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MPs should always act in the interests of their constituents, 

even if it means going against their own party

Source: VoxPop Labs, 2017, MyDemocracy.ca Final Report 



Dissent by Canadian MPs ïJun 2011 to Jan 2013
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Map of dissent by Canadian MPs, Jun 2011 to Jan 2013
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The Puzzle

ÅCanadians say they want more independence 
from their MPs, yet:

ÅCanadian MPs generally do not engage in 
dissenting behaviour;

ÅDissenting MPs do no better than more loyal MPs 
(Godbout, Bélanger, and Lawlor 2012);

ÅMPs who cross to another party seldom are re-
elected





Research Questions

ÅDo Canadians want those they elect to 
Parliament to act independently of their 
party?

ÅHow are evaluations of legislator 
independence shaped by gender?



Research Design

ÅOnline survey experiment of English-speaking 
Canadians (N = 1,523)

Å2 x 2 design

ÅLoyalty (Vote with party / dissent & switch)

ÅGender (Male / Female)



Vignettes

John/Anne Millar is a backbench MP from the governing Liberal 
Party. Recently, Parliament considered a new budget that included cuts to 
spending on national defence. Mr / Ms Millar’s party leader -- the prime 
minister -- strongly supported the budget.

The budget was debated in Parliament for several days.

In the end, Mr / Ms Millar voted for the budget. The rest of his/her 
party also voted for the budget. 

OR

In the end, Mr / Ms Millar voted against the budget. The rest of 
his/her party voted for the budget. Soon after the vote, Mr / Ms
Millar announced that he/she was quitting the governing Liberal 
Party and joining the opposition. 



Research Design (cont’d)

ÅPre-treatment 
Åpolicy views 

Åpartisanship 

Åexternal political efficacy

ÅPost-treatment 

ÅMP approval –strongly approve to strongly 
disapprove

Å Inferred MP motivation –career advancement 
representation of constituents, or personal beliefs



Methods

ÅMultinomial logit

ÅFocus on first differences and second differences 
(where appropriate) between predicted probabilities

Å1st difference: i.e. discrete change from the Loyal 
condition to the Dissent condition

Å2nd difference: i.e. difference between the discrete 
change from Loyal to Dissent among men 



Hypotheses (1)

MP Approval Probability of believing that 
MP motivated by career

Overall No clear expectations Lower

MP Gender Lower for female MP than 
male MP

Higher for female MP than 
male MP

Respondent 
Gender

Lower among women than 
men

Higher among women than 
men

The effect of dissent—relative to party loyalty—on...











Results (1)

MP Approval Probability of believing that 
MP motivated by career

Overall Almost none Confirmed –lower

MP Gender Not statistically significant Not statistically significant

Respondent 
Gender

Modest, but women react 
more negatively

Not statistically significant

The effect of dissent—relative to party loyalty—on...



Hypotheses (2)

MP Approval Probability of believing that 
MP motivated by career

Policy 
agreement

Higher among those who 
oppose party policy

Higher among those who 
oppose party policy

Party ID Higher among those who 
do not identify with original 
party

Lower among those who do not 
identify with original party

External 
efficacy

Lower among those with 
high efficacy

Higher among those with high 
efficacy than low efficacy

The effect of dissent—relative to party loyalty—on...







Hypotheses (2)

MP Approval Probability of believing that 
MP motivated by career

Policy 
agreement

Confirmed ïHigher 
among those who oppose 
party policy

Confirmed ïHigher among 
those who oppose party policy

Party ID Confirmed ïHigher 
among those who do not 
identify with original party

Confirmed ïLower among 
those who do not identify with 
original party

External 
efficacy

Confirmed ïLower 
among those with high 
efficacy

Confirmed ïHigher among 
those with high efficacy than 
low efficacy

The effect of dissent—relative to party loyalty—on...



Conclusion

ÅWhen dissent moves from abstract to concrete, 
overall support for independence disappears

ÅPersonal characteristics and predispositions matter
Å Prior policy orientation and partisan leanings
ÅGender: women less likely to approve of dissent
Å Efficacy: higher external efficacy led to lower approval

ÅVoters rationalize MP behaviour

ÅMP gender doesn’t matter



Next Steps

ÅWhat is the impact of media coverage on MP 
approval and perceived motivations (esp. with 
respect to gender)?

ÅVary vignettes to be suggestive of different 
motivations



Thanks!
Questions?

Email: 

john.mcandrews@utoronto.ca

feodor.snagovsky@anu.edu.au

paul.thomas@utoronto.ca





Spoiler Alert

ÅOnly sometimes

ÅIndividual characteristics of voters matter

ÅVoters rationalize MP behaviour

ÅGender of switcher has no effect on approval



Variables

ÅDependent Variable
ÅMP Approval –Four-category from Strongly 

Disapprove to Strongly Approve

ÅPerceived Motivation –Three category: career 
advancement, representation of constituents, or 
personal beliefs

ÅCo-variates
Ådefencespending preference

Åparty identification

Åexternal efficacy














