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Elections During a Health Crisis

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been one federal and five prov-
incial elections. These elections have proven challenging for election management
bodies (EMBs), which have faced a high degree of uncertainty regarding public health
conditions and voter behaviour.

The pandemic varied widely across the country, and EMBs had to tailor their approach-
es to the local context. For example, while elections in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia
took place when virus prevalence was low, elections held in British Columbia, Sas-
katchewan and federally occurred amid high levels of COVID-19 cases. The most ex-
treme example of this was in Newfoundland and Labrador, where a significant spike in
cases resulted in a last-minute cancellation of in-person voting.

This report, by the co-directors of the Consortium on Electoral Democracy (C-Dem),
uses data from two-wave election surveys conducted by C-Dem to analyze the impact
pandemic election management had on electors’ perceptions of the electoral process.

The report finds that turnout declined in five of the elections compared to those that
took place before the pandemic; it declined the most in Newfoundland and Labrador.
The only exception was in Nova Scotia where turnout was slightly higher. These pan-
demic elections saw a higher level of advance voting and in some provinces, more
people voted prior to election day than on the actual day. Most people ended up
voting the way they had intended to, except in Newfoundland and Labrador where
in-person voting was cancelled. Despite a significantly different voting environment,
most electors reported high levels of satisfaction with how the elections were run and
high levels of confidence in the electoral process post-election, with very little varia-
tion across provinces.

The report makes important recommendations for future elections. First, while EMBs
cannot plan for every eventuality, it is clear that electors can handle new ways of vot-
ing and new procedures at the ballot box. Providing options in an uncertain situation
allows voters who may be more at risk to choose different ways of participating. This
adds organizational complexity but can improve the voting environment so that vot-
ers feel that their vote is important. Second, clear communication with voters about
what to expect is particularly important and unexpected changes can lead electors to
blame key actors regardless of whether the situation was in their control.

The report also highlights larger trends that may affect future elections. For instance,
with a clear increase in the use of advance polls, voting becomes something that hap-
pens over several days or even weeks rather than a single day. Campaigns are de-
signed to both mobilize and inform, but voters who decide to cast their ballot early
may be making their decision based on information that may change over the course
of the campaign. Earlier voting may also shift campaign activity and create longer,
more permanent campaign cycles for parties.
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Finally, more Canadians than ever before have now voted by mail. Such experience
at one level may well spill over into other jurisdictions so future elections in Canada
may see more electors comfortable with this option. The risk that this method could
become politicized, as it has in the United States, should be closely monitored to en-
sure that the legitimacy of the voting process is not undermined by short-term political
discourse. The report highlights that no matter which voting options are provided,
when the process runs smoothly, is clearly communicated, and electors are given a
reasonable set of choices, confidence in electoral democracy in Canada is likely to
remain high.

SOMMAIRE

Une élection fédérale et cinq élections provinciales ont eu lieu depuis le début de la
pandémie. Et les administrations électorales (AE) chargées de les organiser ont di
composer avec la forte incertitude entourant la situation sanitaire et le comportement
des électeurs.

De fait, elles ont d(i adapter leur approche au contexte local étant donné I'évolu-
tion trés variable de la pandémie a 'échelle du pays. Par exemple, la prévalence du
virus était faible lors des élections du Nouveau-Brunswick et de la Nouvelle-Ecosse
alors qu'elle était tres élevée au moment du scrutin fédéral et des élections de la
Colombie-Britannique et de la Saskatchewan. Le cas le plus extréme s'est produit a
Terre-Neuve-et-Labrador, ou le vote en personne a été annulé a la derniére minute en
raison d'une soudaine explosion des cas.

Ce rapport des codirectrices du Consortium de la démocratie électorale repose sur
les données d'un sondage a double volet que celui-ci a mené pour analyser le dé-
roulement des élections en temps de pandémie et I'incidence de leur gestion sur la
perception du processus électoral.

Par rapport aux scrutins prépandémie, il montre que la participation a reculé dans cing
élections, la baisse la plus marquée s'observant a Terre-Neuve-et-Labrador. Seule ex-
ception : la Nouvelle-Ecosse, ou elle a légérement augmenté. Il témoigne aussi d'une
hausse du vote par anticipation, qui était méme supérieur au vote le jour méme dans
certaines provinces. La majorité des électeurs ont finalement voté comme ils l'avaient
souhaité, sauf a Terre-Neuve-et-Labrador (vu l'annulation du vote en personne). Et
malgré un contexte électoral sensiblement différent, la plupart se sont dits satisfaits
du déroulement des élections et confiants a I'égard du processus électoral (selon d'in-
fimes variations entre provinces).

Le rapport formule d'importantes recommandations en vue des prochains scrutins.
Premierement, les AE ne peuvent parer a toute éventualité mais les électeurs peuvent
clairement s'adapter a de nouvelles modalités de vote et procédures électorales. En
créant de nouvelles options en période d'incertitude, on favorise donc la participation
des citoyens plus vulnérables qui auraient été possiblement moins enclins a voter.
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Ce qui complexifie l'organisation du scrutin mais peut améliorer le processus de vote
en montrant a chacun l'importance accordée a leur suffrage. Deuxiémement, il est
particulierement important de bien expliquer aux électeurs comment se déroulera le
scrutin, puisque des changements imprévus peuvent les amener a reprocher a des
acteurs clés une situation dont ils ne sont pas nécessairement responsables.

Les auteures dégagent aussi de grandes tendances susceptibles d'influer sur les élec-
tions a venir. L'essor du vote par anticipation, par exemple, qui étend l'exercice du
droit de vote sur plusieurs jours ou semaines plutdt qu'une seule journée. Or les cam-
pagnes électorales visent a mobiliser et informer, et les électeurs qui votent avant le
jour du scrutin risquent de fonder leur choix sur des informations qui peuvent encore
évoluer. Le vote par anticipation peut en outre susciter des changements aux activités
électorales, tout en prolongeant ou éternisant les campagnes.

Enfin, les Canadiens ont voté par la poste en plus grand nombre que jamais. Cette mé-
thode pourrait tout a fait s'étendre a d'autres territoires de compétence et séduire un
nombre croissant d'électeurs. Mais elle présente le risque de se préter a une forte po-
litisation, comme on I'a vu aux Etats-Unis. On doit donc surveiller étroitement son ap-
plication pour empécher tout discours politique a courte vue en vogue de délégitimer
le mode de scrutin. Mais quelles que soient les modalités de vote, conclut le rapport,
la confiance des Canadiens a I'égard de la démocratie électorale restera sans doute
élevée si le processus leur est clairement expliqué, s'il se déroule sans encombre et si
les fagons de voter sont raisonnablement suffisantes.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In March 2020, COVID-19 hit Canada, and over the past two years the pandemic has
affected all aspects of people’s lives, from school closures to the implementation of
mask mandates and quarantines, and the use of vaccine passports. The long-term
consequences for democratic politics are unknown, yet Canada provides a fascinating
case study to examine the impact of the pandemic on one core aspect of democracy:
the administration of elections.

Since the start of the pandemic, there have been five provincial elections and one fed-
eral election. Election management bodies (EMBs) were forced to conduct these elec-
tions in a highly uncertain environment: it was unclear how citizens would feel about
voting in person, leading many EMBs to offer new modes of voting or to simplify exist-
ing alternatives. COVID-19 rates across the country had the potential to change rapid-
ly, and poll workers and electors were required to abide by public health measures,
which evolved as the waves of the pandemic ebbed and flowed. Despite a relatively
high level of satisfaction with the ways in which governments handled the pandemic
early on (Harell et al. 2020), there have been increasing signs of dissatisfaction over
time and some protests against restrictions, such as the so-called Freedom Convoy
protests that occupied Ottawa and other cities across Canada in early 2022.

In this report, we seek to analyze how these elections were run and the impact this has
had on electors’ perceptions of the electoral process. What can we learn from these
pandemic elections about how electors respond to participating in democratic pro-
cesses during a crisis? What impact did the choices made by EMBs have on the health
of democratic politics in Canada? We first provide information about the context of
each of the elections: what was the pandemic context in which they took place, and
what measures did each EMB put in place to accommodate electors? We then turn to
a detailed analysis of electors’ use of these accommodations, and how this impacted
their experience and overall satisfaction with the process.

Our analyses draw upon a series of two-wave election surveys that were conducted by
the Consortium on Electoral Democracy (C-Dem) using online samples of citizens. Public
opinion surveys were run before and after each of the provincial elections (n=854-1,505
by province) as well as the 2021 Canadian Election Study (CES) (Stephenson et al. 2021a)
The provincial studies were designed to mimic the content of the CES." By comparing
experiences across these elections, we can draw lessons about the impact of election
administration decisions on voter behaviour and satisfaction in Canada. Our focus is on
how voters’ electoral experience changed during the pandemic and whether previous
experience with a provincial pandemic election had consequences for voter behaviour

' Provincial surveys were fielded two weeks prior to election day in each province, and then all respondents
were re-contacted in the two weeks following the election for a follow-up survey. The 2021 CES was run
throughout the campaign period and then immediately following the election. Each survey was approxi-
mately 20 minutes and was self-administered online via the Qualtrics platform. Respondents were recruited
by online panel providers (Léger for SK, BC and Canada, and Narrative for NB, NL and NS). Each study was
quota-sampled based on the distribution of key demographic variables. Full technical reports for each
survey are available from the authors. For a description of the CES approach, see Stephenson et al. 2021b.
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in the 2021 federal election. This report concludes with a series of lessons learned and
recommendations for the future of election administration in Canada.

2. ELECTIONS IN CONTEXT

From 2020-2021, six elections took place in Canada: five provincial elections and a fed-
eral election. Each electoral management body (Elections New Brunswick, Elections Sas-
katchewan, Elections BC, Elections Newfoundland and Labrador, Elections Nova Scotia,
Elections Canada) took a tailored approach to the election depending on the risk profile
in the province, their resources and their level of preparedness. In some cases, such as
Saskatchewan, the election was expected. In others, like New Brunswick, British Columbia
and federally, it was not. Figure 1 shows the timing and campaign length for each election.

Figure 1. Pandemic elections in Canada: Timing and campaign length
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The pandemic context has varied widely across the country since March 2020, with
some places experiencing huge spikes while others had relative calm.? Figure 2 pro-
vides some insight into the prevalence of the virus during the time of each election,
measured by the number of active cases per 100,000 people. In New Brunswick,
Premier Blaine Higgs called a snap election in August 2020, the first COVID election
in Canada. The prevalence of the disease was low in terms of cases throughout the
course of the election period, and even declined (see Figure 2). However, according
to the Stringency Index calculated by Breton et al. (2021),2 the restrictions put in place
to mitigate the risk actually increased somewhat over the same period.

2 For a detailed case study of each of the first four provincial elections, see Garnett et al. (2021).

3 Breton et al/s (2021) Stringency Index takes a variety of different public health measures into considera-
tion, including gathering restrictions; mask mandates; whether schools are open and whether masks are
required in schools; restrictions in care homes, dining and restaurants, personal care services, cultural
attractions, and intra- and inter-provincial travel; curfews; and vaccine mandates (https://centre.irpp.
org/2021/07/covid-19-stringency-index-new-codebook/).
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Elections were held in British Columbia and Saskatchewan shortly after, with October
election dates in both locations. BC's snap election was called by the NDP minor-
ity government shortly after the New Brunswick election, and it was followed closely
by Saskatchewan’s scheduled election on October 26. In both cases, the elections
took place when there were more documented cases of the virus circulating in the
communities than had been the case in New Brunswick (Figure 2). Saskatchewan, in
particular, saw a marked increase in cases between the time the writ was issued and
election day (Figure 2). However, in both provinces the restrictions remained stable
according to Breton et al.'s Stringency Index.

Newfoundland and Labrador, of course, had a very different experience. The snap
election was called on January 15 to be held on February 13, 2021 in a context of
very low case counts in the province. This all changed the week prior to the election
(see the dramatic spike in Figure 2), which led to the chief electoral officer cancelling
in-person voting on February 11 and a rise in pandemic restrictions. This change ne-
cessitated a shift to mail-only voting and several adjustments to when mail-in ballots

Figure 2. Evolution of COVID-19 cases during Elections in Canada, 2020-2021
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Source: Berry, |. et al. (2021). A sub-national real-time epidemiological and vaccination database for the
COVID-19 pandemic in Canada. Scientific Data, 8 (1). doi: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-021-00955-2.
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had to be received, finally ending on March 25, 2021. Nova Scotia's election, in con-
trast, took place in a period of relative calm, both in terms of the level of infection
circulating and the stability of the restrictions. An election had been largely expected
in the province, the only one without fixed election dates.

These five provincial elections preceded a fall federal election. On August 15,
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau called a snap election to be held on September 21,
2021. While many observers expected an election call in the fall, given the minority
government situation, the short five-week election campaign called at the end of
summer required Elections Canada to mobilize quickly and provide electors with
information about the options available. There was a clear increase in COVID-19
cases over the course of the campaign across the country, although the local cir-
cumstances that were likely most relevant for voters (including the restrictions in
place) varied greatly.

Each EMB developed a series of health and safety provisions for their workers, their
offices and polling stations. Common practices included using fewer poll workers,
erecting plexiglass barriers, establishing personal protective equipment protocols,
providing hand sanitizer for voters and workers, minimizing physical contact with bal-
lots, requiring masks when appropriate, facilitating physical distancing as well as pro-
viding single-use pencils for marking ballots. In each situation, existing public health
regulations were followed. For example, BC could not require masks but encouraged
them. In the federal election, mask use varied by jurisdiction, but poll workers were
required to wear them. Other public restrictions were important considerations for
planning too. Elections BC notes in its report on the 2020 election that clarifications
by the public health officer that size-gathering restrictions beyond distancing require-
ments would not apply to polling places made a difference for the sizes and types of
locations that were sought for voting (Elections BC 2021).

Generally, each election took steps to ensure health and safety measures were fol-

lowed while upholding the mandate of administering fair and accessible elections.
Various ways of casting a ballot were used in each province (Figure 3). For example,

Figure 3. Voting options during pandemic elections in Canada, 2020-2021

Newfoundland
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Source: authors’ compilation.
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Elections New Brunswick prioritized reducing lineups and congestion with “flatten
the election curve” advertising, which encouraged people to vote early at advance
polls or returning offices, or by mail (Elections New Brunswick 2021). In Saskatchewan,
“Elections Saskatchewan was committed to providing a safe in-person voting experi-
ence but also needed to offer an option to vote remotely for those who did not feel
comfortable voting in person” (Elections Saskatchewan 2021). Elections BC identified
three specific challenges: ensuring no one was disenfranchised for lack of safe and
accessible opportunities to vote; maintaining safety at all Elections BC locations, in-
cluding polling stations; and ensuring capacity for mail voting was met (Elections BC,
2021). Elections Nova Scotia benefited from the experiences of other jurisdictions:

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Elections Nova Scotia included public health
measures in all aspects of planning for the 41st provincial general election
to ensure the safety of voters, election staff, candidates, and their campaign
teams. Several voting options were provided and promoted to build voters’
confidence and to show they could vote safely either in person or by mail us-
ing a write-in ballot. Elections Nova Scotia learned from the experiences of
other Canadian election management bodies that conducted elections during
the pandemic and incorporated lessons learned from these jurisdictions. What
remained paramount was to ensure the delivery of a safe, fair, inclusive and
balanced election. (Elections Nova Scotia, 2022)

Communicating plans to the public was also important. For example, Elections Sas-
katchewan had a strong media campaign that utilized newspapers, billboards and
outdoor advertising, social media, radio and television. The message was about “vot-
ing safely,” ensuring that voters were aware of how to cast their ballot by mail. Each of
the EMBs had its own materials and plans for publicizing the available voting options
and safety measures taken in the polling stations.

3. THE VOTING EXPERIENCE ACROSS ELECTIONS

Each election varied in terms of timing, the local pandemic context in which the elec-
tion occurred and the previous experience electors had with various voting options. A
key component — and challenge — for election management bodies was to ensure that
electors could vote in a way that not only followed health guidelines put in place by
the provincial and local authorities, but also allowed electors to feel safe participating
in the process. As discussed, EMBs varied in how they dealt with this challenge, with
some provinces encouraging mail-in ballots, some utilizing assisted telephone voting
and all limiting exposure at the polling place through hand sanitation, social distan-
cing and other public health measures.

Despite efforts to plan accordingly, the ability of electoral management bodies to
predict how voters would respond to the pandemic context was largely unknown.
While there was evidence prior to the pandemic of increasing use of advance voting
options by electors (for example, in the 2019 federal election), election planning is
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based largely upon prior experience: looking at previous elections as well as long-
term trends to estimate organizational needs.

Yet the pandemic had the potential to destabilize electors’ regular behaviour. Elections
New Brunswick served as a first test case of pandemic voting; other EMBs were also
able to closely observe each pandemic election as it unrolled. Which options would
be popular with electors and in what proportions was largely unknown. Elections BC
tried to get a sense by conducting surveys of how many mail-in ballots might be re-
quested to help with their planning. Elections Canada also did public opinion polling
in spring 2020 which led it to estimate demand for approximately 5 million mail bal-
lots; it revised its estimates after the Saskatchewan and British Columbia elections to
4 million (Elections Canada 2020). In Newfoundland and Labrador, preparations were
made for 60,000 special ballots, which seemed generous given that less than 10,000
were used in the 2019 election, but it ended up being less than half of the total num-
ber of ballots required when in-person voting was cancelled. The EMBs planned in
accordance with the best information they had available to provide efficient voting
experiences for electors as well as capacity for the postelection tabulation of votes
with the technical and staff needs to conduct them. But the amount of uncertainty due
to the pandemic was ever-present, and unpredictable.

In this section, we look at how electors navigated the options presented to them by
EMBs. We examine to what extent specific measures put in place allowed vulnerable
voters to participate in the election, despite the pandemic, and whether electors’ ex-
periences varied with the different forms of voting.

3.1 Participating in pandemic elections

We begin by focusing on how electors engaged with the pandemic elections. First,
we consider turnout. Figure 4 shows turnout rates for each election, compared to the
previous election. Turnout in COVID elections declined everywhere but Nova Scotia
and declined most in Newfoundland and Labrador, by over nine percentage points.
That turnout was lower there is not surprising in light of the specific situation of the
Newfoundland and Labrador election. However, the fact that turnout did not decline
more precipitously in a decidedly riskier environment (higher levels of infection) dem-
onstrates that voters were willing to make the effort to have their voices heard. The
efforts of the EMBs to provide safe voting options paid off, though it is not clear what
the participation rate would have been with no safety measures in place.

Second, there was a clear shift in voting mode across these elections, with a decline
in election day voting and an increase in advance voting. Figure 5 shows how people
chose to cast ballots compared to the previous contest. The data were taken from the
various public reports of the EMBs.

In some provinces, more people voted prior to election day than cast their ballot the
traditional way. This trend would be striking were it not for a recent trend towards
advance voting across the country. This was particularly notable in Canada’s 2019
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Figure 4. Turnout in pandemic election compared to previous election
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Source : Data are drawn from official reports published by the various EMBs.

election when more than a quarter of electors cast their ballot before election day
(Elections Canada 2019).

Finally, the third panel in Figure 5 demonstrates an increase in the use of special ballot
provisions, which include mail voting, in all elections. There was approximately 6300
percent higher demand in BC (Elections BC). Mail voting stands out because it was not
commonly used prior to the pandemicin general elections, and when breakdowns are
provided, such as in Saskatchewan and British Columbia, the volume outpaces other
special ballot provisions. In Saskatchewan, only about 5 percent of special ballots
were not mailed; in British Columbia the percentage of mail ballots was 31.4 percent
of all ballots cast. However, it is important to recognize that BC had experience with
mail ballots from the 2018 referendum and the media coverage of mail voting in the
American election may have made voters more familiar with the concept of mail bal-
lots. Also striking is that the amount of special ballot voting was lowest for the federal
election, at 6 percent. While this is almost a 100-percent increase from 2019, it pales
in comparison to the provincial elections. In total, Elections Canada issued almost 1.3
million special ballots in 2021, of which 84 percent were eventually counted toward
the outcome (Elections Canada). This is far fewer than its initial estimate for public
demand.

These numbers provide an overview of how voters voted, yet statistics cannot pro-
vide information about how the decision to vote, and in which way, was made. For
this, we can mobilize the unique pre-election/post-election panel studies that were
conducted during each of these elections by the Consortium on Electoral Democracy.
As noted, one of the challenges of planning during COVID elections was the number
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Figure 5. Changes in modes of voting between pandemic election and previous one
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of unknowns in expected behaviour. In Figure 6, we explore how electors planned to
vote compared to how they ended up voting. What is clear is that most people ended
up voting the way they had intended, except in Newfoundland and Labrador where
in-person voting was cancelled. In-person and advance polling were the most com-
mon choices, except in BC where there was a large substantial portion of the popula-
tion who intended to — and did — vote by mail.

Shifts in voting mode are important to understand because in uncertain elections, how
people intend to vote is a key piece of information for planning purposes. Figure 6
makes clear that despite the changing context during the pandemic, most people
voted the way they planned to vote. And, importantly, the largest shifts appear to be
between in-person voting options (on election day versus advance polling).

When we analyze the profiles of different types of voters, clear patterns emerge of
who chose to use alternative vote options. Combining the surveys across the five
provincial elections into a single dataset, we ran a single model to look for patterns
in mode choice. Comparing advance polling to election-day voters in the provincial
elections, advance poll voters tended to be older, were more likely to be women,
and were more likely to report that they or someone in their family faced heightened
health risks because of COVID.* We find no evidence that university-educated voters
were more likely to choose advance polling over in-person voting on election day. In
contrast, university-educated electors were more likely to vote by mail or at a returning
office, compared to in-person voting. Older voters more likely to choose these options

4 This analysis is based on a multinomial logit regression with controls for provinces. Note that “other” voting
methods were removed from the model due to very few observations.
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Figure 6. Planned versus actual voting method, by election
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Note: Numbers indicate how many people fall into each category, by intention (left hand side) and actual
(right hand side). Colour differentiates actual vote method.

Source: BC Study (Pickup, Stephenson and Harell 2020); SK Study (Berdahl, Stephenson and Harell 2020);
NB Study (Everitt, Stephenson and Harell 2020); NL Study (Bittner, Matthews, Stephenson and Harell 2021);
NS Study (Roy, Stephenson and Harell 2021); Canadian Election Study (Stephenson, Harell, Rubenson and
Loewen 2021). It is not surprising that our survey data does not recreate exactly the proportions of voting
modes, as survey samples necessarily have some error in their ability to perfectly represent a population. Yet
they are powerful tools for understanding the correlates of choices made.



Elections During a Health Crisis

Table 1. Predicted probability of vote mode in federal election by province

Scenario Election Day Advance Poll  Returning Office Mail
Alberta 44% 45% 4% 8%
British Columbia 40% 41% 3% 16%
Manitoba 42% 47% 3% 9%
New Brunswick 51% 43% 3% 3%
Newfoundland and Labrador 62% 19% 2% 17%
Nova Scotia 55% 38% 2% 5%
Ontario 43% 43% 3% 11%
Prince Edward Island 38% 62% 0% 0%
Quebec 45% 46% 3% 6%
Saskatchewan 37% 44% 3% 16%

Note: This analysis is based on a multinomial logit regression with controls for provinces. The “other” voting methods
were removed from the model due to very few observations.

as well. Those over 65 were about 20 percentage points less likely to vote in person
on election day. Those with heightened health risks (either to themselves or family),
perhaps not surprisingly, were less likely to pick in-person voting on election day, and
more likely to use mail voting.

Federally, we see many of these patterns re-emerge. Older voters, especially those
over 65, were less likely to vote on election day and preferred advance polling
stations. We also see a clear educational difference, with university-educated elec-
tors taking advantage of alternative voting methods. The perceived COVID-19 risk
question was not asked in the CES, but respondents were asked to assess their
overall physical health. Those who reported worse overall physical health were
more likely to vote by mail, consistent with the idea that risk assessment led voters
to select lower-risk modes of voting. Finally, there are also interesting trends across
provinces. Table 1 provides the predicted probabilities of using each vote mode by
province (Nunavut, Northwest Territories and Yukon are excluded due to small sam-
ple sizes). What is interesting to note is that in the three provinces that had substan-
tial numbers of mail voters in the provincial pandemic elections (BC, Saskatchewan,
and Newfoundland and Labrador), we see a higher tendency to vote by mail in the
federal election. Although the use of special ballots was also high in Nova Scotia in
Figure 5, it was largely due to voting at the returning office rather than using write-in
ballots (Elections Nova Scotia, 2022). From our analyses, then, it seems that experi-
ence with voting by mail at the provincial level spilled over to influence the way that
people voted in the federal election.

3.2 Satisfaction with democracy in a pandemic
More important than how people voted is whether voters were satisfied with how the

election process was run. This is important to gauge confidence in democracy and the
democratic process and it can also have an impact on participation. The pressure on
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the EMBs during highly unusual times to fulfill their mandates and administer fair elec-
tions was heightened especially given the stakes if they were unable — or perceived to
be unable — to fulfill that responsibility.

In Figure 7, we show responses to a question about overall satisfaction with how the
relevant EMB ran the election, 0 — “not at all” to 1 — "very satisfied”. In general, people
reported being satisfied with how the election was run, and there is very little variation
across four of the five provincial elections. Newfoundland and Labrador, unsurprising-
ly, is a clear outlier, with the average satisfaction response being below the midpoint,
suggesting an overall dissatisfaction with how Elections Newfoundland and Labrador
ran the election. The provincial election was the only election that was directly dis-
rupted due to changing pandemic circumstances, with in-person voting on election
day being cancelled on short notice, forcing electors to vote by mail and requiring
multiple logistical changes. Perhaps what is more interesting is that there was still a
middling level of satisfaction in Newfoundland and Labrador after that election. Of all
the elections held during the pandemic, Elections Canada received the highest mark
for overall satisfaction for how the election was run.

In Figure 8, we show respondents’ overall satisfaction with democracy and how it was
affected by the election in their province. Here, we take advantage of the two-wave
design of the election studies to assess satisfaction before and after the election. Once
again, overall satisfaction is consistently above the midpoint. Interestingly, satisfaction
with democracy in each province tends, if anything, to increase after the election (look-
ing only at respondents who provided responses to both the campaign period and
post-election surveys). The exception among provinces is again Newfoundland and

Figure 7. Overall satisfaction with the electoral process by election
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Source: Consortium on Electoral Democracy (C-Dem).



Elections During a Health Crisis

Figure 8. Satisfaction with democracy before and after the election
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Labrador. During the election campaign, respondents were relatively satisfied with
democracy in their province, and their satisfaction rates look similar to other provincial
contexts. However, the particularities of Newfoundland and Labrador’s election led
to an erosion of satisfaction with democracy in that province. Post-election, it had the
lowest level of satisfaction compared to the other four provinces that also experienced
pandemic elections. However, a similar dynamic is also observed at the federal level
both in 2021 and, when looking back, in 2019 as well (2019 results not shown). Clear-
ly, satisfaction with democracy draws upon more than just how the election was run.
It likely captures people’s satisfaction with the results based on their expectations of
how their preferred party would do as well as more general sentiments about democ-
racy (Blais and Gélineau 2007).

Who was most satisfied with how the election was run and with democracy in their prov-
ince? Again, we can pool the provincial election studies together to examine who is most
likely to be satisfied and consider whether the way that someone cast a ballot had an im-
pact on their attitudes. We find very little evidence that the way people voted influenced
their satisfaction with the management of the election, nor did it impact how they felt
about the state of democracy. The one exception is the (relatively few) voters who used
the returning office, which shows weak, positive effects on satisfaction (both the running
of the election and democracy). Potentially this relates to the influence of engaging more
directly with the EMB, but we cannot tease this out with the data.

We find some demographic differences with how the election was run; older, more
educated respondents tend to be more satisfied. Interestingly, we also find that
those who reported a higher COVID risk were somewhat more likely to be satisfied
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with how their provincial EMB ran the election. However, turning to the model for
overall satisfaction with democracy after the campaign, we find no effect of educa-
tion or risk, though we do again see that older voters are more satisfied in gener-
al. Finally, we can directly test the election outcome on satisfaction by looking at
electors who voted for the winning party. Not surprisingly, electoral winners were
on average more satisfied with both how the election was run by the EMB and with
democracy in their province.®

When we look at overall satisfaction with how Elections Canada ran the election, we
find similar effects as for the provinces. Older, university-educated voters and those
who voted for the winner tended to be more satisfied with how the election was run.
We find no differences by voting mode. Interestingly, we also see no differences based
on the province of residence (except for PEl, where there was slightly higher satis-
faction). Thus, there is no evidence that provinces that had experienced a pandemic
election were more (or less) satisfied with the performance of Elections Canada during
the federal contest. Elections Canada is held in high esteem by Canadians, and the
pandemic has not changed that estimation.

In general, the efforts of the EMBs resulted in a high level of confidence among
voters that voting was safe. Over 95 percent of those who voted in person in each
province reported that they somewhat or strongly agreed that they felt safe voting
in person, and strong majorities across four of the five provinces agreed that their
EMB took the necessary precautions (75 percent to 95 percent of respondents).
Here, the exception was again Newfoundland and Labrador, with only a slim ma-
jority (50.5 percent) agreeing that Elections Newfoundland and Labrador took the
appropriate safety precautions.

4. FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

In the face of a world-wide pandemic, election management bodies were tasked with
running free and fair elections in an environment marred by unknowns. How would
citizens feel about waiting in long lines surrounded by others? Would a largely older
workforce staffing the polls be available and willing to work? Would electors want al-
ternative ways to vote to minimize their risk of infection?

Our analysis shows that despite variation across election administrations and the con-
text in which elections took place, the responses were somewhat similar across juris-
dictions. Basic health and safety measures were commonplace, such as the use of
masks by staff (and, when required, by electors), hand sanitizers and physical distan-
cing. These measures allowed electors to feel safe voting in person, while information
campaigns rolled out on how to vote at advance polls or by mail to service those who
felt safer staying away from the polls on election day.

5 Note, the weighted pooled provincial models included controls for province as well.
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Our analysis also demonstrates that voters were generally quite comfortable using
in-person voting options (either in advance or on election day) across jurisdictions
when it was an option. Mail voting — a highly politicized alternative in the recent US
election — was used substantially more during the pandemic than in the past, particu-
larly in jurisdictions like BC that had previous experience with vote-by-mail. Regard-
less of the method used, overall levels of satisfaction with the process were high.

An important caveat to our results is that it is difficult to know the opinions of non-vot-
ers. Public opinion surveys like those conducted by C-Dem are plagued by overreports
of voting and non-response by uninterested citizens, many of whom are also non-vot-
ers. For that reason, it is difficult to use the data on hand to provide strong statements
about how non-voters experienced the election campaign and whether their attitudes
about the pandemic and/or the EMBs' preparations related to the pandemic contrib-
uted to their lack of participation. Specific research into the reasons for non-voting, in
extreme as well as normal elections, is of high importance and, unfortunately, in short
supply. Nonetheless, we believe our analysis still has much to add to our understand-
ing of Canadian elections during the COVID-19 pandemic.

4.1 Key findings
A few key points stand out from our study.:

m  Turnout levels for the pandemic elections in Canada declined everywhere but
in Nova Scotia, and it declined most in Newfoundland and Labrador, by over
nine percentage points.

B The pandemic elections brought a decline in election day voting and an in-
crease in advance voting. In some provinces, more people voted prior to elec-
tion day than on the actual day.

m  Most people ended up voting the way they intended to, except in Newfound-
land and Labrador where in-person voting was cancelled.

B Most people reported being satisfied with how the election was run after the
election. We found very little variation across four of the five provincial elec-
tions.

m Satisfaction with the performance of Elections Canada during the federal con-
test was not different in provinces that had experienced a pandemic election.

4.2 Recommendations

Our analysis also reveals an important lesson. The provincial election in Newfound-
land and Labrador shows the importance of process for maintaining high levels of
elector confidence. While we saw that, across elections, those voting for the winning
party tended to be happiest, the drop in satisfaction with both how the election was
run and with democracy in Newfoundland suggests that the shift to mail-only voting
during the campaign led to a drop in public confidence in both the process and in the
election management body. Indeed, when asked how much confidence people had
in the EMB after the election, only 6.6 percent of respondents reported a great deal of
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confidence. The amount was at least four-fold higher in every other jurisdiction, with
about three-quarters having either quite a lot or a great deal of confidence, compared
to just 42 percent in Newfoundland and Labrador.

What lessons can we learn from this analysis? We see two recommendations emer-
ging from our analysis. First, it is clear that EMBs cannot plan for every eventuality,
especially in a crisis. Yet one of the key takeaways from this analysis is that electors
can handle new ways of voting and new procedures at the ballot box. Providing
options in an uncertain situation allows voters who may be more at risk to choose
different ways of participating. This, of course, comes with organizational challen-
ges because planning requires estimates of the uptake of various options: guessing
the rate of in-person voting incorrectly may mean long lines that turn some electors
away, as were observed during the federal election. A huge, unexpected uptake
in mail voting (as became a necessity in Newfoundland and Labrador) meant that
capacity to get ballots into electors’ hands in a timely fashion was a challenge. And
unexpected increases in voting by mail means counting ballots may take longer
than electors are accustomed to, or even that not enough ballots are available to
send out. Nonetheless, thinking creatively about how voters can cast their ballots in
extreme situations is an important step toward ensuring that voters feel their voices
are important and desired in the electoral process.

Second, clear communication with voters about what to expect appears to be particu-
larly important. In the case of Newfoundland and Labrador, one of the causes of the
hit in public opinion was likely that changes were made during the campaign, and in
fact right before election day. Such changes, when unexpected, can lead electors to
blame key actors, regardless of whether the situation was in their control. It also risks
the impression that the management of elections in this country has become politi-
cized, if one party is seen to be advantaged above others when rules change. This,
in particular, is something that all of the non-partisan election management bodies
would be well advised to avoid.

Elections Ontario, in preparation for the anticipated June 2022 election in that prov-
ince, seems to have taken these lessons to heart. A CBC news story on April 10 re-
ported that the EMB will increase the number of advance voting days to 10 and has
created an online portal to simplify requests for mail-in ballots. The story quotes the
Chief Electoral Officer of Ontario saying, “l think one of the things that we're really
trying to do this election is really look at flattening the curve of the vote” (Jones 2022).
Those who vote in person will find similar health and safety measures as those used in
the federal election.

We also see some larger trends in the data that may affect future elections. We have
seen increases over time in the use of advance polls by voters, and this trend con-
tinued during the pandemic elections. As voting becomes something that happens
over several days or even weeks rather than on a single day, how does this affect the
ebb and flow of campaigns and the activities of candidates? Are voters making up
their minds earlier? Are they paying attention to campaign events? Are they satisfied
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and able to make decisions with minimal information? Campaigns are designed to
both mobilize and inform voters, but voters who decide to vote early may be making
their decision based on information that is different from what they would have had at
the end of the campaign. If a scandal breaks mid-campaign, voters cannot take their
ballot back and change their mind. What is more, earlier voting may shift campaign
activity earlier and create longer, more permanent campaign cycles for parties.

Furthermore, many more Canadians than ever before have now voted by mail. As
we saw in the federal election, such experience at one level may well spill over into
other jurisdictions so future elections in Canada may well see more and more elec-
tors comfortable with this option. Mail-in voting is not without its challenges. When
this option requires a special ballot that does not include a list of candidates within
a voter's riding, this can create barriers to filling in the correct information. It can also
slow the announcement of results to the public after the election. How much voting
by mail is encouraged in the future, and steps taken to make the process as easy as
possible for electors, will have important implications for how Canadians engage in
the electoral process in the future. Ensuring that ballots are as simple and accessible
to fill out as possible avoids voter frustration and ensures that electors can cast their
ballots as they intend.

There are also security considerations with mail voting that may need to be considered
if used more broadly outside of a crisis. When asked during the 2021 federal election if
they thought voting by mail was equally as trustworthy as voting in person, Canadians
were divided. Only a slim majority (54 percent) somewhat or strongly agreed with this
statement, though not surprisingly, agreement was highest in British Columbia, which
had the most previous mail-voting experience (in both the pandemic and the 2018
referendum). Mail voting tended to be used more by certain partisans than others. The
risk that this method becomes politicized, as has been witnessed in the United States,
should be closely monitored to ensure that the legitimacy of the voting process is
not undermined by short-term political discourse. From our analysis, it seems that no
matter which voting options are provided, when the process runs smoothly, is clearly
communicated, and electors are given a reasonable set of choices, confidence in elec-
toral democracy in Canada is likely to remain high.
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