagreement among Canadians is evident. Spending preferences on defence (3.0; SD 

1.0), welfare (3.0; SD 1.1) and the CBC (2.9; SD 1.1) were more diverse. On these four domains, 

value and regional differences might explain relatively more of the observed disagreement.

We measured specific policy preferences on a scale ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 indicated 

strong opposition and 5 strong support. The question on the oil pipeline, however, was 

Table A-2. Differences in value inclinations among regions

Atlantic Quebec Ontario Prairies British Columbia

Egalitarianism M = 0.122
SD = 0.737 

M = 0.071
SD = 0.777

M = 0.013
SD = 0.834

M = − 0.202
SD = 0.826

M = 0.006
SD = 0.773

Traditionalism M = − 0.020
SD = 0.754

M = − 0.136
SD = 0.786

M = − 0.016
SD = 0.810

M = 0.164
SD = 0.843

M = 0.008
SD = 0.783

Legal rigorism M = 0.059
SD = 0.721

M = 0.005
SD = 0.700

M = − 0.097
SD = 0.741

M = 0.090
SD = 0.745

M = − 0.060
SD = 0.745
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phrased somewhat differently (see table A-3) and used a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 indicated 

that the pipeline is not beneficial at all and 10 that it is extremely beneficial. (It is good 

practice in survey design to modify response scales to verify whether respondents react to 

the scales, rather than to questions. The oil pipeline response scale helped us to ascertain the 

validity of the responses.) More specific than questions on spending preferences, questions 

on policy preferences yielded fewer consensual responses. In fact, only our question on the 

necessity of tougher workplace regulations yielded a level of support comparable to that 

given by respondents to health and education spending, with little variation (as indicated 

by a relatively low standard deviation). The questions, means and standard deviations are 

presented in table A-3, and cover such issue areas as labour rights, health immigration, 

national security and policies related to energy and the environment. The issues were selected 

for their importance in Canada or particular regions. Although the mean support/opposition 

varies from one region to the next, none of the issues except work safety regulation is 

consensual in a region.

Detailed regression results
Studies (notably, Héroux-Legault 2016; McGrane and Berdahl 2013) have shown that gender, age, 

education, religion, revenue, language and party identification are the typical socio-economic 

factors that affect values. Our regressions sought to measure how much of the variation in 

value inclinations is explained once we added the respondent’s region of origin to these socio-

economic factors — see table A-4 for the detailed regression results. To simplify, we measured 

the socio-economic factors using only continuous and dummy variables. If we replaced the 

dummy variable identifying, for example, the supporters of the Liberal Party by a categorical 

variable that included all the major political parties, the results became more specific but did 

not change. Although the proportion of explained variance increased, introducing categorical 

variables among the socio-economic factors did not change the effect of regions. 

Table A-3. Measures of policy preferences

Questions M SD

1. Expanding the production of Alberta’s oil sands 2.951 1.167

2. Giving police more surveillance power 2.965 1.261

3. Imposing new highway tolls 2.538 1.183

4. Increasing the admission of immigrants 2.706 1.205

5. Limiting unions’ right to strike 2.862 1.285

6. Imposing tougher regulations for workplace health and safety 4.028 0.874

7. Limiting access to abortion clinics 2.164 1.288

8. Maintaining a gun registry 3.534 1.442

9. Making a balanced budget mandatory for government 3.846 1.046

10. Making foreign policy less militaristic 3.344 1.097

11. Restricting the visibility of religious symbols in public spaces 2.839 1.291

12. To what extent do you consider the construction of this pipeline 
beneficial (preceded by a short preface on Energy East) 5.965 2.863
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The regressions in table A-4 confirm the relevance of the socio-economic variables. Consistent with 

previous studies, age is negatively correlated with egalitarianism and positively correlated with 

traditionalism and legal rigorism (Héroux-Legault 2016). Although unrelated to egalitarianism, 

education is negatively correlated with traditionalism and legal rigorism. Income is negatively correlated 

with both egalitarianism and traditionalism but unrelated to legal rigorism. Men tended to be less 

egalitarian and more traditionalist than women. Men and women did not differ, however, in their 

inclination toward legal rigorism. Individuals most likely to attend religious services tended to have 

more traditional values than did less religious individuals; they also tended to score a little higher on 

legal rigorism. Respondents who identified with the Liberal Party were more inclined toward egalitarian 

values and less inclined toward traditional ones than were other respondents, especially Conservatives 

(not shown in table A-4). Lastly, respondents who filled out the questionnaire in French tended to 

value traditions less than those who filled it out in English. These socio-economic variables explain 8 

percent and 7 percent, respectively, of the variation in egalitarianism and legal rigorism (columns 1 and 

5 in the table), and as much as 16 percent of the variation in traditionalism (column 3). 

Table A-4: Comparison of regions and socio-economic variables to explain values 

Egalitarianism Traditionalism Legal rigorism

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Age − 0.04**
(0.01)

− 0.04**
(0.01)

0.07**
(0.01)

0.07**
(0.01)

0.07**
(0.01)

0.07**
(0.01)

University 0.02
(0.02)

0.02
(0.02)

− 0.25**
(0.02)

− 0.25**
(0.02)

− 0.30**
(0.02)

− 0.29**
(0.02)

Revenue − 0.09**
(0.01)

− 0.09**
(0.01)

− 0.03**
(0.01)

− 0.03**
(0.01)

0.01*
(0.01)

0.01
(0.01)

Male − 0.23**
(0.02)

− 0.23**
(0.02)

0.19**
(0.02)

0.19**
(0.02)

− 0.04
(0.02)

− 0.04*
(0.02)

Liberal 0.12**
(0.02)

0.11**
(0.02)

− 0.16**
(0.02)

− 0.15**
(0.02)

− 0.05*
(0.02)

− 0.04
(0.02)

Religion − 0.07*
(0.03)

− 0.07*
(0.03)

0.63**
(0.03)

0.63**
(0.03)

0.18**
(0.03)

0.18**
(0.03)

Francophone 0.06*
(0.03)

0.03
(0.04)

− 0.21**
(0.03)

− 0.28**
(0.04)

0.08**
(0.02)

0.06
(0.04)

1. Atlantic provinces 0.09
(0.05)

− 0.01
(0.05)

0.11*
(0.05)

2. Quebec 0.02
(0.05)

0.12*
(0.05)

0.04
(0.05)

3. Ontario 0.02
(0.03)

− 0.02
(0.03)

− 0.06
(0.03)

4. Prairie provinces − 0.13**
(0.04)

0.15**
(0.04)

0.14**
(0.04)

5. British Columbia Ref. Ref. Ref.

Constant 0.60**
(0.04)

0.61**
(0.05)

− 0.19**
(0.04)

− 0.22**
(0.04)

− 0.28**
(0.03)

− 0.29**
(0.04)

N 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087

R2 0.08 0.08 0.16 0.17 0.07 0.08

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses
* p < 0.05    ** p < 0.01.
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Columns 2, 4 and 6 on table A-4 illustrate the salience of including region of residence in 

models that predict values: for two value inclinations — traditionalism and legal rigorism — 

an additional 1 percent of the variation is explained; for egalitarianism, the added value is less 

than 1 percent. Using British Columbia as the region of reference, we see that the Prairies are 

the most distinct region when it comes to value inclinations: of all the regions, only the Prairies 

significantly differ from British Columbia on egalitarianism. The difference between British 

Columbia and Quebec on traditionalism is barely statistically significant, while the difference 

between the Prairie provinces and British Columbia is particulary large. Similarly, Atlantic 

Canada is more rigorist than British Columbia, but the distinction between British Columbia 

and the Prairies on legal rigorism is even sharper. 

Despite these regional variations in values, it is important to keep in mind that taking regions into 

account adds little to the explanatory power of socio-economic variables typically used to explain 

value differences among individuals. In other words, table A-4 suggests that disagreements over values 

in Canada are a socio-economic matter much more than a question of one’s region of residence. 

Table A-5 presents regressions showing the effect of values on four spending priorities over which 

disagreements are greatest. We do not present the results for education, health and science to avoid 

Table A-5. Comparison of values and socio-economic variables to explain spending preferences

Welfare Environment Defence CBC

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Age 0.01
(0.01)

0.06**
(0.01)

− 0.05**
(0.01)

− 0.01
(0.01)

0.05**
(0.01)

0.02**
(0.01)

− 0.00
(0.01)

0.04**
(0.01)

University 0.30**
(0.03)

0.18**
(0.03)

0.18**
(0.03)

0.10**
(0.02)

− 0.29**
(0.03)

− 0.15**
(0.03)

0.26**
(0.03)

0.14**
(0.03)

Male − 0.01
(0.03)

0.10**
(0.03)

− 0.16**
(0.02)

− 0.05*
(0.02)

0.05
(0.03)

0.04
(0.03)

− 0.13**
(0.03)

− 0.03
(0.03)

Liberal 0.16**
(0.03)

0.08**
(0.03)

0.17**
(0.03)

0.09**
(0.03)

− 0.08
(0.03)

− 0.05
(0.03)

0.32**
(0.03)

0.25**
(0.03)

Revenue − 0.11**
(0.01)

− 0.07**
(0.01)

− 0.03**
(0.01)

− 0.01
(0.01)

0.00
(0.01)

− 0.01
(0.01)

− 0.04**
(0.01)

− 0.00
(0.01)

Religion 0.05
(0.04)

0.20**
(0.04)

− 0.20**
(0.04)

− 0.05
(0.03)

0.08**
(0.04)

− 0.03
(0.04)

− 0.05
(0.04)

0.10*
(0.04)

Francophone − 0.04
(0.04)

− 0.07*
(0.03)

− 0.00
(0.03)

− 0.06*
(0.03)

− 0.51**
(0.03)

− 0.52**
(0.03)

0.40**
(0.04)

0.37**
(0.03)

Egalitarian 0.46**
(0.02)

0.35**
(0.01)

− 0.07**
(0.02)

0.34**
(0.02)

Traditionalist − 0.10**
(0.02)

− 0.18**
(0.02)

0.06**
(0.02)

− 0.13**
(0.02)

Legal rigorist − 0.30**
(0.02)

− 0.11**
(0.02)

0.38**
(0.02)

− 0.25**
(0.02)

Constant 3.26**
(0.05)

2.89**
(0.05)

4.08**
(0.04)

3.81**
(0.04)

2.98**
(0.05)

3.14**
(0.05)

2.85**
(0.05)

2.56**
(0.05)

N 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087 5,087

R2 0.05 0.24 0.04 0.19 0.07 0.16 0.06 0.18

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses
* p < 0.05   ** p < 0.01.
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overburdening the table; in fact, we obtained similar results for these three domains, although 

the wide consensus on the need to spend more leaves us with little variation to be explained. The 

models that include both values and socio-economic variables (models 2, 4, 6 and 8) performed 

well in all spending domains, explaining between 16 and 24 percent of the variation in preferences; 

alone, the socio-economic variables explain much less of the variation. When we removed values 

from the model, the explained variation in welfare spending preferences dropped from 24 percent 

to 5 percent, in environmental spending preferences the explained variation dropped from 19 

percent to 4 percent, in defence spending preferences it dropped from 16 percent to 7 percent, and 

in spending on the CBC it declined from 18 percent to 6 percent.

The older the respondent, the more welfare and defence spending and the less environmental 

spending the individual was likely to prefer. University graduates preferred more spending 

in all domains except defence. Males were less likely than females to prefer environmental 

spending. Partisans of the Liberal Party were in favour of more welfare, environmental and 

CBC spending. The wealthier the respondent, the less likely the individual was to prefer 

spending on welfare. Francophone respondents were more likely to support Radio-Canada 

than anglophones were to support the CBC and less likely to support defence spending. 

Egalitarianism is positively associated with support for more welfare, environmental and 

CBC spending and with less defence spending. Traditionalism and legal rigorism have the 

opposite effect, although legal rigorism has a stronger effect than traditionalism on defence 

spending. Overall, value inclinations explain much more of the variation in spending 

preferences than do conventional socio-economic factors.
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1.	 Pipeline proponents might, for example, take advantage of 
the decision by the Trudeau government to start anew the 
National Energy Board’s review process. The review had 
indeed begun in controversy owing to the participation 
of Board members close to the oil industry. The review 
was thus presented in the press as biased, a critique likely 
to turn legal rigorists against the pipeline project. Legal 
rigorists in Quebec surely are more likely to be satisfied 
with a decision to approve the project if the authorization 
process seems unbiased and strict. A strict process would 
also appeal to legal rigorists in Alberta, who would be 
further satisfied by the decision on the ground that the 
province’s oil industry is not deprived of an opportunity to 
further its business. While pipeline opponents in Quebec 
know how to appeal to egalitarian sentiment to deepen 
opposition, it is not always clear that pipeline proponents 
even attempt to appeal to values that could provide a 
support base in the province. It is fundamental for both 
policy proponents and opponents to know that appealing 
to potential allies requires knowledge of values.
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Montpetit, É., and M. Foucault. 2014. “On the Relative Neglect of 
Horizontal Intergovernmental Relations in Canada.” In The 
Changing Federal Environment: Rebalancing Roles? edited by N. 
Verrelli, 195-214. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press. 
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