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ABSTRACT The origins and implications of partisan identification are well studied, but nega-
tive partisan attitudes – dislike for a particular party – have escaped such scrutiny. We argue
that the concept of partisanship, especially in a multi-party system, is incomplete until negative
sentiments are considered. In this paper, we refine the concept of negative partisanship (NPID)
by providing an improved method of operationalizing it, examine its incidence and relationship
with positive party identification in a multi-party system, and propose two theories of its
origins. Our results, based upon data from five Canadian federal elections, indicate that study-
ing NPID in a multi-party system requires a broader understanding of the mechanisms that
lead to negative party attitudes than in a two-party system.

Since the publication of The American Voter in 1960, little voting research has failed
to consider the importance of party identification. From prompting participation to
influencing candidate evaluations to providing a heuristic shortcut for voters, party
identification has become a fundamental element in voting research (Weisberg and
Greene 2003; Johnston 2006). The idea of partisanship, however, has been con-
sidered almost exclusively in terms of positive attachment. The conceptual opposite,
a persistent aversion to a specific party, is considered far less often, despite recog-
nition that the electorate’s negative evaluations and sentiments are important (Key
1966; Sigelman and Gant 1989).

In this paper, we contribute to the theoretical and empirical understanding of par-
tisan identification by delving into the nature of negative partisanship (NPID) in a
multi-party system. Much research on the topic of negative affective orientations
has focused on the American two-party system (Maggiotto and Piereson 1977;
Gant and Sigelman 1985; Sigelman and Gant 1989; for exceptions, see Crewe
1980; Rose and Mishler 1998). Medeiros and Noël (2014) provide the most
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current comparative look at NPID, suggesting that it influences vote choice in Aus-
tralia, Canada, New Zealand and the USA, but they focus on competition between
two major parties only. We believe that much can be learned by extending the analy-
sis to multi-party contexts and competition, and operationalize NPID accordingly. In
two-party competition, positive partisan attachments do not guarantee the presence of
negative attitudes towards the opposition, but it is always clear which party should be
the target of negative attention (Bowler, Lanoue, and Savoie 1994). In a multi-party
competition, however, there are multiple opposing parties that could potentially be
evaluated negatively. We posit that a better understanding of the direction of negative
partisan attitudes, through consideration of ideological and party competition motiv-
ations, can enrich our appreciation of partisanship. This is especially true under con-
ditions of multi-party competition and particularly in cases like Canada where parties
have not traditionally engaged in highly polarized competition (Wattenberg 1982).

Our analysis examines the incidence of NPID and its relationship with positive par-
tisanship, using, as mentioned, an alternative operationalization of the term that better
addresses the nuances of the concept. We then evaluate evidence for two possible
motivations for NPID – ideology and party competition – by looking for distinguish-
able patterns in the relationship between negative and positive partisanship in
Canada. Since having a party attachment in a multi-party system does not specify
a particular negative affect, addressing the nature of negative partisan attitudes can
help us to understand more fully the dynamics of political competition and partisan-
ship in such contexts.

Defining Negative Partisanship

To consider NPID, we must first review its more popular positive counterpart. There
are two schools of thought about positive partisanship, implicating affective and cog-
nitive processes, respectively. Campbell, Gurin, and Miller (1954, 89) furnish the
classic definition of partisan identification as “the sense of personal attachment the
individual feels towards the [party] of [one’s] choice”. Sentiment is central: the par-
tisan attitude “is a psychological identification, which can persist . . . even without a
consistent record of party support” and consists of an “affective orientation to an
important group-object in [one’s] environment” (Campbell et al., 1960, 121). In
this Michigan model, partisan attachment is long-lasting and developed as individuals
are socialized into their political environments. An alternate perspective can be traced
to Fiorina (1981), who suggests that rational and cognitive rather than largely invo-
luntary processes are what lead to a partisan identification (see also Achen 1992,
2002). Voters keep a running tally of retrospective evaluations of party performances
to determine which party gains their allegiance. This model is noticeably sensitive to
short-term factors, which can have a powerful influence on voter evaluations of gov-
ernment performance.

Though one relies on partisanship as a primarily affective orientation while the
other casts it as cognitive, in both of these approaches, party identification is predo-
minantly understood as a positive attachment. Some, however, argue that negativity
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is an implicit part of the concept of partisanship; per Wattenberg (1982, 31), “[i]f par-
tisanship represents a long-term force that is resistant to short-term trends favouring a
particular party, then it should involve some sense of rejection of the other major
party in order to insulate partisans from shifts to the opposition”. Maggiotto and Pier-
eson (1977, 746) explicitly address the need to consider evaluations of the party that
opposes one’s favoured party; they contend that the traditional indicators of partisan-
ship cannot capture the negative aspect, “[leaving] the concept only partly specified
and incompletely measured”. Rose and Mishler (1998, 219) argue that “[t]o ignore
negative attitudes toward parties risks removing conflict from electoral competition”.

Conceptually, incorporating negative evaluations of other parties as a component
of partisanship is straightforward if one conceives of partisanship as an identity.
Greene (1999) argues that the concept of partisan identity was a precursor to social
identity theory, and can be understood in the same way as other chosen identifi-
cations. A key component of identity is recognition of and comparison to “the
other”. Tajfel’s (1974) ground-breaking work on social identity strongly suggests
that this identity is defined and reinforced partly in reference to other identities,
without which some aspects of identity are impossible to define; group identity
attains meaning chiefly through comparison, and “characteristics of one’s group as
a whole . . . achieve most of their significance in relation to perceived differences
from other groups and the value connotation of these differences” (71). While the
Michigan school might understand negative evaluations as consequences of the per-
ceptual screen and selective attention that come with holding a specific partisan iden-
tity, Greene (1999, 395) argues that “[i]n social identity theory . . . bipolar partisan
attitudes are a natural psychological outgrowth of self-perceived membership in a
political party”. Put otherwise, “competitive elections lead to negative views of the
opposite party” (Weisberg and Greene 2003, 92). Thus, negative attitudes towards
other parties may be a direct by-product of a positive affiliation, and Weisberg and
Greene (2003) argue that “[t]oo much of the work in party identification has exam-
ined identification with the in-group without taking into account views toward the
out-group” (p. 93).

Negative partisanship is also commensurate with the more cognitively-oriented
running-tally model. In this view, positive partisan identification reflects not just
sociodemographics, but also a voter’s compiled retrospective assessments, both posi-
tive and negative, of how the various parties have affected him or her in the past. Both
stability and change in partisan identification are possible under this model.1 While a
mostly positive running tally for a specific party might influence a voter to form a
positive attachment to that party, it is also possible that a running tally of mostly nega-
tive evaluations of a party might lead the voter to develop – independently of positive
identification – a feeling of hostility towards a party. Thus, while NPID and PPID
may coexist and have some influence on one another, PPID does not necessarily
presuppose or entail NPID, and vice versa.

Some academic work has explicitly considered negative partisan attitudes in the
conceptualization of partisanship. Crewe (1980, 8) calls “intense negative feelings”
towards a party “hostile partisanship” but focuses his analysis on the relative strength

Negative Partisanship in Multi-party System 3

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
is

ho
ps

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

0:
45

 1
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



of feelings towards one’s own party and its opponents; he calls disliking an opposition
party more than one likes one’s own “negative partisanship” (see also Crewe 1980).
Johnston (2006, 336) draws from the literature on strategic voting the insight “that
identification may be more negative than positive”, implying the possibility of
NPID without PPID. Rose and Mishler (1998), in the context of post-
communist electorates, document the existence of what they label closed, open,
negative and apathetic partisans. Closed partisans are “complete” in that they have
both PPID for one party and NPID for another. Open partisans hold only PPID,
negative partisans only NPID, and apathetic partisans have no partisan attitudes
whatsoever. Estrada’s (2005, 39) use of “negative partisanship” derives from his
understanding of Mexican politics as largely shaped by whether voters support
the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) or would prefer anything but that
party. He argues “that positive and negative feelings should be considered jointly
as sources of partisan orientations” (p. 49). Most recently, Medeiros and Noël
(2014) find that NPID is a significant vote determinant and that NPID is influenced
by both PPID and ideology. They suggest that negative views can be spurred by posi-
tive ones, but also that both affect the vote independently.

Building upon these previous works, in this paper we contend that partisanship is
multidimensional and conceptualize NPID as an aversion to a political party, with
separate and distinct correlates from PPID.2 Negative partisanship need not be a
direct consequence of positive partisanship, nor ought it to behave as though it
were simply positive partisanship viewed through a glass, darkly. We also contend
that PPID and NPID may be held in any combination; one, the other, both, or
neither, as in Rose and Mishler’s (1998) characterization.

Negative Partisanship and the Multi-party Context

Understanding partisanship as both positive and negative attitudes is simplest in a
two-party context. Partisans prefer one party over another, and thus have a natural
“opposition” to their political choice. For example, if an American voter does not
like the Democrats, the Republicans become the only realistic option save abstention,
and vice versa, such that “[i]n almost every case, a vote subtracted from one party is a
vote added to the other” (Bowler, Lanoue, and Savoie 1994, 993). Even if no negative
evaluations are held for the other party, the behavioural implications are identical –
choosing one still amounts to rejecting the other. If negative evaluations are held,
however, partisanship can be strengthened, as voters pushed away from one party
are necessarily pushed towards the other (Crewe 1980), barring abstention.

Transporting the logic of NPID to a multi-party system is less straightforward. In
such cases, where the choice of “opponent” is less obvious, it is difficult to predict the
direction of negativity. A multi-party system makes it impossible to deduce which
party one should dislike based solely on one’s positive partisan attachments. Garry
(2007, 357) argues that including negative identities and measurements of negative
affect “may yield interesting insights into voter-party relations in the multiparty
setting”.

4 R. Michael McGregor et al.
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So how might we understand the direction of NPID in a multi-party system? We
suggest that NPID may be related to two considerations: ideology and party compe-
tition. From an ideological perspective, voters will prefer that a party holding similar
views is elected, and one with opposing views is not. Developing NPID in this
manner does not require PPID, but simply knowledge of one’s own ideological
position. On the other hand, if a voter does have PPID, the major competitor of
her preferred party may be the target of negative attitudes. If a voter wants her
own party to win she may also (logically) want her party’s chief opponent to lose;
such an attitude could be especially salient if the preferred party is not likely to
win, but the disliked party is.3

We contend that taking both ideological and competitive considerations into account
will allow us to best understand the complexity of NPID in multi-party systems. While
our theory of NPID is compatible with two-party system dynamics, the unique expec-
tations it creates for NPID-only and closed partisans can only be investigated in a multi-
party context. Our work thus extends the literature on NPID by examining two possible
motivations for negative partisan affect in a multi-party system and showing that they
both may be used to better understand the incidence of NPID.

Points of Investigation

We evaluate our theory of NPID in the case of Canada.4 Using Canadian Election
Study (CES) data from five federal elections,5 we consider the distribution of
NPID among the major Canadian parties, the relationship between NPID and
PPID, and whether ideology and competition can help us to understand the incidence
of NPID. The evidence presented in Medeiros and Noël (2014) suggests that the
Canadian case may be especially appropriate for our study because of the existence
of the centrist Liberal Party, for which ideology and competition considerations do
not coincide.

We introduce a new method of operationalizing NPID in our analyses. Using survey
data, there are two obvious ways that NPID may be measured, neither of which pro-
vides a direct measure of NPID as we conceptualize it.6 Many election studies, includ-
ing Canada’s, include a question such as: “Is there a party that you absolutely would not
vote for?”. Responses to this question might simply reflect an unwillingness to vote for
a party seen as uncompetitive, and thus be indicative of strategic considerations, rather
than NPID. Relying on this question as an indicator of NPID could thus produce false
positives, and lead to overestimates of the rates of NPID.

An alternative method of operationalizing NPID with survey data would be to
compare party feeling thermometers (attitudes towards each party on a 0–100
scale) and assign NPID for the party given the lowest ranking. This is the approach
taken by Crewe (1980). While this method is attractively simple, individuals who
give a low thermometer rating to a party might still consider voting for that party.
Again, overly high estimates of NPID rates may result. Relying solely upon either
feeling thermometers or the “would not vote for” question as an indicator of NPID
is thus insufficient.
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Our approach is to combine these two measures to form a more robust indicator of
NPID. Including party feeling thermometer questions reduces the risk of NPID false
positives from a strategic “definitely would not vote for” approach. Similarly, feeling
thermometer responses provide insights into which party respondents like the least,
but not whether they will ever vote for that party – something negative partisans,
as we have conceptualized them, would not do. We supplement these two questions
with a requirement that the lowest thermometer ranking must be below 50 on a 0–100
scale (the neutral point of the scale).7 Thus, we consider individuals to have NPID if
they meet three criteria: one must list a party in one’s “absolutely would not vote for”
response; no other major party can receive a lower feeling thermometer rating than
the party listed;8 and the NPID party rating must be below 50 to ensure that the
respondent does not have even a slightly positive opinion of the party.9 We create
an NPID dummy variable for each party on the basis of this information.

This method is designed to mirror, as closely as possible, the standard method of
operationalizing PPID that we use in this study. To be coded as having PPID, respon-
dents must first select a party, and then indicate a “very strong” or “fairly strong”
identification with that party. This method is consistent with previous work in
Canada and elsewhere, and ensures that the effects of party identification are only
tested considering those respondents with a strong level of attachment to a political
party (Blais et al. 2002; Gidengil et al. 2012). By including the requirement that feel-
ings towards the NPID party must be below 50, we essentially impose a strength
requirement that ensures our conceptualization of NPID corresponds with the stan-
dard practice for coding PPID.

While we recognize that some respondents might hold NPID towards more than
one party, and while our theory does not necessarily preclude this, the format of our
data necessitates that we focus upon NPID for one party only in order to produce
results that are broadly comparable. This is because the possible responses to the
“would not vote for” question vary across elections. While in some of the elections
considered here (1993 and 2011) respondents could only select one party for which
they would not consider voting, in others (1988, 2006 and 2008), they could indi-
cate that there are multiple parties for which they would never vote. In 1988, since
there were only three main parties, and since we have data on voter preferences
(including leanings), it is possible to determine which two parties respondents dis-
liked. For this election, the party with the lowest feeling thermometer score is con-
sidered the NPID party.10 In 2006 and 2008, however, there were more than three
significant parties, so we cannot make assumptions about which, and how many
parties, respondents held NPID towards. Moreover, the applicable response
option for these years was actually “multiple/other”, meaning that respondents
could have either disliked multiple parties, or a minor party not explicitly listed
as an option. Due to these complicating factors, the “multiple/other” responses
are omitted for these two elections.11 We have chosen therefore to focus on
single NPID in this paper in order to evaluate similar models across elections.
Nevertheless, care must be taken when comparing the results from the five
elections.

6 R. Michael McGregor et al.
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Our analysis allows us to evaluate the extent to which recognizing ideological and
competitive motivations can improve our understanding of patterns of NPID. In
Canada, voters have several Ideologically-distinct options. The Conservative Party
is found on the right, the Liberal Party in the centre, and the New Democratic
Party (NDP) and Green Party on the left.12 Of these, only the historically dominant
Liberals and Conservatives have ever held office. Until the most recent federal elec-
tion in 2011, in which it became the largest party on the opposition benches, the NDP
could be described as a perennial third party in a “two-party-plus” and subsequently a
“one-party-plus” system characterized by Liberal dominance throughout the 1990s
and early 2000s; only in that same election did the Greens achieve their most signifi-
cant success to date, winning a single seat in the House of Commons (Scotto,
Stephenson, and Kornberg 2004). NPID in this system could be related to either ideo-
logical distance (e.g. a right-wing ideologue might be hostile to the ideologically
distant NDP) or party competition (e.g. a Conservative supporter, seeing the Liberals
as the biggest threat to their party, may have Liberal NPID). We consider how well
the distribution of NPID among those with and without PPID fits with these expla-
nations, seeking evidence to support our contention that NPID may be related to
either or both of these motivations.

We use data from the 1988, 1993, 2006, 2008 and 2011 CESs. Prior to 1988, the
CES did not ask respondents if there was a party they absolutely would not vote for,
and this question was similarly absent in 1997, 2000 and 2004. We exclude the Bloc
Québécois from our analysis, so Québec is omitted for 1993, 2006, 2008 and 2011.
One of our goals is to consider how ideology relates to patterns of NPID, and though
the Bloc can be positioned on a traditional left–right scale, its raison d’être is to
secure Québec’s independence from Canada. As this issue arguably is orthogonal
to a traditional left–right scale (based upon social and economic factors), the party
is not considered here.

Results

The Distribution of Negative Partisanship

We first consider basic descriptive data to understand the incidence of NPID in the
Canadian population. Across our five elections, an average of 50.1% of respondents
held NPID. Rates of NPID differ from year to year, at least partially due to differences
in the format of CES survey questions, ranging from 45.7% in 2008 to 55.3% in
1993.13 Table 1 shows the distribution of NPID according to party (note that the
Green Party is only considered from 2006 onwards, while the Reform Party is
only considered in 1993). Because of minor differences in question format, some
caution should be taken when comparing results directly from year to year, though
general trends can be inferred from the data. Comparisons of party results from
within each election are also valid.

The Conservative Party (which won four of the five elections under study) is the
most disliked party from 2006 onwards. The NDP had the highest rate of NPID in
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1988 and 1993 (23.9% and 21.5% of the respective samples from these years held
NDP NPID). More recently, the NDP has had the lowest incidence of NPID of the
major parties, with NPID levels similar to those of the Greens. That the NDP was
not perceived as a serious contender in 1988 or 1993 may partly explain this
result, as respondents may have answered the “would never vote for” question by
naming a party they thought would be pointless to support. More recently, the weak-
ening of the Liberal Party and fragmentation on the left may have caused respondents
not to rule out ever voting for the NDP, especially after their wave of newfound popu-
larity in the 2011 election. The Liberals have rates of NPID ranging from 8.9% in
2008 to 14.5% in 2006, and were the least disliked in 1988, 1993 and 2008. In the
one year for which data are available, the upstart Reform Party was less disliked
than either the NDP or Conservatives.

Now that we have established the prevalence of NPID in the electorate, we con-
sider how often it is found alone or paired with PPID. Recall that in our conceptual-
ization of NPID, negative sentiments may either be related to, or independent of,
PPID. A basic comparison of PPID and NPID patterns supports this view (Table 2).

The largest segment of the electorate is those individuals who have both NPID and
PPID – roughly a third of respondents are closed partisans. The data also reveal that a
great number of respondents have NPID in the absence of PPID. This is significant
because it suggests that the temporal ordering of PPID and NPID described by
Medeiros and Noël (2014), that NPID comes after PPID, may describe only a fraction

Table 1. Distribution of NPID by party

1988 1993 2006 2008 2011

NPID Green 6.7% 9.3% 5.2%
NDP 23.9% 21.5% 6.7% 9.8% 8.4%
Liberal 12.0% 4.2% 14.5% 8.9% 12.3%
Conservative 17.3% 15.4% 18.9% 17.8% 23.6%
Reform 14.3%
None 46.8% 44.7% 53.2% 54.3% 50.6%
N 2507 2222 1986 1718 1911

Table 2. Presence of NPID and PPID

1988 1993 2006 2008 2011

None 22.8% 23.7% 22.5% 24.3% 14.5%
PPID only 22.7% 20.9% 30.7% 30.0% 36.0%
NPID only 23.3% 27.1% 16.2% 14.7% 11.6%
Both NPID and PPID 31.2% 28.3% 30.6% 31.0% 37.9%
N 2507 2222 1986 1718 1911

8 R. Michael McGregor et al.
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of incidences of NPID. Our data suggest that PPID does not necessarily lead to NPID,
nor does NPID necessarily include PPID; all three expected combinations (PPID-
only, NPID-only and closed partisanship) are found in abundance, supporting our
conceptualization of partisanship.

This is not to say, however, that there is no relationship between negative and posi-
tive partisanship. Having NPID is related to higher evaluations for the party that an
individual supports. Based upon all five elections, ratings of the party voted for are
2.9 points higher (on a 101-point feeling thermometer scale) among individuals
who hold NPID than among those who do not. Similarly, among those with PPID,
those who also hold NPID rate their preferred party 3.2 points higher on a feeling
thermometer than those without NPID (p , .05 in both instances). The strength of
positive partisanship is also related to the presence of NPID. Among positive parti-
sans, 31.3% of those with no NPID describe their positive attachment as “very
strong” (as opposed to “fairly strong”), but this value increases to 39.8% for those
who also have NPID (p , .01). Having NPID thus is related to stronger partisan
ties, echoing Crewe’s (1980) contention that the presence of negative party attitudes
can strengthen positive partisanship. Positive and NPID are related, though not
perfectly.

Ideology and Competition

We turn now to consider whether ideology and party competition are related to
NPID, based upon the explanations provided above. Recall that these theories
are not mutually exclusive. Just as there are many reasons why one might
develop a positive partisan attitude towards a party, so too could there be multiple
explanations for negative attitudes. For our purposes, we are interested in knowing
whether there is evidence that supports either or both of the theories we have
proposed.

Ideological self-placements can provide some insight into the role of ideology in
influencing the direction of NPID. If ideology motivates NPID, voters should
dislike the party most ideologically distant from themselves. As expected, NPID-
only voters display a clear ideological pattern in this regard. The 1988, 2008 and
2011 versions of the CES asked a subset of respondents to position themselves on
a left–right ideological scale ranging from 0 to 10 (left to right). Pooling data
from these elections shows that those individuals with no positive partisanship and
NPID towards the right-wing Conservative Party have an average ideology of 3.8,
while those with NPID towards the left-wing NDP have a score of 6.5 (this difference
is significant at p , .01).14 Ideology is thus related to NPID among individuals
without a positive partisan attachment.

We can also consider the NPID patterns of partisans of the two primary external
parties, relative to the ideological extremity of the respondent. The average ideologi-
cal positions of Conservative partisans who hold Liberal and NDP NPID, respect-
ively, are 6.6 and 7.3, while the positions of NDP partisans with Conservative
and Liberal NPID are 2.9 and 3.8, respectively (both differences are significant at
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p , .05). These results suggest that those individuals who dislike the ideologically
opposite party are more ideologically extreme than those who dislike the centrist
Liberal Party.

As ideological self-placement values are available for only a very limited subset of
our sample,15 we must rely on positive partisanship as a proxy for ideology to
conduct a more generalized test of the effect of ideology on NPID.16 To that end,
Table 3 reports a cross-tabulation of PPID and NPID for each election, according
to party.

We first consider the relationship between ideology and NPID for those individuals
without PPID (the column furthest to the right in Table 3). While such individuals do
not positively identify with a party, they are able to identify a party they dislike – a
party at one of the extreme ends on the left–right ideological axis. In 1988 and 1993,
Liberal NPID is the lowest of any party, while in 2008 and 2011 Liberal NPID is
lower than Conservative NPID and combined NDP and Green NPID (the external
parties). The only year for which the data are not congruent with this pattern is
2006.17 On balance, however, the data suggest that NPID among non-partisans is
driven by ideological considerations.

Among closed partisans, if ideology is a strong factor in the PPID/NPID relation-
ship, we should observe that partisans of the external parties have particularly high
rates of NPID towards the parties opposite to them. Thus, Green and NDP partisans
should tend to dislike the Conservatives and Reform, and vice versa. There is no
expectation for the centrist Liberals in this regard, as they have no ideological
opposite.

The results for the left-wing parties (the NDP and Greens) support this character-
ization. In all five elections, partisans of these parties are much more likely to hold
NPID towards the right-wing parties than they are towards the centrist Liberals.
On average, nearly 50% of NDP partisans hold NPID towards either the Conserva-
tives or Reform Party. While the sample size for the Green Party is limited,
pooling results from 2006 to 2011 shows that 50% of Green partisans with NPID
held NPID towards the Conservatives, as compared to 22% towards the Liberals
and only 6% towards the NDP.

Among supporters of the right-wing parties, we see mixed evidence. In 1988 and
1993, Conservative partisans were much more likely to dislike the NDP than the
Liberals. In the most recent three elections, however, the level of combined NPID
for left-wing parties is similar to the level for the Liberals. In 1993, while many
Reform partisans disliked the Conservatives (a finding which is unsurprising, as
the Reform Party was formed partially as a protest against the ruling Conservatives),
the NDP was the most unpopular party among this group.

Finally, when we look at the results for Liberal partisans, we do not see a consist-
ently equal distribution of NPID for parties on either side of the spectrum. If ideology
were the only consideration in NPID, one might expect that centrist partisans would
be evenly averse to the NDP and Conservatives. In each election, we see that Liberal
partisans are considerably more negative towards the right-wing parties than those on
the left. Since 2006, the rates of Conservative NPID are higher than the rates of NPID

10 R. Michael McGregor et al.
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Table 3. PPID vs. NPID by party

PPID

Green NDP Liberal Conservative Reform None

NPID 1988 NDP 24.7% 39.1% 21.5%
Liberal 17.2% 18.1% 12.5%
Conservative 42.1% 29.1% 15.8%
None 40.6% 46.1% 42.9% 50.2%
N 261 477 581 1153

1993 NDP 14.3% 41.6% 34.0% 19.6%
Liberal 6.1% 5.3% 9.3% 4.6%
Conservative 36.1% 18.9% 20.7% 15.4%
Reform 23.1% 17.1% 14.2% 13.8%
None 34.7% 49.8% 38.9% 36.0% 46.6%
N 147 456 339 150 1130

2006 Green 1.7% 8.6% 6.3% 7.3%
NDP 0.0% 5.6% 12.2% 6.0%
Liberal 25.0% 14.3% 30.9% 13.7%
Conservative 50.0% 47.2% 29.3% 14.9%
None 25.0% 36.8% 56.5% 50.5% 58.1%
N 12 231 501 475 767

2008 Green 7.0% 8.4% 12.8% 8.7%
NDP 14.0% 8.4% 18.7% 6.9%
Liberal 2.3% 14.0% 14.6% 8.7%
Conservative 48.8% 40.9% 32.9% 13.6%
None 34.9% 38.2% 50.4% 53.9% 62.2%
N 43 186 359 460 670

2011 Green 4.0% 3.1% 6.9% 5.9%
NDP 1.7% 3.8% 14.6% 9.1%
Liberal 20.0% 6.2% 23.8% 9.1%
Conservative 50.0% 55.5% 43.4% 20.1%
None 28.3% 34.4% 49.7% 54.7% 55.7%
N 60 227 445 680 472
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for the left-wing parties combined. For Liberal partisans, therefore, ideology cannot
provide a convincing explanation for NPID patterns.

Table 3 can also be used to consider whether party competition is related to the
distribution of NPID. In all five elections, the Liberals and Conservatives were
viewed by respondents interviewed during the campaigns as the two dominant
parties. While the results of some of these elections conflict with these expectations,
it is pre-election expectations, rather than actual results, which should influence
NPID.18 Thus, competition should predispose Conservative partisans to be negative
Liberal partisans more than negative NDP partisans, and similarly, Liberal partisans
to be negative Conservative partisans more than negative NDP partisans. The pattern
of NPID among Conservative supporters in 2006 and 2011, and Liberal partisans
since 2006 (discussed above) provides support for this view.

In addition, because the Conservative Party was seen as highly competitive in all
five elections under study, it is conceivable that NDP and Green partisans saw that
party as the greatest threat to their own. Accordingly, both the ideological and com-
petitive explanations are congruent with the observed PPID/NPID relationship for the
left-wing parties.

In summary, the results in Table 3 suggest that both ideology and competition con-
tribute to NPID. Liberals are more likely to hold negative attitudes towards the (com-
petitive) Conservatives than the (uncompetitive) NDP or Greens, consistent with the
competition explanation, but the results for the ideologically external parties are
mixed. The fact that NDP and Green partisans dislike the Conservatives is compatible
with both theories. In only three of five elections, however, are rates of NDP NPID
higher than Liberal NPID among Conservative partisans and, in 1993, Reform parti-
sans were more likely to hold NPID towards the ideologically similar Conservatives
than against the Liberals.

To further examine the dynamics of NPID, we consider the competitive expec-
tations of individual respondents. It is possible that interviewees did not see the
Liberals and Conservatives as the most competitive parties nationally, or that com-
petitive dynamics at the riding level affect the relationship between PPID and
NPID. As competitive expectations should only matter to closed partisans (those indi-
viduals with PPID and NPID), given the definition of closed partisanship, we focus
on this group exclusively here. The party seen as the greatest threat to one’s own is
determined using respondent evaluations of the competitiveness of parties in the elec-
tion. If one’s preferred party is most competitive, the second-most competitive party
is classified as a threat. If the preferred party is the second-most competitive, or is not
seen as competitive, the most competitive party is the threat. Finally, among those
voters who see their most preferred party as the only competitive party, competition
cannot be a factor in the PPID/NPID relationship; if there is no threat to one’s
favoured party, a voter is unlikely to develop a strong dislike for another party on
the basis of competition.

Table 4 shows NPID patterns for closed partisans, based upon how competitive the
NPID party is thought to be. If the relationship between NPID and PPID is influenced
by competition, positive partisans should hold NPID towards a party that they see as

12 R. Michael McGregor et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
is

ho
ps

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

0:
45

 1
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 



the greatest threat to their own. Entries show the average rate at which NPID is tar-
geted towards a competitive party or otherwise at both the national and riding
levels.19 Results from several elections are pooled here for ease of interpretation,
though election-specific results can be found in an online appendix (see Supplemen-
tary material, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2014.997239).

Table 4 tells a straightforward story. Neither national nor local competitive con-
siderations provide a compelling explanation for the NPID patterns of most closed
partisans. Only about one-third of such individuals disliked a party which they
viewed as a competitive threat to their preferred party. We should note, however,
that there are some years where results do not fit this pattern for all parties. In particu-
lar, NDP positive partisans in 1988 and Liberal and Conservative partisans in 2006
are more likely to hold NPID towards a party viewed as competitive than otherwise
(see the online appendix for a brief explanation of these findings, see Supplementary
material, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2014.997239). On balance, however,
competitive considerations do not appear to drive NPID for most voters.

As a final empirical test, we evaluate the compatibility of the ideology and compe-
tition explanations with observed PPID/NPID patterns, using data on all parties.
Table 5 shows the share of cases where each theory applies.20 As data on competitive
expectations are not available in all years, only the 1988, 1993 and 2006 elections can
be considered.

Table 5 reveals several findings of note. First, the ideology explanation is compa-
tible with more cases than is the competition explanation. In all three elections, the
“ideology-only” value is higher than the “competition-only” value. Given that ideol-
ogy can be a factor for NPID-only and closed partisans, this makes sense (the com-
petitive explanation can only apply to closed partisans). Second, the amount of
“competition-only” NPID is notable. This influence could not properly be isolated
in a two-party system and yet it explains a considerable amount of negative partisan
affect when multiple parties are involved. There are also relatively few instances
where both explanations fit, which suggests that evaluating NPID in a multi-party
system is very different from doing so when there are only two competitors.

Third, Table 5 reveals that these two theories, alone and in concert, are congruent with
the vast majority of cases where both PPID and NPID are present – on average, only
31.2% of cases are compatible with neither explanation. Given that it is not always poss-
ible to hold NPID towards an ideological foe (since Liberal partisans have none), nor is it
always possible to hold NPID towards a competitive foe (if individuals view an election

Table 4. Perceived competitiveness among closed partisans

National Local/riding

Competitive 34.5% 30.5%
Uncompetitive 60.3% 66.1%
Unknown 5.2% 3.9%

Negative Partisanship in Multi-party System 13
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as uncompetitive), this finding becomes more striking. While not exhaustive, these two
theories go a long way towards accounting for the PPID/NPID relationship, and both
should be considered when studying NPID in a multi-party context.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined NPID as an aversion to a party, distinct from positive
partisanship. We have introduced a new method of operationalizing the concept using
election study data and hope that the architects of election studies will consider
including the necessary questions21 in future studies to allow for further examination
of NPID. In theoretical terms, we have shown how NPID can be motivated by ideol-
ogy and/or party competition, thus providing insights into the sources of NPID in
multi-party contexts.

Further research should consider the relationship between PPID and NPID in
greater detail, including whether variation in the strength of one may affect the
strength of the other. Such an investigation may also reveal other factors related to
the presence of NPID. For instance, the 2006 results in Table 3 suggest that evalu-
ations of an incumbent government may be another source of NPID. Scandals,
leader evaluations or other factors may also be related to NPID. Patterns in the
strength of PPID and NPID could also be evaluated to determine whether the combi-
nation of these variables allows us to better predict patterns of partisan defection, stra-
tegic voting or other types of behaviour conceivably related to NPID, such as protest
behaviours. Understanding negative partisan attitudes may thus improve our knowl-
edge of several important political phenomena.

Supplementary Material

Supplemental data for this article can be accessed at http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/
17457289.2014.997239.

Notes

1. This model is compatible with Key’s (1966) contention that “switchers” change their minds based on
legitimate political evaluations – under this rubric, their running tally is the impetus to switch.

Table 5. Competition and ideology explanations for the PPID/NPID relationship

1988 1993 2006

Competition only 26.1% 15.2% 28.0%
Ideology only 31.8% 41.7% 41.8%
Both 13.6% 2.6% 5.5%
Neither 28.5% 40.5% 24.7%

14 R. Michael McGregor et al.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
is

ho
ps

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 1

0:
45

 1
3 

Ja
nu

ar
y 

20
15

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2014.997239
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2014.997239


2. Positive partisanship is conventionally described as long-standing, and NPID may be as well. Never-
theless, we remain agnostic on this dimension of the concept, given the inability to test such a prop-
osition with current data.

3. Of course, as in most studies of partisanship and voting behaviour, some endogeneity in the relation-
ship between ideology, competition and NPID is possible. Negative partisanship may influence ideo-
logical positions and perceptions of competition, similar to how PPID might shape political attitudes
and judgements. We do not evaluate to what extent the relationship is endogenous here; doing so
would require panel data of a sort not available for the elections under consideration. Nevertheless,
while we have no evidence of causation, we are encouraged that our results are consistent with the
explanations we have provided for the potential pathways to NPID.

4. Negative partisanship has not been examined directly in the multi-party Canadian context. Watten-
berg’s (1982) study of the relationship between positive and negative attitudes among voters
towards the two main political parties in Britain, Canada, Australia and the USA shows that those
with positive opinions of a major party need not necessarily hold negative opinions of the other
major party, and that in fact much diversity in combinations of positive, neutral and negative evalu-
ations of parties is possible. Particularly in Canada, the idealized pattern of “my party is good and
the other is bad” does not hold, which Wattenberg suggests may be a result of the parties’ own unwill-
ingness to adopt polarized stances. Bowler, Lanoue, and Savoie (1994) argue for a phenomenon related
to NPID, in that they expect that the perceived strength of an “ideologically threatening” party should
positively influence the strength of a voter’s positive partisan attachment, especially under a “winner-
take-all” electoral system like Canada’s. Finally, Medeiros and Noël (2014) consider NPID with
respect to the Conservatives and Liberals exclusively.

5. Data are available from the Canadian Opinion Research archive at http://www.queensu.ca/cora/
ces.html.

6. Still another potential method of operationalizing NPID involves the “propensity to vote” questions con-
sidered in some election surveys (though not in the CES). The questions provide an indication of the like-
lihood that respondents would consider voting for each party. NPID could be assigned to those parties
that receive a score of 0 on this measure, and that also receive a low feeling thermometer score.

7. The feeling thermometer questions specify that “zero means you REALLY DISLIKE the party and one
hundred means that you REALLY LIKE the party”. We thus infer that 50 is the neutral point on this
scale, and anything below that point suggests some degree of dislike of a party. This is a conservative
threshold to ensure that a party someone would never vote for is not rated positively.

8. We allow for NPID in cases where multiple parties receive the same feeling thermometer score, pro-
vided that our other two criteria are met (no other party can receive a lower thermometer score than the
party listed in the “would not vote for” question, and that party must receive a feeling thermometer
score less than 50). Overall, 20.3% of cases classified as having NPID include ties of this nature.
The average feeling thermometer score for NPID cases where ties exist is 16.6, and in 37% of cases
with ties, the thermometer score given to the NPID party is 0. Classifying such individuals as not
holding NPID would ignore the negative attitudes of a sizable and important segment of the
sample. Nonetheless, when we replicate our analyses classifying these cases as not having NPID
the substantive conclusions of our analyses remain unchanged. Furthermore, these results support
the notion that rating another party at the same level does not negate the notable antipathy implied
by the respondent’s stated intention never to vote for a particular party; as many such respondents
tend to rate other parties equally poorly, it is possible that this generosity with low scores is simply
a part of the negative partisan’s mindset.

9. There are a small number of cases where individuals hold PPID and NPID for the same party. That is,
they state that they are partisans of a party, but that same party meets our criteria for NPID. Such cases
are removed here. Interviewee response error may partially account for this phenomenon. However,
the existence of such cases suggests that the concept of NPID may be of use when attempting to ident-
ify disloyal partisans.

10. In 1988, 12.7% of respondents selected the “neither other” option, indicating that they would never
vote for two different parties. Of that group, 82% of cases met the other two NPID criteria (i.e. the
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two NPID parties had a feeling thermometer score of less than 50 and lower than the non-NPID
party). Of that smaller group, 30% of individuals had tied feeling thermometer scores. In order
to focus upon single NPID only, these cases are dropped (this represents 3.1% of the sample).

11. In 2006 and 2008, respectively, 6.1% and 4.4% of applicable respondents selected the “multiple/other”
option.

12. Comparative Manifestos Project (CMP) data reinforce our assumptions about the relative ideological
positions of the parties. CMP data are based upon a content analysis of official party manifestos, and
contain an absolute left–right variable (Klingemann et al. 2006). Positive values for this variable
indicate the right, and negative values indicate the left. The CMP does not yet have data for the
2011 election, but based upon 1988, 1993, 2006 and 2008 ratings, the CMP assigns an average
value of +17.1 to the Conservatives, –5.7 to the Liberals and –26.5 to the NDP. The Greens
were only coded in 2008, receiving a score of –13.8, and data are only available for the Reform
Party in 1993, when they were assigned a value of +40.4. The parties thus fall into the relative
positions described above.

13. Rates of NPID using the method applied by Medeiros and Noël (2014) are much higher than with our
operationalization. These rates are 77.6%, 83.3%, 86.0% and 79.9% for 1988, 1993, 2006 and 2008,
respectively. Thus, our measure is more conservative.

14. The average ideology score for those with Liberal NPID is 5.1, a finding that may be surprising,
given that this score is roughly the midpoint of the scale, and that the Liberal Party generally is
thought to be in the centre of the Canadian political spectrum. This average value makes sense,
however, if we assume that individuals opposed to the Liberals are split between those on the
left and those on the right (taking the average of these extreme values produces a result near the
centre of spectrum).

15. These questions tend to be placed in either the post-election or mail back segment of the CES (these
portions of the CES have limited sample sizes), and this information is altogether unavailable for the
1993 and 2006 elections.

16. An analysis of available ideological scores for positive partisans suggests that PPID is a valid proxy.
Pooling data from 1988, 2008 and 2011 (the elections with available ideology self-placement values),
the average ideology scores of Conservative, Liberal, NDP and Green partisans, respectively, are 6.8,
4.6, 3.4 and 3.9 (this trend holds for each individual election). This fits with the conventional wisdom
that Reform and Conservative partisans are on the right of the ideological spectrum, Liberals in the
centre, and NDP and Green supporters on the left.

17. One reason for this outlier could be that by 2006 the party had ruled uninterrupted for 13 years, and
crises such as the sponsorship scandal were dragging the party’s popularity down enough to lead to
an increase in NPID. While our focus here is upon ideological and competitive explanations of
NPID, we acknowledge that there are other factors that could also influence negative partisan
attitudes.

18. Results of the 1993 and 2011 elections contradict campaign period expectations. Despite the fact that
the Conservatives won only two seats in 1993, CES respondents thought them to be the second-most
competitive party (they were given a 50% chance of victory on average, as compared to 61% for the
Liberals and 24% for the Reform Party). Additionally, while the NDP did form the official opposition
in 2011, few respondents expected this result. A CES question on the expected outcome of the election
reveals that 85.8% and 13.4% of respondents expected Conservative and Liberal victories, respect-
ively. Only 0.8% thought that the NDP would win.

19. Note that this analysis considers the 1988, 1993 and 2006 elections only as the necessary information
on competitive expectations is unavailable for 2008 and 2011 (these elections do not have information
on which party is the second-most competitive nationally). The Green Party is excluded from the
analysis due to a limited sample size.

20. National-level competitive considerations are considered.
21. Appropriate questions include the “would never vote for” question, feeling thermometers, or as men-

tioned in footnote 7, “propensity to vote” questions.

16 R. Michael McGregor et al.
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