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Abstract
Past work has shown that economic conditions influence electoral outcomes 
at multiple levels of government in Canada and in democratic states around 
the world. However, there is significant variation in the jurisdictional ability 
of different governments to influence economic conditions; in particular, 
municipal governments may be least able to influence the economy. As a 
result, voters may be less likely to hold municipal incumbents accountable 
for economic conditions than either provincial or federal politicians. Building 
on this discussion, this article explores several questions. First, do citizens 
differentiate between the impacts of different orders of government on 
economic conditions? Second, does the economy affect incumbent support 
in local elections? Finally, does knowledge of the jurisdictional responsibilities 
of the three levels of government condition economic effects at the municipal 
level in Canada? We consider these questions using individual-level data 
collected during the 2014 Toronto municipal election.
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The economy is often considered to have a significant influence in election 
outcomes, and the literature on economic voting is both broad and deep 
(Kramer 1971; Lewis-Beck 1988). In many elections, economic conditions 
and citizens’ perceptions of them play a central role in the voters’ evaluation 
of incumbent performance. Unsurprisingly, politicians are well aware of the 
effect of the economy upon election outcomes. James Carville, in his role as 
strategist for Bill Clinton’s successful presidential campaign in 1992, 
famously emphasized the importance of the economy over all other matters. 
Seeking to bring American voters’ attention to a flagging national economy, 
a campaign mantra emerged: “It’s the economy, stupid.” This had the effect 
of focusing the U.S. electorate on the condition of the American economy 
rather than the incumbent George Bush’s foreign policy successes in the first 
Gulf War. According to many accounts, the economy was a central factor in 
President Bush’s defeat in 1992 (Fair 1996; Hetherington 1996).

The example of the 1992 U.S. presidential election is far from unique. In 
advanced industrial democracies round the world, a clear relationship 
between economic conditions and incumbent electoral success can be found 
(Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000, 2008). When the economy is strong 
(weak), incumbent vote share is higher (lower). We know this to be true at the 
national level of government and at the provincial or state level within federal 
states such as Canada, Spain, or the United States (for Canada, see C. D. 
Anderson 2008; Gélineau and Bélanger 2005; for Spain, see León 2011; for 
United States, see Atkeson and Partin 1995; Ebeid and Rodden 2006; Stein 
1990). Indeed, the state of the economy is consistently either the best, or one 
of the best, predictors of vote choice at both the national and provincial/state 
levels (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000, 2008).

Receiving significantly less scholarly attention is the relationship between 
economic conditions, perceptions of those conditions, and electoral choice in 
local, or municipal, contexts (but see Cutler and Matthews 2005; Martins and 
Veiga 2013). Prior work shows some effect of perceptions of local economic 
conditions on local incumbent vote choice (Cutler and Matthews 2005) and 
effects of national economic perceptions when the local incumbent is of the 
same party as the central government (Martins and Veiga 2013). At the same 
time, we know little about how much responsibility for economic conditions 
voters assign to local levels of government—do citizens believe that munici-
pal governments influence the economy, or are only federal and provincial 
governments perceived as influential for the condition of the economy? If 
municipal governments are considered influential, do economic conditions 
factor into vote choices in mayoral or council/ward elections?

Scholars have yet to fully consider several important questions pertaining to 
economic voting at the local level. For example, do citizens form impressions 
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of local economic conditions that are distinct from those at the provincial/state 
or national levels? Do they blame or credit municipal governments for the state 
of the economy? And, importantly, do attitudes about the municipal economy 
influence vote choice?

This article considers three central questions regarding the relationship of 
economic conditions and municipal election results. First, do citizens dif-
ferentiate between the impact of different levels of governments on eco-
nomic conditions? Different levels of government within a multilevel system 
have different scopes of authority to influence economic conditions—do 
voters pick up on these differences? Second, did economic considerations 
affect vote choices in the 2014 Toronto municipal election? Finally, did 
knowledge of jurisdictional responsibilities condition economic effects on 
voting? Canadian municipal governments are far less influential than their 
provincial and federal counterparts, and those individuals who are more 
knowledgeable about the role municipal governments play in the local econ-
omy should presumably be influenced differently by economic conditions 
than those who know less about the jurisdictional capabilities of the various 
orders of government.

We consider these questions in the case of Toronto, Ontario, Canada, for 
two reasons. First, the institutional features of the City of Toronto make it a 
particularly stiff test for the presence of economic impact and ultimately, 
economic voting. Canada is a well-developed federal country with constitu-
tionally entrenched federal and provincial levels of government who hold 
the major levers of economic influence. In contrast, municipal governments 
in Canada have no constitutional standing, and relatively little policy-mak-
ing power rendering the role of municipal governments to influence the 
local economy unclear. In addition, Toronto has a “weak mayor” system (in 
which the mayor has one vote among 45 on City Council) and, roughly a 
year before this specific election, the mayor had the powers of his office 
significantly curtailed by Council. Given the lack of clarity of municipal 
responsibility, there is likely to be a wide range of opinions about the eco-
nomic influence of municipal governments, making this an excellent case 
study.

Second, appropriate measures and data have recently become available 
which make considering our research questions possible. The Toronto 
Election Study (TES) was conducted during the 2014 Toronto Municipal 
Election and includes a number of measures that bear upon the central ques-
tions of the article, allowing us to properly consider the relationship between 
economic conditions and mayoral and ward vote choice.1 Our analysis allows 
us to determine whether, for municipal politicians, it really is “the economy, 
stupid,” or whether it is stupid to focus upon the economy.
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Economic Voting and Government Capacity

A voluminous literature has emerged over the past 40 years that explores the 
empirical relationship between economic conditions and electoral outcomes 
(see Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier 2000, 2008, for reviews of the literally hun-
dreds of studies on the topic). This literature shows that economic conditions 
regularly have significant effects on national-level elections across a wide 
range of countries (e.g., Canada: Happy 1992; Nadeau and Blais 1993, United 
Kingdom: Sanders 2005, Spain: Riba and Bosch 2005, United States: Fiorina 
1981), levels of economic development (e.g., Gélineau 2007; Singer 2013), 
and institutional types (C. D. Anderson 2006; Powell and Whitten 1993; 
Whitten and Palmer 1999) . There is also consistent evidence that economic 
conditions at the subnational level influence provincial- or state-level elec-
tion results. These studies are often in federal states such as Canada (e.g., C. 
D. Anderson 2008; Gélineau and Bélanger 2005; Tellier 2006), Spain (León 
2011; Riba and Diaz 2002), and the United States (Atkeson and Partin 1995; 
Ebeid and Rodden 2006; Niemi, Stanley, and Vogel 1995).2

At the national and provincial/state levels of government, the consistency 
of economic effects (or economic voting) makes sense. Although there can be 
great variance in the jurisdictional strength of national and subnational gov-
ernments in federal countries, these levels of government have constitution-
ally entrenched and clearly specified scopes of authority over certain 
economic policies. Watts (2008) outlined a range of financial levers available 
to both national and subnational governments that provide the potential to 
influence economic conditions and investment decisions. Such levers avail-
able to both levels of government in many federations include the ability to 
set tax rates (corporate, personal, and sales taxes) and the ability to borrow 
money from both domestic and international sources (Watts 2008). At both 
levels, then, governments typically have significant and tangible authority to 
impact the economic conditions of their geographic area.

Do local governments, and specifically the City of Toronto, have an inde-
pendent ability to influence economic conditions? Municipal governments in 
Canada have far less independent authority than the federal and provincial 
governments. Comparatively speaking, the financial tools available to munic-
ipalities in Canada are severely limited, and their power is highly constrained 
by the provincial governments that create and ultimately control them (Slack 
2011). For most municipalities, the property tax is the only major economic 
lever they have the authority to set. Kitchen and Slack (2003) found that in 
2001 property tax accounted for 52.2% of municipal own-source revenue (up 
from 48.6% in 1988). Although some municipalities have access to specialty 
taxes, such tools provide little revenue and have minimal economic impact. 
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The only other tax Toronto currently levies is a land transfer tax, which 
accounts for only 4% of the city’s operating revenue (Toronto 2015). Although 
the property tax is a substantial revenue source for municipalities, it does not 
grow with the economy like income or sales taxes. As such, although prop-
erty taxes and other minor sole source municipal revenues, such as user fees, 
are useful for funding basic municipal services (e.g., snow removal, garbage 
collection, water), they do little to allow municipalities to implement, on their 
own, policies that could directly influence their local economy (Slack 2009).

The limitations of and reliance on property taxes and user fees are further 
exasperated by provincial laws that limit municipal capital debt and prevent 
municipalities from running an operating deficit. Provincial and federal gov-
ernments are able to spend and run deficits to help boost the economy during 
recessions and later pay off the accumulated debt with budget surpluses in 
better economic times. Although Canadian municipal governments can and 
do offer tax abatements as a lure to business, much of the research on such 
practices suggests that property tax rates play a marginal role in businesses’ 
decision making, aside from intraurban locational decisions (Bartik 1985; 
Blair and Premus 1987; Charney 1983). Canadian municipalities, like their 
American counterparts, do implement economic development policies. For 
instance, many large cities have development corporations responsible for 
the development of city-owned land. Although some of these corporations 
focus solely on the development of said land (e.g., Build Toronto), others are 
also tasked with stimulating development in declining areas of the city (e.g., 
CentreVenture in Winnipeg). However, there is little evidence, even in the 
United States where municipalities have a greater variety of tools at their 
disposal, that local economic development policies work (Green, Fleischmann, 
and Kwong 1996; Peters and Fisher 2004; Schneider 1992). Municipalities in 
Canada, therefore, have little, if any, ability to stimulate their own economy, 
and most certainly their influence is dwarfed by both the federal and provin-
cial orders of government.3 In the context of the evidently limited scope for 
economic influence of local governments, therefore, this article considers 
whether and how this limited capacity impacts the presence and strength of 
local economic voting.

Clarity of Responsibility and Municipal Economic 
Voting

According to the theory of economic voting, voters use economic conditions 
to evaluate the performance of an incumbent government. If the economy is 
in good shape (by some measure), then the incumbent has governed reason-
ably successfully and should be rewarded with reelection. In the case of a 
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poor economy, voters infer some level of incompetence on behalf of the 
incumbent and vote against sitting officeholders.

The main objective of this article is to assess whether such voting occurs 
in Toronto. In addition to the jurisdictional argument made above, there are 
many reasons to expect that economic voting should be absent in the 2014 
Toronto mayoral and ward elections. Not only does the Toronto city council, 
like all municipal governments in Canada, have very little economic capacity, 
but it also operates in a federal environment and has a “weak mayor” system 
(which we describe below), where the “clarity of responsibility” is low.

A key finding of the literature on economic voting is that the strength of 
economic effects on incumbent support is conditioned by clarity of responsi-
bility. When decision-making responsibility can be more clearly attributed to 
a party or leader, economic effects on vote choice are typically greater. Powell 
and Whitten (1993) demonstrated this by showing that when policy-making 
responsibility is clearer within a level of government, economic effects on 
incumbent support are stronger (see also C. J. Anderson 2000; Whitten and 
Palmer 1999). In Toronto’s nonpartisan setting (meaning that party labels are 
not present and party discipline does not structure council votes and govern-
ment policy), however, it is difficult to draw links between individual politi-
cians and policy; it can be difficult for voters to determine which politicians 
supported or opposed particular policies. These effects have also been found 
on a vertical dimension, as decentralized federalism or multilevel governance 
can undermine the clarity of policy-making responsibility for the national 
government and thereby reduce economic effects on incumbent support in 
national elections (C. D. Anderson 2006).

Relatedly, Toronto’s mayor is institutionally weak when compared with 
most American cities and some Canadian ones (e.g., Vancouver, Montreal, 
and Winnipeg), and certainly compared with provincial premiers or the prime 
minister. Although he or she is elected at large, the mayor has only one vote 
of the 45 on Council and, because there are no political parties, is constantly 
at the mercy of ever-fluid coalitions of ward councillors.4 Thus, although the 
mayor is the only elected official in the city who can claim to represent the 
city as a whole, in practice City Council holds most of the authority in 
Toronto. The weakness of Toronto’s mayor was never more in evidence than 
when, due to the mayor’s admitted use of drugs and alcohol, City Council 
stripped Rob Ford of most of his mayoral authority, placing it instead in the 
hands of the deputy mayor (Church and Hui 2013).5 For almost a year before 
the October 2014 election—he was stripped of his authority in November 
2013—Rob Ford was mayor in name alone.

As a result of the “weak mayor” system, and the fact that the Rob Ford 
was stripped of most his authorities nearly a year before the 2014 election, 
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voters should presumably assign little or no responsibility for economic con-
ditions directly to the mayor in the 2014 Toronto Election. As a result, weak 
or nonexistent economic effects on mayoral incumbent support might be 
expected. The situation is similar for individual councillors as well. Each 
councillor has but one vote on a 45-member council, and without political 
parties that might structure voting blocs, it is difficult to attribute responsibil-
ity for decisions without undertaking a full review of each vote cast. Thus, the 
impact of economic conditions on voting for incumbents (mayoral or coun-
cil) may be undermined by the institutional structure in Toronto.

An additional reason to expect economic voting to be unimportant in this 
election is the lack of emphasis voters reportedly placed upon the economy. 
According to polls conducted throughout the campaign, issues related to the 
economy were all but absent from voters’ consciousness. According to a poll 
conducted by Nanos Research the month before the election, 49% of respon-
dents identified transit and gridlock as the number one issue, followed dis-
tantly by the need for a new mayor with 11% (Suen 2014). In another poll just 
prior to election day, 31% of respondents identified transit as the main issue 
facing the city, followed by infrastructure like roads and bridges at 15%, 
property taxes at 14%, and the economy at 9% (Armstrong 2014). The issue 
of transit and transportation spending clearly dominated as the most impor-
tant issue for voters throughout the election whereas issues relating to the 
economy and city finances were of marginal importance.6 This is yet another 
reason to expect economic considerations to be of minimal importance in this 
contest.

Regardless of whether one expects economic effects within the 2014 
Toronto election, there are remarkably few studies that consider economic 
voting in local elections. There are other studies assessing electoral dynamics 
at the local level in Canada (notably Kushner, Siegel, and Stanwick 1997; 
Stanwick 2000; Walks 2013, 2015). While these studies make valuable con-
tributions to understanding electoral dynamics at the local level in the prov-
ince of Ontario (Kushner, Siegel, and Stanwick 1997) and the city of Toronto 
(Stanwick 2000), neither explicitly consider the effect of economic condi-
tions on electoral outcomes. Outside of Canada, participation and voting in 
local elections has been studied by Kaufman (2004), Oliver and Ha (2007), 
Sellers et al. (2013), and Wood (2002).

Cutler and Matthews (2005) considered voting behavior and the role of 
economic perceptions in the 2002 Vancouver mayoral election, which was 
fought by parties, rather than independent candidates. Among their findings, 
Cutler and Matthews observed that voters who held a positive view of 
Vancouver’s economy were 17 points more likely to support the incumbent 
party’s mayoral candidate.7 As these authors note, regardless of whether the 
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local government has any control over local economic conditions, “voters 
appear to hold municipal governments accountable in a crude way for the 
nature of the times in the locale” (p 374, Cutler and Matthews 2005). Although 
only about 5% of respondents indicated that they thought that the municipal 
government was most responsible for the local economy, Cutler and Matthews 
observed that economic perceptions still had a “powerful influence on the 
vote.”8

In their study of municipal economic voting in Portugal, Martins and 
Veiga (2013) found that national economic conditions influence incumbent 
support in local elections when the incumbent is of the same party as the 
national government. They also find that local unemployment rates have a 
negative effect on incumbent support in local election when the incumbent is 
of the same party as the national government (Martins and Veiga 2013). 
However, this study was conducted in a case in which political parties assist 
in organizing the local electoral milieu and where these parties are integrated 
with regional and national party organizations. Our study differs from these 
in that Toronto’s election was nonpartisan, and our focus is upon local eco-
nomic conditions only.

Economic Voting and Information

We are also interested in the conditional effects of respondent information on 
economic voting. Does individual-level variation in knowledge of jurisdic-
tional responsibilities condition economic effects? We have two reasons to 
expect that knowledgeable voters will be less likely than their low-knowledge 
counterparts to factor economic considerations into their vote choice.

First, we suggest that low-knowledge voters are more likely to employ 
economic evaluations as a low-information cue when making their decisions. 
It is a well-known observation that levels of citizen information or knowl-
edge about politics are not high (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Fournier 
2002). As a result, Lupia and McCubbins (1998) suggested the possibility of 
a “democratic dilemma” in which voters, called upon to make reasoned elec-
toral choices, may not actually be capable of doing so due to low levels of 
information. One means of overcoming the “democratic dilemma” is for vot-
ers to use heuristics or cognitive shortcuts, such as party identification (e.g., 
Lodge and Hamill 1986) or public endorsements by trusted public figures 
(e.g., Johnston et al. 1996), to reach a reasoned decision in the face of low 
information (often called “low information rationality”) (Lupia and 
McCubbins 1998; Popkin 1991; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991).

Evaluations of economic conditions can provide a simple means for low-
information voters to arrive at a reasoned electoral choice in the absence of 
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information or knowledge. As previously stated, there were no political par-
ties to help structure the ideological or issue environment, so the partisanship 
cue was unavailable to voters. One way for unsophisticated voters to navigate 
through the complex institutional landscape, which includes multiple levels 
of government (federal, provincial, and municipal) with varying responsibili-
ties and powers, may be to evaluate incumbents on the basis of economic 
conditions. Accordingly, we expect that low-information voters are more 
likely to draw on simple cues, such as the economy, when forming their vote 
preferences.

The second reason we expect economic voting to be more prevalent 
among low-knowledge voters is that such individuals are less likely to be 
aware of the economic impotence of municipal governments in Canada, and 
of Mayor Rob Ford (who had been stripped of most of his powers almost a 
year before the election) in particular. Less informed voters likely hold a 
worse understanding of the actual powers of the local government and the 
mayoral office and as a result fail to recognize its weak authority over the 
local economy. Thus, we suggest that economic effects on incumbent support 
should be stronger among these voters because they fail to realize that munic-
ipal politicians cannot and should not be held accountable for these condi-
tions. We, therefore, expect that economic voting will be greater among 
low-knowledge voters than among their higher knowledge counterparts.

Data and Method

We answer our research questions in two phases. First, we consider how 
Torontonians perceive the impact of the three orders of government upon 
their city’s economy. Given the constitutional responsibilities (or lack thereof) 
of municipal governments, there is good reason to expect that voters will be 
less likely to believe that the municipal government has influenced the econ-
omy than has either the provincial or federal orders of government. The TES 
includes questions that ask respondents whether they believe each govern-
ment has had a positive or negative effect upon the economy, or no effect at 
all, allowing us to evaluate this proposition.

Second, we consider the importance of economic evaluations to incumbent 
vote choice in the mayoral and ward councillor races in Toronto.9 The key 
independent variable is a sociotropic retrospective economic evaluation of the 
condition of Toronto’s economy.10 If this variable is related to vote choice, after 
controlling for a series of other factors known to influence vote choice, then we 
can conclude that economic considerations were a significant influence upon 
the decisions of voters. For the many reasons outlined above, we expect that 
economic voting will not be a factor in Toronto’s mayoral and ward elections.
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Finally, we consider the effect of knowledge of the jurisdictional respon-
sibilities of governments upon the importance of economic considerations in 
the Toronto election (at both the mayoral and ward levels). We do so by creat-
ing a low-knowledge dummy variable, based upon a battery of questions 
from the TES, and interacting this variable with the retrospective economic 
variable. Recall that our expectation is that low-knowledge voters will be 
unable to recognize the weak influence of municipal government over the 
economy. As such, the dummy variable identifies the roughly 25% of the 
population with the lowest knowledge, comparing them with the remainder 
of the population. The individuals in the low-knowledge category answered 
50% or fewer of the jurisdictional knowledge questions correctly.11 If the 
interaction of this low-knowledge dummy and economic considerations is 
significant, it would suggest that knowledge has a differential effect upon the 
impact of economic considerations on municipal vote decisions.

Note that retrospective economic evaluations are theoretically only rele-
vant if an incumbent candidate or party is present. Elections in Toronto are 
nonpartisan, and the outgoing mayor, Rob Ford, was forced to withdraw from 
the race due to illness on the date of the nomination deadline. His brother 
Doug, a sitting councillor, replaced him on the ballot that same day. It is our 
position that Doug Ford can be viewed as an acceptable incumbent in our 
model. The brothers have a strong, highly publicized association with one 
another (their voting histories on council are nearly identical, and Doug was 
a longtime advisor to Rob). Furthermore, TES data confirm that Torontonians 
viewed the policy platforms of the two brothers as very similar. Respondents 
were asked how similar they believed Doug’s policies were to those of Rob, 
and we omit from our mayoral vote choice models those individuals who 
believed that the policies of the brothers were either all or mostly different 
(this represents only 3.8% of our sample).12 We assume that, for all remaining 
respondents, Doug can be considered the de facto incumbent.13 At the ward 
level, we have no such issue, as incumbents were present in 37 of 44 wards; 
we limit this part of our analysis to these wards only.14

In addition, the impact of Rob Ford’s late withdrawal from the mayoral 
race had no impact on the number or quality of the main challengers for the 
mayoral office. As mentioned, Rob pulled out on the nomination deadline 
day—literally leaving no time for other candidates to declare. In addition, the 
two main challengers, John Tory and Olivia Chow, were well known in 
Toronto and of high quality. John Tory was a former candidate for mayor and 
had earlier been the leader of a major political party in the province (Progressive 
Conservative Party of Ontario). Olivia Chow was a former city councillor in 
Toronto, a former Member of Parliament of Canada for a Toronto-area riding, 
and widow of Jack Layton—a very popular former federal politician.
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Results

Attribution of Credit/Blame for the Economy

As noted above, Canada’s federal structure and the fact that municipalities 
have no constitutional standing and relatively little policy setting power sug-
gest that the decisions of municipal governments should have little effect 
upon the economy and certainly less of an impact than either the federal or 
provincial governments. It is unknown, however, whether citizens perceive 
the municipal government’s power in such a manner.

TES data reveal that, in fact, many Torontonians do not see the municipal 
government as less influential than the other orders of government. 
Respondents were asked to rank the three levels of government with respect 
to how much of an impact each has upon one’s quality of life. In total, 30.1% 
ranked the municipal government as having the most impact, and a further 
20.8% rank it second. Contrary to what constitutional scholars might expect, 
only 43.6% of TES participants ranked the municipal government as having 
the least impact (5.6% of respondents did not know how to answer this ques-
tion). Although this figure represents a plurality of responses, a majority of 
respondents believe the municipal government to be more influential than at 
least one of the other levels of government.

Of course, influence over one’s quality of life is not the same as influence 
over the city’s economy. Despite believing the municipal government has a 
general impact, it is conceivable that Torontonians assign relatively little 
credit or blame to the municipal government for the direction of the economy. 
Table 1 shows the perceived impact of each level of government upon the 
economy, based upon the following question: “Have the policies of the 
[municipal/provincial/federal] government made Toronto’s economy better, 
worse, or not made much of a difference?”

The most immediately striking feature of Table 1 is how little variation 
there is between the perceived impact of each level of government. Values in 
the “neutral” and “don’t know” rows are remarkably consistent for each level 
of government. The share of respondents who believe each government has 
had an impact, either positive or negative, is also very similar. In total, 43.7% 
of respondents thought the municipal government had influenced Toronto’s 
economy, compared with 44.9% and 41.9% for the provincial and federal 
governments, respectively. Perhaps surprisingly, fewer respondents believe 
that the federal government had an impact upon the city’s economy (either 
negative or positive) compared with the municipal or provincial govern-
ments. Given the vastly different fiscal and policy setting power of the vari-
ous levels of government, such a pattern is quite unexpected.15
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Although the frequencies of the perceived effects of government influ-
ence are fairly consistent across the orders of government, Table 1 does not 
consider individual-level variation. Such information is important because 
attitudes toward the appropriate role of government in the economy may 
have a similar influence upon responses to questions about all types of 
government impact. For instance, libertarians might be opposed to govern-
ment intervention in the economy on ideological grounds, whereas propo-
nents of government involvement may be of the opinion that state action 
is, almost by definition, beneficial to the economy. If such an effect is 
widespread, this could account for the finding in Table 1 that similar num-
bers of Torontonians believe the municipal, federal, and provincial gov-
ernments have influenced the economy. This possibility is examined in 
Table 2, which shows the cross-tabulation of the municipal government 
impact variable with the provincial and federal impact variables, 
respectively.

Although the majority of respondents lie on the diagonals for both the 
municipal–provincial and municipal–federal comparisons, there is signifi-
cant variation in the perceived impact of the three orders of government upon 
Toronto’s economy. In the municipal–provincial comparison, 55.5% of 
respondents lie on the diagonal, whereas this value for the municipal–federal 
cross-tabulation is 57.8%. Accordingly, more than 4 in 10 voters perceive the 
impact of the federal and provincial governments to be different than that of 
the municipal government.

There are still more reasons to conclude that voters are making indepen-
dent assessments of the economic impacts of the three levels of government. 
First, many respondents who believe the municipal government influenced 
the economy were of the opinion that the other levels of government had the 

Table 1. Perceived Impact of Three Levels of Government on the Economy of 
Toronto.

Level of Government

 
Municipal  

(n = 2,890)
Provincial  
(n = 2,890)

Federal  
(n = 2,890)

Governmental impact
 Negative 25.7% 31.7% 28.3%
 Neutral 43.0% 40.9% 43.0%
 Positive 18.0% 13.2% 13.6%
 Don’t know 13.3% 14.3% 15.2%

Note. Entries report column percentages. Due to rounding, columns do not all sum to 100.
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opposite effect. Of the respondents who thought the municipal government 
had an impact on the economy (either positive or negative), 27.1% and 
15.1% thought the provincial and federal governments, respectively, had an 
effect in the opposite direction. Moreover, respondents seem more likely to 
assign blame to multiple levels of government than they are to assign credit 
to more than one level of government. Our data reveal that respondents who 
perceived the municipal government’s impact as negative were more likely 
to believe the impact of both the federal or provincial governments was also 
negative than individuals who saw the municipal government’s impact as 
positive. Such asymmetry, coupled with the fact that a significant share of 
respondents lie off the diagonals of the table, suggests that, at least for a 
large segment of the population, voters are making independent assessments 
of the economic impact of the various levels of government (indeed, this is 
likely also the case for many of the voters who also fall on the diagonals in 
Table 2).

Overall, two important findings are made clear by Tables 1 and 2. First, 
voters assess the economic impact of the three levels of government sepa-
rately, and second, Torontonians tend to believe that the municipal govern-
ment is as likely to influence the city’s economy as the federal and provincial 
governments. This suggests that economic voting may be as prominent in 
municipal elections as it is federally and provincially. We turn now to evalu-
ate this possibility.

Table 2. Municipal Versus Provincial and Federal Government Impact.

Impact of Municipal Government

 
Negative 
(n = 521)

Neutral 
(n = 743)

Positive  
(n = 1,242)

Don’t Know 
(n = 384)

Impact of provincial government
 Negative 47.6% 24.4% 46.1% 4.6%
 Neutral 36.2% 62.0% 25.4% 2.6%
 Positive 13.7% 11.5% 24.9% 1.8%
 Don’t know 2.6% 2.1% 3.6% 91.1%
Impact of federal government
 Negative 53.0% 22.9% 23.1% 4.8%
 Neutral 33.3% 61.8% 40.4% 4.2%
 Positive 9.6% 11.8% 32.1% 2.1%
 Don’t know 4.1% 3.5% 4.5% 89.0%

Note. Values in the table represent column percentages. Entries on the diagonal are bolded to 
highlight those individuals who give the same response for multiple levels of government.
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The Effect of Economic Conditions on Vote Choice

Given the (lack of) constitutional standing of Canadian municipalities, and 
Toronto’s weak mayor system, one might reason that economic voting will be 
nonexistent in municipal elections, at either the mayoral or ward level. 
However, the finding above, that Torontonians are just as likely to believe 
that the economy has been influenced by the municipal government as they 
are either the federal or provincial governments, provides at least modest 
cause to expect that economic voting may indeed be present at the municipal 
level. If economic perceptions do, in fact, influence vote choice at this level, 
we suspect that the effect may be moderated by knowledge of the jurisdic-
tional responsibilities of Canadian governments. As the municipal govern-
ment has much less capacity to influence the economy than do either of the 
other orders of government, those individuals who have a high degree of 
knowledge of the responsibilities of each level of government should be less 
likely to factor the city’s economy into their municipal vote decisions. 
Conversely, it may be the case that high-knowledge voters are more likely 
than their low-knowledge counterparts to draw a link between economic con-
ditions and vote choice.

These possibilities are evaluated in Table 3 through a series of four logistic 
regression models: two for the 2014 Toronto mayoral election and two for the 
ward councillor elections. Both models include controls for factors that may 
conceivably influence incumbent support but which can also be associated 
with economic evaluations, including sociodemographic characteristics, an 
economic conservatism index, and candidate evaluations (in the mayoral 
model only, as this information is not available for the ward elections). We 
also control for satisfaction with the performance of the incumbent candidate 
to isolate the effect of economic considerations from general retrospective 
evaluations.16 Our key independent variable (the direction of the economy) is 
based upon the following question: “In the past year, has Toronto’s economy 
gotten better, gotten worse, or stayed the same?” The dependent variable in 
all models is a vote for the incumbent, and a positive and significant finding 
for the “direction” variable would suggest that retrospective economic evalu-
ations were a factor in the decisions of voters (evidence of economic voting). 
Finally, the jurisdictional knowledge variable is based upon a series of eight 
TES questions (note that the wording of the TES questions used in the con-
struction of all variables can be found in the appendix).

The second model for each level is used to consider whether the relation-
ship between economic perceptions and vote choice is moderated by knowl-
edge of the jurisdictional responsibilities of government. Recall that we 
expect those who have little understanding of the responsibilities of the 
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municipal government to be more likely to consider economic conditions in 
their vote choice. To fully investigate this expectation, we first consider 
whether knowledgeable voters are more likely to recognize that municipal 
politicians have very little power over the economy. The jurisdictional knowl-
edge dummy variable suggests that knowledge is indeed related to the per-
ceived economic impact of the municipal government. In total, 45.3% of 
knowledgeable voters thought the municipal government did not make much 
of a difference to the economy whereas only 41.4% of low-knowledge voters 
had the same opinion (this difference is significant at p < .05). The question 
we consider, however, is whether this knowledge affects the relationship 
between economic evaluations and vote choice. If jurisdictional knowledge 
makes voters less likely to base their municipal vote decisions on economic 
considerations, the interaction of the low-knowledge and the economy vari-
ables should be positive and significant.

Table 3 reveals several findings of note. First, the data suggest that the 
economy did indeed factor into the decisions of voters in the 2014 Toronto 
Mayoral Election. Despite the extremely limited capacity for Canadian 
municipalities to influence the economy, the city’s weak mayor system, and 

Table 3. The Economy and Incumbent Support.

Mayoral Ward

Female −0.20 (0.26) −0.14 (0.27) −0.26 (0.18) −0.21 (0.18)
Immigrant −0.01 (0.30) −0.01 (0.31) 0.36 (0.19)* 0.38 (0.20)
Ethnic minority 0.07 (0.39) 0.01 (0.39) 0.18 (0.22) 0.22 (0.23)
High age 0.50 (0.32) 0.41 (0.34) 0.17 (0.19) 0.24 (0.21)
University educated −0.14 (0.29) −0.11 (0.29) 0.00 (0.17) −0.02 (0.18)
High income −0.50 (0.28)* −0.56 (0.29)* −0.02 (0.18) −0.02 (0.19)
Home owner −0.55 (0.34) −0.53 (0.36) 0.26 (0.21) 0.25 (0.22)
North York  Base = Toronto −0.11 (0.41) −0.25 (0.43) −0.72(0.22)*** −0.75(0.22)***
Scarborough −0.06 (0.41) −0.20 (0.43) 0.27 (0.23) 0.28 (0.24)
Etobicoke −0.09 (0.39) −0.15 (0.39) −0.88(0.29)*** −0.84(0.30)***
Economic conservatism −0.89 (0.62) −1.03 (0.65) −0.29 (0.41) −0.28 (0.42)
Ford 4.37 (0.69)*** 4.48 (0.69)***  
Tory −4.06 (0.69)*** −4.17 (0.71)***  
Chow −1.68 (0.55)*** −1.63 (0.56)**  
Satisfaction with incumbent 3.91 (0.71)*** 4.22 (0.78)*** 3.65 (0.33)*** 3.66 (0.34)***
Direction of the economy 0.89 (0.44)**  1.59 (0.52)*** −0.39 (0.25) −0.16 (0.30)
Low knowledge 0.45 (0.46) 0.21 (0.33)
Direction × Low Knowledge −1.95 (0.87)** −0.87 (0.56)
Constant −2.15 (0.82)*** −2.37 (0.88)*** −1.75 (0.41)*** −1.48 (0.53)***
n 1,298 1,298 1,023 1,023
Pseudo-R2 .6535 .6598 .1825 .1827

Note. Entries report coefficients and standard errors (in parentheses).
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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the fact that Rob Ford had most of his powers stripped of him nearly a year 
before the election, voters attributed responsibility for the economy to the 
outgoing mayor. The inclusion of the general satisfaction variable assures us 
that this effect is driven by economic considerations in particular, as opposed 
to evaluations of Rob Ford’s performance more generally. The marginal 
effect of the economic voting variable is equal to 5 points.17 In other words, 
if all other factors are held constant, voters who believed the economy had 
improved were 5 percentage points more likely to support Doug Ford than 
were voters who believed the economy had worsened. This result provides 
compelling evidence that economic voting was indeed a factor in the 2014 
Toronto mayoral election. Even though the mayor has little power to affect 
the economy or even drive policy in Toronto, it appears that voters held the 
(pseudo-)incumbent candidate responsible for the direction of the city’s 
economy.

The second notable finding in Table 3 is that ward-level vote decisions are 
not driven by economic evaluations. As with the mayoral election, general 
satisfaction with the performance of the incumbent councillor is the most 
significant predictor of vote choice. These two types of elections differ, how-
ever, in that incumbent councillors were given no credit or blame for the 
economy.18 This null result conforms to our expectations, and suggests that 
voters focus upon different types of considerations for these two types of 
municipal elections.19 Voters may be more hesitant to attribute responsibility 
for the state of the city’s economy to a councillor who represents only a small 
portion of the city, than they are to the mayor, who represents the city as a 
whole.

The third and final finding of note from Table 3 stems from the interaction 
terms, which test whether knowledge of the jurisdictional responsibility of 
local governments moderates the relationship between economic evaluations 
and vote choice. Contrary to expectations, the interaction term in the mayoral 
model is negative and significant, which suggests that economic consider-
ations are actually less of a factor for individuals with low knowledge of the 
jurisdictional responsibilities of governments than for high-knowledge vot-
ers.20 The constituent economic variable is significant which, given the fact 
that the knowledge variable is a dummy, suggests that economic consider-
ations are important for high-knowledge voters. However, the negative (and 
significant) result for the interaction term is indeed the opposite of what we 
anticipated. Importantly, knowledge itself is not associated with support for 
Ford.21 It is the combination of knowledge and the opinion of the economy 
that appears to be affecting support for Doug Ford.22 Those individuals who 
are highly knowledgeable, and who should presumably be aware of the fact 
that the municipal government has relatively little power to influence the 
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economy are, in fact, the ones who are most likely to factor the economy into 
their mayoral vote decisions.

Although the results in Table 3 indicate an interactive relationship between 
knowledge, evaluations of the economy, and support for Doug Ford, the raw 
regression coefficients presented in the table provide no information on the 
magnitude of effects. To that end, we present Figure 1, which shows the pre-
dicted rate of support for Ford among low- and high-knowledge voters, for 
each value of the economic evaluation variable.23 To compare high- and low-
knowledge voters, the values in the figure are based upon the mayoral model 
with the interaction term in Table 3. The figure illustrates graphically the 
nature of the interactive relationship between economic evaluations, knowl-
edge, and vote choice.

Figure 1 suggests multiple findings of interest. First, as suggested by the 
result of the interaction term in Table 3, the slopes of the lines for high- and 
low-knowledge voters are quite different. Evaluations of the economy are 
positively related to support for Ford among high-knowledge voters; the pre-
dicted probability of voting for Ford is 8.7 percentage points higher if voters 
believed the economy to have improved (29.1%) than if they thought the 
city’s economy had worsened within the last year (20.4%).24 In contrast, the 
slope of the line for the low-knowledge group is not significantly different 
from zero, indicating that, for this group, the state of the economy was not a 
factor in vote choice.

The figure also reveals an important pattern which Table 1 does not: the 
difference between high- and low-knowledge voters exists only if voters 
were of the opinion that the economy had improved. The vote choices of the 
two knowledge groups are not significantly different from one another in the 
“economy worsened” and “economy unchanged” categories. However, the 
predicted probability of voting for Ford jumps from 20.8% to 29.1%, moving 
from the low- to high-knowledge category, and this difference is statistically 
significant at p < .01. Put plainly, for those individuals who were of the opin-
ion that the economy had improved, knowledge significantly moderated the 
impact of economic opinions on vote choice in the 2014 Toronto municipal 
election.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite the reasons one might expect economic voting not to factor into 
municipal elections, TES data reveal that the economy was indeed a signifi-
cant consideration in the decision-making calculus of voters in the 2014 
Toronto mayoral election. Despite the myriad reasons why we might expect 
voters to believe the municipal government has no effect upon the economy, 
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Tables 1 and 2 reveal TES respondents were just as likely to believe the 
municipal government influenced the economy as they were the provincial or 
federal governments. Given this, perhaps it is not surprising that Table 3 
shows that positive evaluations of the direction of the city’s economy led to 
increased support for (pseudo-)incumbent Doug Ford. Although the esti-
mated effect (5 points) is much less than that observed by Cutler and Matthews 
(2005) in Vancouver’s 2002 partisan election (17 points), the effect may have 
been decisive if the 2014 Toronto mayoral election had been a closer race.25 
Furthermore, we find that those most knowledgeable about the limitations of 
municipal government jurisdiction are the most likely to hold the incumbent 
mayoral candidate responsible. This is opposite to our expectations.

So what might account for our potentially surprising findings? In terms of 
municipal economic voting, we can see two potential explanations. First, as 
suggested above, it may be that the absence of parties leads voters to search 
for alternative cues. They may turn to the economy as a shortcut, despite the 
many reasons why economic considerations should not factor into municipal 
vote decisions. Alternatively, it may be that political rhetoric is such that vot-
ers are led to make incorrect links between the economy and the government/
mayor’s effect. In other words, it may be the perception of a politician’s eco-
nomic impact, rather than the objective truth, that matters for vote choice. 
The side that does the best job of arguing its economic impact stands to ben-
efit from an issue that should likely not factor into mayoral election 

Figure 1. Predicted support for Doug Ford by economic evaluation and knowledge.
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outcomes. Indeed, Rob Ford made several claims during his tenure, including 
in the months leading up to the election, that he had a significant, positive 
impact upon the city’s economy and the municipal government’s finances.26 
He personally took credit for a drop in Toronto’s unemployment rate (Gee 
2013; Shah 2013), describing the city’s economy as booming (Dale 2014). 
Despite being disproven by the media, he claimed to have saved the city 
CDN $1 billion (Moloney and Pagliaro 2014), and claimed rather infamously 
that “I have transformed Toronto into an economic powerhouse” (Gee 
2013).27 Such specious claims are hardly beneficial for political accountabil-
ity through realistic economic voting.

As for the curious findings that knowledge of the jurisdictional responsi-
bilities of governments increases the likelihood that electors will factor eco-
nomic evaluations into their vote choices, and that a difference between 
high- and low-knowledge voters exists only among those who have positive 
evaluations of the economy, we can think of no obvious explanations or rea-
sons for these effects. One potential explanation, which must be examined in 
future research, might be that knowledgeable voters may be more aware of 
political events and are thus more likely than low-knowledge voters to be 
exposed to claims made by politicians such as Rob Ford’s statement that he 
had a positive impact upon the city’s economy. If even some high-knowledge 
voters are willing to accept such claims, it could help to account for the inter-
active relationship observed above. Note that, for their parts, the challengers 
in the election (Tory and Chow) made little mention of either the city’s econ-
omy or Ford’s impact upon the economy. This could explain why the vote 
choices of those individuals with negative economic evaluations are not 
influenced by knowledge. Accordingly, voters were willing to reward the 
Ford brothers for positive economic performance, but not to punish them for 
poor performance. Another possible explanation for this finding may be that 
the Rob Ford scandal factored more heavily into the decisions of low-knowl-
edge voters than their high-knowledge counterparts, who focused on more 
sophisticated considerations such as policy or the economy. Reproducing this 
study in a different setting would provide a test of this theory.28

On multiple fronts, therefore, the findings of this study are both surprising 
and difficult to explain, at least with TES data. The results above present 
other promising avenues for new research, which may further our under-
standing of economic voting in understudied settings such as municipalities. 
Future research is required to test for the presence of economic voting, as 
well as the moderating effect of knowledge upon economic voting, in other 
settings, and, perhaps more importantly, also to explain it. In addition, our 
analysis of ward elections has focused upon the economy of Toronto as a 
whole, but the effect of ward-level economic conditions should also be 
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considered—a more geographically specific economic measure would be 
required to do so. Finally, the measure of government impact considered in 
Tables 1 and 2 suggests the direction, but not the magnitude, of economic 
effects. A more precise measure may provide additional insight into citizen 
attitudes toward governmental impact upon the economy and vote choice.

The characteristics of the 2014 Toronto election combine to provide a stiff 
test for economic voting to appear. Despite a highly complex institutional 
environment with multiple levels of government, a relatively weak municipal 
level of government, a weak mayor system, a mayor stripped of most of his 
powers, and an election where economic matters were reportedly of minimal 
importance to voters, municipal economic conditions nevertheless had a 
noteworthy influence in the vote decisions of Torontonians in the 2014 
Toronto election. If we see economic voting present in a case as institution-
ally set against it as Toronto, we might expect the presence of economic vot-
ing in many other municipal contexts with less stringent institutional 
opposition. For mayoral candidates, our study therefore suggests that it is far 
from stupid to focus upon the economy.

Appendix

Survey Questions

Economic variables.Governments at all levels make decisions that impact the lives 
of citizens. Please rank each level of government in terms of the amount of impact 
its decisions have upon your quality of life: municipal, provincial, and federal.

Have the policies of the municipal government made Toronto’s economy 
better, worse, or not made much of a difference? Have the policies of the 
provincial government made Toronto’s economy better, worse, or not made 
much of a difference? Have the policies of the federal government made 
Toronto’s economy better, worse, or not made much of a difference?

Over the past year, has Toronto’s economy gotten better, gotten worse, or 
stayed about the same?

Knowledge of jurisdictional responsibilities.Which level of government has pri-
marily responsibility for the following policy areas? Employment insurance, 
social housing, health care, primary and secondary education, defense policy, 
transit and transportation, sewage and water, and police and fire services.

Sociodemographic characteristics.Dummies for gender, immigrant status, ethnic 
minority, age (over median age), university education, income (over median 
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income), home ownership, geography (dummies for North York, Scarbor-
ough and Etobicoke, base = Toronto).

Economic conservatism index. Do you agree/disagree with the following state-
ments: Government should leave it up to the private sector to create jobs, 
government should see to it that everyone has a decent standard of living.

Candidate evaluations. How do you feel about the following mayoral candi-
dates on a scale from 0 to 100, where 0 means you really dislike the candi-
date, and 100 means you really like the candidate? (Doug Ford, Olivia Chow, 
John Tory, Rob Ford)

Vote choice. Which mayoral candidate did you vote for? Which City Council 
candidate did you vote for in your ward?

Additional questions. In your opinion, how similar are Doug Ford’s policies to 
those is his brother Rob?

Quality control question. To ensure that your browser is downloading the con-
tent of this survey correctly, please select option “four” below.

Ideological placement of candidates. On a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 means left 
and 10 means right, where would you place (Doug Ford, Olivia Chow, John 
Tory, Rob Ford)?
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Notes

 1. Data were collected through a two-wave Internet survey. The first wave was 
administered in the weeks leading up to the election (from September 19 until 
October 27) whereas the second was administered shortly after election day 
(from October 28 until November 3). The sampling frame included eligible 
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voters only (those individuals over 18 who are Canadian citizens and who live 
in Toronto). Respondents were recruited through existing panels from an estab-
lished Canadian survey firm and were compensated for their responses. To maxi-
mize the representativeness of our results, data have been weighted for gender, 
age, and education level to match the actual population of Toronto. Weighting 
is particularly important with Internet surveys, as there may be some concern 
that the sample is not representative of the population. Although we minimize 
concern of representativeness through the use of controls and weighting, it is 
nevertheless worth briefly comparing our sample with the population (based 
upon data from the most recent Census, 2011). According to Statistics Canada, 
52.7% of eligible voters in Toronto were female, though women represent 43.4% 
of Toronto Election Study (TES) respondents. Among the voting age popula-
tion, 30.9% was between the ages of 18 and 34, 37.0% between 35 and 54, and 
another 32.0% over the age of 54. The share of TES respondents in these catego-
ries was 20.9%, 36.9%, and 32.0%, respectively. Although the TES sample thus 
does differ slightly from the population with respect to gender and age, these 
proportions are brought to exactly match population values through the use of 
weighting.

 2. The role of partisan or candidate bias in considering the effect of economic 
evaluations on casting a ballot in support of the incumbent has been a source 
of significant debate in the economic voting literature. In short, the argument is 
that the consideration of the effects of economic evaluations on vote choice is 
corrupted because partisan or candidate bias is significantly entwined with the 
formation of positive and negative economic evaluations in the first instance. In 
the case of the Toronto Election, this argument would suggest that evaluations of 
Rob (and/or Doug) Ford significantly contributed to respondents’ perceptions of 
Toronto’s economic conditions—positive evaluations of the Fords lead to posi-
tive evaluations of the economy. As such, economic evaluations are claimed to 
be endogenous and cannot reliably be distinguished from candidate choice. This 
possibility has been extensively debated, and the conclusions remain mixed. 
Some (e.g., C. J. Anderson, Mendes, and Tverdova 2004; Evans and Andersen 
2006) find evidence of endogeneity whereas others (e.g., Lewis-Beck 2006; 
Lewis-Beck, Nadeau, and Elias 2008) dispute these findings.

 3. Although there is mixed evidence on the effect of infrastructure investment 
on economic development (Kemmerling and Stephan 2002; Kessides 1993), 
Canadian municipal governments rely heavily on contributions from federal and 
provincial government when engaging in such investments. As a result, even if 
such investments lead to economic payoffs, municipal governments in Canada 
cannot claim significant credit for them.

 4. Since 2006, Toronto’s mayor has had the authority to appoint a 12-member 
executive committee (EC) from City Council (Lu 2006). This committee acts as 
the municipal government’s executive, is nominally responsible for the budget, 
and members of the committee act as chairs of the various standing committees. 
However, the 12 members and mayor only account for 27% of votes on council 
(12 of 45), and the EC lacks the authority to hire and fire staff. Even EC members 
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have proven to have limited loyalties to mayor, a fact made clear during the ten-
ure of both former mayors Rob Ford and David Miller (Church and Hui 2013; 
Dale 2013b; Vincent 2009).

 5. The scandal that led to Ford’s loss of authority began on May 16, 2013, when the 
website Gawker reported that it had been offered a video purportedly showing 
then Mayor Rob Ford smoking crack cocaine. Later that day, two reporters from 
the Toronto Star claimed they had seen the video (Doolittle and Donovan 2013). 
After the story broke about the video, the Mayor’s behavior came under greater 
scrutiny, with a number of reports emerging of him being high or intoxicated at 
various events (Lu, Rider, and Kane 2013; Mahoney and Rogers 2013). In early 
November, the mayor apologized for being drunk in public, and then admitted 
to smoking crack in the video (Church and Friesen 2013; Dale 2013c, 2013d). 
The mayor’s behavior, admission to smoking crack in the video, and refusal to 
seek help finally led to City Council stripping him of most of his authority on 
November 18, 2013 (Mendleson and Edwards 2013). Importantly for this article, 
the scandal was not economic in nature, meaning that the scandal should theo-
retically have no impact upon economic voting.

 6. It is also important to note that the scandal surrounding Rob Ford received rela-
tively little attention after he was replaced on the ballot by his brother Doug.

 7. Vancouver is one of a minority of cities in Canada that have political parties at the 
local level. As a result, Cutler and Matthews’ work may have limited applicabil-
ity when examining Toronto. Unlike Toronto’s ward elections, Vancouver elects 
its councillors using an at-large, list system—voters vote for all council posi-
tions. The 15 candidates with most votes are elected. Over the last few decades, 
Vancouver has also developed a fairly robust party system (party affiliation is 
indicated next to candidates’ names on the ballot). Since the emergence of party 
politics in Vancouver, the mayor, who is also elected at large, has always been 
the leader of the party with the most seats on council. As a result, Vancouver’s 
mayor has acquired significant authority when compared with Toronto’s, and 
councillors tend to vote as a block on Council.

 8. Outside of Canada, a few studies exist that consider economic influences on 
local elections. Both Vermeir and Heyndels (2006) and Bosch and Solé-Ollé 
(2007) assessed the role of tax policy and intermunicipal comparison (yardstick 
competition) in municipal election outcomes in Flanders and Spain, respectively.

 9. Note that Toronto has 44 wards. Councillors are elected under a single-member 
plurality electoral system.

10. Results from the TES indicate that 13.3% of respondents thought that the Toronto 
economy had improved, 34.5% thought it had worsened, and 44% thought it had 
stayed the same over the previous 12 months (8.2% didn’t know). So while the 
modal category was a neutral perception, more thought that the economy had 
worsened than improved. For comparison, objective indicators of the condition 
of the Toronto economy suggested a mixed picture. In May of 2014, the unem-
ployment rate in the City of Toronto stood at 9.2% and while this was down from 
the time of the previous election in 2010 (where unemployment hovered around 
10%), this was up by 0.8% over the previous 12 months (Toronto 2014a). By 
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contrast, gross domestic product (GDP) growth for Toronto remained consis-
tently positive since the previous election with average annual rates of growth 
ranging between 1% and 3% (Toronto 2014b). So on balance, TES respondents 
tended to be a little more pessimistic about the condition of the economy than 
was actually the case.

11. High-knowledge voters are those who answered more than 50% of the eight 
knowledge questions correctly (76% of cases are in this category), and low-
knowledge voters are those who answered 50% or fewer correctly (24% of cases 
fall into this group). Note that the mean number of correct answers was 5.6 out 
of 8. Our decision to define low-knowledge voters using a cutoff point of 50% or 
fewer questions reflects a desire to identify those voters who are low knowledge 
in absolute, rather than simply in relative terms. Nevertheless, we did run a test 
of the robustness of the findings below, whereby knowledge was divided into 
three terciles, and our substantive findings remain unchanged: The economic 
effects upon vote choice are different for low- and high-knowledge voters.

12. It should be noted that, although we exclude these respondents from our sam-
ple for theoretical reasons, the substantive conclusions of our analysis remain 
unchanged if these cases are included.

13. There are other reasons to see Doug as a pseudoincumbent. TES respondents 
also rated the two brothers quite similarly—the Pearson correlation between 
101-point feeling thermometers for the two brothers is an impressive .90. In 
addition, the TES has data on preelection vote intention that shows that an over-
whelming majority (94%) of decided Doug supporters claimed that they would 
have supported Rob if he were running. Finally, electors viewed the brothers 
very similarly in ideological terms—assigning Doug an average score of 7.35 on 
a left (0) right (10) scale, and Rob an average value of 7.33.

14. Incumbents were present in all wards except 2, 3, 4, 5, 16, 20, and 39. The TES 
was administered online and contained a quality control question to weed out 
respondents who were not taking the survey seriously. Those individuals who 
failed this question (3.1% of the sample) are excluded from all analysis here.

15. It is conceivable that the wording of this survey question, which implies that gov-
ernments are impactful, might bias respondents against the “not much of a differ-
ence” response. If such a bias exists, however, it should apply to equally to the three 
levels of government. The finding that respondents are just as likely to believe the 
municipal government has impacted the economy as the other two levels of govern-
ment should therefore not be influenced by any potential bias of this nature.

16. We argue that the inclusion of both the candidate ratings and the incumbent sat-
isfaction variable further mitigate concern about endogeneity in these estimates 
of economic effects on vote choice.

17. As determined using the “margins” command in STATA following the base may-
oral model above.

18. Even in a bivariate analysis, the economy is unrelated to vote choice in ward 
elections.

19. Note that if the mayoral model is limited to only those cases included in the ward 
model, the economy variable remains positive and statistically significant. Such 
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a finding suggests that the difference in the mayoral and ward results is not due 
to the restriction of the ward model to particular wards. It also suggests that those 
people without a councillor to blame/credit are no more likely to blame/credit the 
mayor than are those who do not have such an option.

20. Although we have chosen to employ a dummy knowledge variable here for 
theoretical reasons, the substantive conclusions of the models in Table 3 remain 
unchanged when an interval version of the knowledge variable is used instead.

21. Note that the knowledge variable is also insignificant if included in the mayoral 
and ward models without the interaction terms.

22. While insignificant, the interaction term in the ward model is also negative. The 
p value is .14, which by itself is likely not worthy of mention. In light of the 
surprising positive result from the mayoral model, however, the finding provides 
some suggestive evidence that the interaction of economic considerations and 
jurisdictional knowledge does indeed have an effect at the ward level.

23. Values were determined using postestimation, manipulating the economy and 
knowledge variables but leaving all other variables unchanged.

24. Note that the predicted rate of Ford support among the entire sample considered 
in Figure 1 is 23.8%.

25. We should note that some care should be taken when making this comparison, as 
Cutler and Matthews’ model was specified in a slightly different manner (their 
model did not include measures of candidate evaluations).

26. Although Rob Ford claimed to make dramatic changes to the City’s finances, 
when compared with Miller’s tenure, there is little evidence of a substantial 
change. Property tax increases were marginally lower under Ford, but user fees 
were increased (Dale 2013a; Toronto n.d.).

27. TES data suggest a relationship between vote choice and the belief that the 
municipal government impacted the economy. Ford voters were less likely to 
think that the municipal government had no impact (40.5%) than were those 
individuals who voted for other candidates (48.1%). Unsurprisingly, they are 
also much more likely to be of the opinion that the policies of the municipal 
government had a positive impact upon the economy than other voters (39.8% 
vs. 11.9%).

28. Still another explanation for this finding may be that high- and low-knowledge 
voters tend to focus upon different types of factors, or issues, when making their 
vote choice. Specifically, it may conceivably be the case that high-knowledge 
voters place more emphasis on specific issues, rather than the economy more 
generally. TES data suggest that this is not the case. The data set includes a series 
of questions on how important respondents believe a series of issues are (includ-
ing transit, traffic and congestion, taxes, and municipal finances). We interacted 
each of these terms with knowledge and added these variables to the large may-
oral model from Table 3. None of the interaction terms were close to statisti-
cal significance, indicating that knowledge did not moderate the effect of issue 
importance upon support for Ford. Thus, knowledge moderates the relationship 
between economic evaluations and vote choice, but not between attitudes toward 
issue importance and vote choice.
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