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ABSTRACT
Theories of deliberative democracy perceive decision-making processes as truly
democratic only when choices are publicly considered by all members of a society in an
effort to serve the interests of a community as a whole. The size of modern political
units, however, presents a tremendous obstacle to the practice of such an approach since
participation by all members of a society in a single formal deliberative setting is
unrealistic. This paper seeks to assess the degree to which informal political
conversations emulate those envisioned in formal deliberative theory. Data collected in
the 1997 Canadian Election Study is employed to assess the degree to which the
processes and impacts of casual discussions about the campaign match the expectations
described in deliberative theory. The results presented are equivocal as informal political
discussions do have some effects on relevant political behaviours but these effects are
weak and inconsistent. The concluding chapter discusses the value of competing
explanations for these findings. Namely, informal conversations are significantly
different from formal deliberations, and/or, the methods employed failed to adequately
measure the key concept under investigation.
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"Yet talk remains central to politics, which would ossify completely without its
creativity, its variety, its openness and flexibility, its inventiveness, its capacity for
discovery, its subtlety and complexity, its eloquence, its potential for empathy and
affective expression, and its deeply paradoxical (some would say dialectical) character
that displays man's full nature as a purposive, interdependent, and active being."
Benjamin Barber, Strong Democracy
(Berkeley: University of California Press),
p.173.
"Oh, conservative. Liberal and conservative. Liberal and conservative. I haven't given it
much thought. I wouldn't know. I don' know what those words mean!
Liberal....liberal...liberal...liberal. And conservative. Well, i f a person is liberal with
their money they squander their money? Does it fall into the same category? If you're
conservative you don't squander so much, you save a little, huh?"
Unnamed survey respondent in W. Russell
Neuman, The Paradox of Mass Politics
(Cambridge, M A : Harvard University
Press), p. 20.

CHAPTER 1: Introduction
Citizens matter. While the behaviour of those subject to political decisions is a
legitimate topic of concern in all societies, in a democracy, understanding the citizen is
crucial given the impact public opinion has on decision making. The origins and
development of public opinion are the subject of a vast body of literature. A n important
component of this literature deals with the sources of political information citizens tap in
constructing their knowledge of, and beliefs about, politics. While the mass media has
received a great deal of well-deserved attention, significantly less effort has been devoted
to the study of other citizens as a source of political information. Scholars such as Elihu
Katz and Robert Huckfeldt raised the profile of interpersonal communication as a worthy
subject of investigation and, more recently, debates over deliberative theory have
motivated a number of efforts to better understand the effects of political discussions. In
the Canadian case, however, political conversations remain largely unexamined.
Deliberative theory offers a dispute resolution process distinctly different from
both voting and bargaining. Through informed and reasoned debate political actors can
reach consensus-based decisions. Deliberative theorists further argue that all those
affected by a decision ought to participate in the conversations and debates through
which decisions are reached. Apart from being a more honest application of democratic
theory, greater participation in decision making is also one solution to growing political
apathy and alienation. Concerns about entrusting important decisions to average citizens,
however, persist. The underwhelming political knowledge of most citizens is well
documented (Delli Carpini& Keeter, 1989). Much of deliberation's value stems from the
effects of participation in these forums on the political knowledge and opinions of those
who take part. Active participation in the contemplation of a topic brings with it
enhanced understanding of the topic. Citizens can become qualified to take part in
decision making through the course of deliberation.
Some of the most potent criticisms of deliberative theory focus on the logistical
impossibility of deliberations among an entire society. Representative democracy seeks
to solve this problem of scale by selecting certain individuals and providing them with
access to deliberative forums through which decisions are made. The selection of these
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participants, however, occurs through the aggregation of privately expressed preferences.
While some creative ideas such as deliberative polling (Fishkin, 1995), and citizen juries
offer potential solutions to the problem of scale, a fully functioning deliberative society
seems beyond reach.
It is still possible, however, that informal conversations about politics occurring
outside the purview of the state might, to a greater or lesser degree, act as a substitute for
formal deliberations. Again, deliberation can be of value both by producing more
informed and sophisticated citizens who are therefore better suited to influence political
decisions, and by resulting in individual opinions which are more truly democratic since
the lives of diverse fellow citizens inform the process of opinion development. This paper
seeks to assess the extent to which informal conversations accomplish these broad goals.
In what follows I draw on deliberative theory and cognitive psychology to
identify aspects of formal deliberation against which informal discussions can be
empirically measured. The evidence reported here is equivocal. The results suggest that
discussion is indeed a worthwhile topic of study as frequency of participation in political
conversations predict a number of politically relevant behaviours. Not surprisingly,
however, the consequences of casual political conversations prove to be distinctly
different from those expected of the formal deliberations prescribed in deliberative
theory.
The following chapter presents the theoretical underpinnings of my research. I
briefly summarize the central features of deliberative democracy, attempt to define what
type of conversations are truly deliberative, and comment on the cognitive implications
of deliberative discussions. Chapters 3-5 contain my empirical research. The third
chapter considers the antecedents of conversation and seeks to idenitfy the characteristics
of those who participate in casual political conversations. Chapter 4 deals with the
process of informal discussion and assesses the extent to which conversations contain
disagreement and involve minority points of view. In chapter 5,1 conduct a number of
different tests to measure the effects of participation in these conversations. Using
deliberative theory as a guide, I identify a number of expected outcomes which serve as
dependent variables. Chapter 6 surveys the results and presents my conclusions. Before
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moving to a consideration of deliberative theory, I first provide details of the data used to
conduct this research.

Data:
In this paper I employ data gathered during the 1997 Canadian Election Study
(Nevitte, Blais, GidengikM, & Nadeau, 1999). The Institute for Social Research at York
(ISR) conducted this three part survey in which the same respondents are asked political
questions once during, and twice after, the federal election campaign. The first wave
entails a rolling cross section with around 80 individuals surveyed on each of the 36 day
election campaign. The ISR interviewed a total of 3,949 people between April 27 to June
1, 1997. The second wave involved a telephone reinterview of initial respondents with a
response rate of just over 80% totalling 3,170 cases. Finally, a third component asked
respondents to complete and return a mail back questionnaire. Of the 2600 who provided
their address during the post-election wave, 1,857 completed the survey. As shall
become clear in the following discussion of the variables used to operationalize certain
key concepts, the CES is a rather blunt tool for investigating this particular topic. This
said, the CES is a valuable resource for a number of reasons. The fairly large number of
cases allows for examination of specific sub-populations without diminishing the
potential for statistically significant results. In addition, the panel aspect of the survey
enables measurement of change within respondents over the course of the campaign.
Finally, the breadth of the survey presents opportunities for empirical research to those
prohibited from conducting their own survey due to a lack of resources. Given the scope
of the present study, the CES serves as a useful tool. This said, I shall be careful in
drawing conclusions based on the findings contained here since better research
instruments exist.
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CHAPTER 2 ; Theoretical Foundations
In this chapter I seek to I outline the theoretical foundations upon which my
subsequent empirical work is based. After briefly summarizing the central features of
deliberative theory, I offer four ways through which political conversations enhance
democracy. In order to further illuminate the ideal type of interpersonal communication
against which actual conversations are to be measures, I then speak to two fundamental
aspects of conversation. Clarifying the 'who' and the 'how' of political discussions
provides an improved understanding of this paper's key concept. Finally, I devote
specific attention to the relationship between deliberation and cognition since much of the
proposed value of talk stems from the cognitive implications of participation in a
discussion.
Democracy and Deliberation
Emphasis on the important contribution of talk to democracy dates as far back as
the thought of Aristotle and received specific attention by modern thinkers including
Bryce, Tarde, and Dewey. The theoretical debates surrounding notions of deliberative
democracy, however, have increased rather dramatically in more recent years. In the mid
to late 1980's, Jurgen Habermas' work on the early bourgeois sphere first drew attention
to public deliberation while Joshua Cohen helped expose these ideas to the North
American audience. Since that time, a significant number of political theorists have
devoted time to the study of public deliberation and deliberative democracy. Despite the
fact that there are a number of intriguing debates within the field, space does not permit a
full consideration of these topics. Rather, the following section summarizes the work of
Cohen and Barber in an effort to tease out the aspects of deliberative theory that inform
the empirical analysis at the heart of this research.
Joshua Cohen argues deliberation is a precondition of democracy: "the
fundamental idea of democratic legitimacy is that the authorization to exercise state
power must arise from the collective decisions of the members of a society who are
governed by that power" (Cohen 1996, p.95). This definition of democracy does not
appear immediately controversial. What makes deliberative theory different, however, is
the belief that the process through which collective decisions are made must be collective
itself. Decisions about the operation of society are not to arise from the mere aggregation
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of individual preferences, but through collective discussion resulting in decisions made
by the citizenry as a whole. Through such a process the wishes of 'the people' become
something greater than the sum of all individuals' desires. The content of these
discussions must also be motivated by a public rather than private concern. Citizens are
to offer and defend competing versions of the common good rather than bargain over
policies from the perspective of their own self-interest. In short, democracy for Cohen
exists when the people reach decisions by transforming preferences informed by self
interest into preferences motivated by a concern for the good of society as a whole.
Cohen acknowledges that such a conception of democracy rests in part on an ideal of
active citizenship for a deliberative democracy cannot function unless each citizen
devotes a considerable amount of time and effort to politics. (Cohen, 1989).
Benjamin Barber shares with Cohen a belief in the importance of active
citizenship by advocating 'strong democracy'. While Barber is rarely referred to as a
deliberative theorist, formal and informal deliberation between citizens is central to the
conception of democracy he advocates in Strong Democracy: "at the heart of strong
democracy is talk" (Barber, 1984, p. 173). Barber and Cohen also share the belief that
public decisions should be motivated by a concern for the society as a whole and not by
private interests. In critiquing Hobbes, Bentham, and Rawls, Barber writes "These
formulas, based on right, utility, and fairness, denied the possibility of a public good that
was more than an aggregate of individual and particular goods." (Barber, 1984, p. 171).
Like Cohen, Barber asserts than an individual must understand 'we' as more important
than T . Citizens are able to arrive at decisions in their collective interest by talking with
one another.
For Barber, Cohen, and others covered by the deliberative democracy rubric,
interpersonal communication between citizens is of fundamental importance to the
effective functioning of democracy. Thus, any effort to test the impact of talk on
democracy must first specify the manner in which talk improves democracy. Below I
outline four ways in which political discussion between citizens ought to improve the
quality of democracy in an ideal setting. The four points are inherently interrelated.
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Preference Transformation
The act of discussing politics enhances the potential for the transformation of
preferences central to deliberative democracy. In order for an opinion or attitude to
change, a person must be cognitively engaged with the subject to some degree. Talking
about politics requires thought about political matters which is a first, and rather obvious,
step to transformation. Beyond simply directing one's attention to politics, the specific
nature of talk facilitates opinion transformation in a number of ways. To talk is to be
actively engaged with the subject matter. Since people tend to be cognitive misers,
motivation to expend the cognitive effort to consider a complex topic such as politics is
necessary in order to create the conditions for attitude change. Talking with another
person provides such motivation in various ways including the need to respond to a
discussion partner's comment and the social desirability of providing a useful response.
With respect to the later point, the penalties for failing to offer a reasonable response
and/or ignoring a valid point that counters one's initial opinion are much greater in
interpersonal communication than when receiving messages from a source to which one
need not, and cannot, respond. A later section of this chapter considers the relationship
between cognition and discussion in greater depth.

Public Opinion:
In addition to providing a situation favourable to preference transformation,
discussion involves exposure to the kind of information an individual requires when
seeking to construct opinions motivated by the common good. Talking with others is of
fundamental importance for the citizen in her efforts to consider political matters from a
perspective distinct from that of her own private interests. Public opinion, broadly
conceived, is the set of preferences that are to inform and affect decisions in a
democracy. As mentioned above, public opinion in a deliberative democracy is
established when citizens discuss and agree upon how best to serve the needs of the
polity as a whole. At the opposite end of the spectrum, public opinion is simply the
aggregation of privately developed and self interested preferences. Price and Neijens
point out that classical theorists such as Bryce, Park, Laswell, and Lazarsfeld conceived
of public opinion as "an emergent product of widespread discussion—emanating ideally
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from debate that is open to wide popular participation, free flowing and uncensored, and
well informed" (Price and Neijens, 1997, 336). In other words, public opinion can only
exist after onions are subject to public deliberation.
Deliberation itself serves as an important source of information for individuals.
Classical democratic theory assumes informed citizens. Deliberative theory assumes that
to become informed, citizens must interact with each other. Information gathered through
deliberation is information about the collective. By discussing an issue with others, an
individual is better able to understand the manner in which an issue affects those different
from him and thus the collectivity as a whole. While discussion may certainly help, an
individual need not talk with others in order to decide what policy is in her best interest.
On the other hand, deciding what is in the best interest of the polity as a whole is not
possible without interpersonal communication with others. But there are at least two
possible objections to this line of argument: First, some authors such as Diana Mutz
suggest that the mass media can replace conversation in this respect (Mutz, 1998).
Second, others, such as Schudson, note that not all conversation enhances public opinion
since discussion between those with similar life experiences may serve to reinforce
beliefs without subjecting them to counter arguments (Schudson, 1997). Both sets of
concern shall be discussed shortly.
Empathy is a primary means through which the interests of others become
relevant to an individual's political opinions. In a deliberative setting where differing
group perspectives comprise much of the discussion, empathy becomes of crucial
importance for it enables those of different social positions to attempt to understand the
positions and perspectives of others:
Empathy makes it easier to understand other's needs, and by reflected
understanding, one's own. Empathy helps surmount conflicting interests
by allowing participants to make another's good their own. Empathy even
helps in reaching agreement on principled convictions because
understanding the other's feelings makes it easier to forgive their
intransigence or slips of logic and to make one's point again in language
they can hear. Empathy is critical in good negotiations, because making
suggestions that meet another's needs at less cost to one's own requires
emotional and cognitive insight into the other's needs (Mansbridge, 124).
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While one might empathize with abstract individuals affected by a given problem, the
potential for empathy seems much greater when one is directly interacting with a
concrete other experiencing the same problem. Moreover, talking allows for feedback
which can result in improved understanding of an other's experiences and perspectives.
In praise of empathy, Barber writes: "there is perhaps no stronger bond and no more
significant ally of public thinking than the one fashioned by empathy" (Barber, 1984, p.
188).
In summary, the process through which an opinion is constructed or altered is of
significant importance to the functioning of democracy. Huckfeldt et al refer to
preferences not communicated in public as private opinions "secluded from the bright
light of public scrutiny and socially communicated information" (Huckfeldt et al 1995, p.
1049). For Barber, the walls of the voting booth prevent this bright light from
illuminating the private opinions that inform voting decisions. In 'thin' democracy, the
citizen's most symbolic and fundamental democratic act, voting, is private: "we do not
need to explain or justify it to others (or, indeed, to ourselves) in a fashion that would
require us to think publicly or politically" (Barber, 1984, p. 188). By talking about
politics with others holding diverse and differing initial preferences, citizens are best able
to make choices in the interest of the whole. The collective decisions that result from this
process more closely approximate the ideal of public opinion.

Knowledge and Politics:
Talking about politics with diverse others is an important element of the citizen's
search for political information. Theories of both deliberative and representative
democracy emphasize the need for citizens to be knowledgeable about politics. Berelson,
Lazarfeld and McPhee provide the classic expression of this point:
The democratic citizen is expected to be well informed about political
affairs. He is supposed to know what the issues are, what their history is,
what the relevant facts are, what alternatives are proposed, what the party
stands for, what the likely consequences are. (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and
McPhee, 1984, p. 308).
In defining political sophistication, Robert Luskin identifies three dimensions of
an individual's political belief system (PBS). Size refers to the number of cognitions
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one's PBS contains. Range is the extent to which a PBS covers the various topics that
politics entails. Finally, constraint, or organization, involves the "extent to which the
PBS's cognitions are interconnected" (Luskin, 1987, p.859). While discussion with
others should frequently enhance both the size and range of one's PBS, talking is of
particular importance to the development of constraint. The process of talking to another
person requires an individual to identify connections between political considerations
both in order to construct an argument and to respond to assertions made by one's
discussion partner. A later section on discussion and deliberative thought investigates
this mechanism more closely. At this point, however, it is sufficient to note that
deliberation about politics increases a person's political sophistication and thus better
enables one to fulfill the criteria of the democratic citizen.
Beyond providing citizens with a format conducive to political learning, formal
deliberation also enhances citizens' motivation to gather information and become more
politically informed. Since talk in a deliberative democracy is political participation
which has a direct impact on policy decisions, the incentives to become informed are
tangible. In a representative democracy, however, most citizens have very little impact
on government decisions and as such becoming knowledgeable about political matters
may not seem worthwhile.

Political Tolerance
Talking about politics with diverse others also promotes tolerance of those ideas
with which one disagrees and the people holding those opinions. Even i f a citizen is not
fully persuaded by an opposing position, participation in the discussion exposes the
citizen to the reasons supporting such a view. Public deliberation displays conflicting
positions and in doing so ensures "that no one [can] see the end result as arbitrary rather
than reasonable and justifiable, even i f not what he or she [happens] to see as most
justifiable" (Fearon, 1998, p. 62). Moreover, continued exposure to the reasons behind
alternative positions enhances one's general feelings of tolerance which should be of
benefit to future deliberations involving opposing preferences. (Mutz 2002, p.l 12).
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Good Talk/Bad Talk
The desirable democratic implications of discussion that I outlined above assume
an ideal type of political conversation. While political conversations can significantly
contribute to democracy, it does not necessarily follow that all talk is good. Indeed, some
scholars such as Michael Schudson argue that certain kinds of political discussions may
detract from democracy. The potential contribution of a political conversation to
democracy depends on both who is participating and how the conversation occurs. After
a summary of Schudson's arguments on these two points I offer some comments on the
implications of these propositions for this study.
In an article entitled 'Why Conversation is Not the Soul of Democracy", Michael
Schudson offers two dichotomies in an effort to provide an improved conception of the
relationship between talk and democracy. He first differentiates homogeneous
conversations in which those of similar social situations and holding similar political
perspectives engage in discussion from public conversations characterized by interaction
between participants with conflicting views (Schudson 1997, p. 302). MacKuen makes a
similar distinction arguing that heterogeneous 'public dialogues' enhance democracy
while homogenous conversation, characterized by social consensus, "restricts political
freedom in the sense that it smoothers the spark to political imagination with the
uniformity of accepted reality" (MacKuen, 1990, p. 60). The talk of which deliberative
theorists speak is immune to this concern since deliberation involves heterogeneous talk
by definition. But political conversations in most democracies as they actually occur are
surely susceptible to homogeneity and as such may in fact do more harm than good.
Heterogeneous conversations also facilitate the diffusion of information
throughout society. In an influential piece, Granovetter suggests that information is more
widely communicated when conversation involves 'weak ties' since interaction with
those who do not belong to one's cohesive social group is more likely to introduce new
information (Granovetter, 1973). Such diffusion contributes significantly to the
development of truly public opinion. Talking with those outside one's immediate social
network contributes to democracy both by providing individuals with conflicting views
which they must consider and by facilitating the spread of information between social
groups.
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Having reflected on the 'who' of conversation, one must also consider the 'how'.
Schudson's second distinction emphasizes the norms and rules governing different sorts
of conversation. For him, 'sociable conversation' is non-utilitarian; the end is simply the
pleasure of interacting with others. In contrast, 'problem solving' conversation involves
efforts to arrive at a common end which, in the case of politics, is good government.
Schudson argues that only problem solving conversation contributes to democracy since
it involves argumentation in an effort to arrive at a shared decision. Such conversation,
however, must be rule governed in order to ensure participant equality. These rules are
especially necessary when citizens with diverse experiences and perspectives engage in
discussion and debate. These rules include: "equal access to the floor, equal participation
in setting the ground rules for discussion, and a set of ground rules designed to encourage
pertinent speaking, attentive listening, appropriate simplifications and widely apportioned
speaking rights" (Schudson 1997, p. 307). Deliberative theory assumes that discussions
will be rule governed efforts at political problem solving. Everyday informal political
conversations, however, often fail to meet such requirements completely, and frequently
miss the mark by a great deal.
Schudson's work is valuable in noting the disconnect between the prescribed talk
of deliberative theorists and the actual conversations in which citizens participate. This
said, his strict differentiation is troubling i f employed to specify the sorts of conversation
that are democratic and those which are not. While specification of the two extremes is
useful, failure to consider conversations that fall somewhere between the two will prove
problematic. As an example, some conversations between intimates surely involve a
greater amount of argumentation and divergent preferences than others. Just as the social
norms of some informal discussions may accomplish the same goals, to a greater or lesser
extent, as those of the rules prescribed for formal deliberation. In addition, casual
conversation can have important implications which Schudson overlooks. Scheufele
points out that informal conversations lacking in spirited disagreement are crucial to the
creation of social capital. He also notes that casual conversations facilitate the
recruitment of some citizens into more formal types of political participation (Scheufele,
2000, p. 738). This is not to suggest Schudson's distinctions are not useful. Just as one
cannot classify all sorts of discussions about politics as democratic or not, one cannot
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identify all democracies as deliberative or not without ignoring important differences.
Instead, one is better served to simply assess the extent to which the actual phenomenon
conforms to its ideal type. In this case, Schudson's work provides ideal types of two
important aspects of political discussion against which actual discussions can be
compared.

Talk and Cognition
Deliberative Thought:
The effect of discussion on an individual's cognitive processes explains a
considerable amount of talk's potential democratic benefits. The act of talking with
others fosters deliberative thought. By deliberative thought I am referring to the highly
cognitively demanding consideration of the numerous facts, arguments, and perspectives
surrounding a given political issue. Deliberative thinking is crucial to the development of
constraint in and individual's political belief system. When engaged in deliberative
thought an individual actively considers a piece of information and its relation to others.
Individuals search their memory for relevant considerations and deliberate over the value
of each and how each relates to others. This process is reminiscent of Zaller's model of
survey response as both are examples of memory based models of information
processing. Zaller, however, suggests people simply average across considerations that
come to mind while the deliberative thinker undertakes a significantly more complex set
of tasks, not the least of which would includes an effort to reconcile divergent
considerations (Zaller, 1992). By thinking deliberatively and developing constraint,
individuals also become better able to meaningfully incorporate new information. In
many ways, deliberative thought is for the individual what deliberation is for society.
The idea of deliberative thought is not a novel one; a number of authors have
identified similar concepts. Manin speaks of a process involving "the formation of the
[individual] will, the particular moment that precedes choice, and in which the individual
ponders different solutions before settling for one of them" (Manin, 1987, p. 348).
'Reflexive integration' is a similar process specific to the acquisition of new information
in which an individual reflects on incoming messages and seeks to integrate these into

13

their cognitive structure. (Sotorovic & McLeod, 2001, p. 274). Bonham suggests that
individuals make sense of information through a 'dynamic process of reflection'
(Bonham, 1996, p. 59). Finally, Diana Mutz asserts that individuals incorporate new
information with existing knowledge and reconcile inconsistencies through an
internalized conversation between different points of view (Mutz, 1998).

Stimulating Deliberative Thought:
Motivation is a crucial in explaining why individuals behave as cognitive misers
in some situations and deliberative thinkers in others. Most people construct opinions
only when required since the benefits of holding reasoned and informed opinions do not
outweigh the significant cognitive costs of engaging in deliberative thought: "The most
economical way to operate is not too think much about resolving complex considerations
until pressed to do so by the nice lady in the living room, itself a low probability event"
(Stimson, 1995, p. 183). Talking about politics is important as it stimulates and improves
deliberative thinking in a number of ways. A critique of Mutz's suggestion that media
use encourages this sort of thinking and an explanation of how talk triggers deliberative
thought comprises the remainder of this section.
In Impersonal Influence, Diana Mutz responds to critics of the mass media by
arguing that media is an important source of political information necessary in a large and
diverse society. Mutz shares the deliberative theorist's concern for the degree to which
the lives of others inform an individual's political decisions. She argues the mass media
is a necessity since the size of our political communities make direct knowledge of others
impossible. The mass media provides information about the 'impersonal other' which
she defines as "the anonymous 'others' that exist outside an individual's realm of
personal contacts (Mutz, 1998, p. 4). By definition, only through mediated
communication can these others influence an individual's political decisions. Mutz
assumes citizens actively engage new information about these others: "much of the
deliberation that may once have occurred in face to face meetings of people with
differing views may now occur in an individual's internalized conversation with
generalized others" (Mutz, 1998, p.295). This assertion either assumes that individuals
are not lazy organisms or that significant incentives exist to warrant the cognitive effort
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such an internal discussion requires. The first approach is seriously undermined by the
vast bulk of psychological research which suggests individuals do indeed hesitate to
engage in difficult thought. Mutz also fails to offer evidence of incentives that would
justify the cognitive activity required in internalized discussions.
In essence, Mutz is suggesting that deliberative thought is reflexive upon
exposure to new information. In an earlier article, she identifies 'cognitive response
theory' as the mechanism motivating consideration of new information. This theory
states that upon learning of divergent views, individuals generate reasons in support of
this opposing view, and then reconcile these reasons with their existing opinion. She cites
one study in which results confirmed the theory noting: "attitude change was induced by
exposure to information about the positions only when respondents both were told and
reflected upon others' positions." (Mutz, 1997,p. 105) This statement appears somewhat
at odds with her underlying thesis. The italicized only indicates that exposure alone is not
sufficient to cause attitude change; reflection must also occur. If simply hearing
alternative views triggers an internalized conversation then she need not emphasize the
fact that reflection must also occur. That the two events are treated as separate suggests
exposure to new information alone does not motivate deliberative thought. While Mutz
appears to offer additional extensive support for this theory in her book, the conclusions
she reaches are flawed due to the challenges of measuring cognitive processes.
Much of the evidence Mutz employs to support her notion that deliberation occurs
internally with the impersonal others is of limited utility since the act of measuring her
key concept affects the results observed. In one experiment, Mutz finds that those
subjects who received cues as to levels of support for a political candidate were more
likely to respond to a thought listing question with candidate-relevant thoughts (Mutz,
1998, p. 222). Specifically, the question asks "As you were thinking about your choice of
candidate, what kinds of thoughts occurred to you?" (Mutz ,1998, p. 221). While Mutz
admits that we cannot be certain that the thoughts reported actually informed the original
decision, she fails to recognize that the question itself effectively asks subjects to engage
in deliberative thought. We cannot be sure whether the initial information or the
investigator's questions prompted participants to engage in thought about the subject
more broadly. That those subjects who received cues reported a greater number of
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thoughts is far from surprising since the cue serves as an additional starting point for the
cognitive exploration reported regardless of which aspect of the experiment incited this
exploration.
The. problem of measuring how people think is by no means unique to Mutz's
study and certainly impinges on my ability to prove that discussion motivates deliberative
thought. This said, by wrongly attributing reflection inspired by the investigator's
questions as thought motivated by simply being exposed to the views of others, Mutz
reaches the flawed conclusion that intrapersonal discussion informed by the media
effectively replaces interpersonal discussion. Since the preponderance of evidence
supports the image of cognitive miserliness, Mutz must do significantly more to prove
that simply being exposed to new information generates deliberative thought.
Rather than assuming that deliberative thought is reflexive, this study assumes
that such thought requires significant motivation and that talking about politics can
provide such motivation. Indeed, one of the central values of talk is that deliberative
thought occurs as a by-product of engagement in a conversation. One might compare the
thought occurring during conversation with the aerobic exercise undertaken during a
team sport such as basketball or soccer. Just as there are some content to jog alone there
are surely some people who enjoy contemplation of political matters without the presence
of others. Many, however, are more likely to enjoy exercise when it is contained within
team sports since the social nature of the sport distracts one's attention from the
demanding work of running. In short, one's team mates, competitors, and discussion
partners provide incentives to engage in the difficult work of running and thinking
deliberatively.
Unlike conversation, the conditions of most media reception do not encourage
deliberative thought for one can quite easily and uncritically accept or reject a message.
Discussion is two-way and thus far more complex. Sniderman notes that we do not
simply record the initial position of our discussion partner but "we respond to what he or
she says in a whole variety of ways, mentioning points of information at odds with it,
calling attention to shared values it contradicts, pointing out likely consequences it
overlooks" (Sniderman, Jackman, & Tiberj, 2001, p.l). This is the very stuff of
deliberative thought. In this case, however, the presence of the other person makes such
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considerations explicit and forces a one to more fully contemplate the topic at hand.
There are at least five unique aspects of interpersonal communication that facilitate
deliberative thought.
First, discussion acts as a source of new information which serves as grist for the
deliberative mill. Discussion is certainly not the sole source of novel information. It is
the manner in which this new information is considered, however, that is unique to
discussion. Psychologists refer to the thought that occurs during interpersonal
communication as 'distributed cognition': "Different heads have different prior
knowledge. Moreover the different heads attend to different aspects of the information
being considered. As the talk in the group proceeds, connections are made." (Pressley,
254). Not only is information shared within a discussion, but so too is the task of thinking
about this information in a deliberative way. A n individual's deliberative thinking is
enhanced by the ability of others to connect considerations in way that the individual
thinking in isolation would not have identified. Simply put, when it comes to the quality
of deliberative thought, two heads are better than one, four better than two, and so on.
Second, the individual's desire to manage the impression others have of her
provides motivation for the individual to engage in deliberative thought. The presence of
others encourages purposeful thought since individuals seek to impress others by offering
reasoned arguments and statements. Similarly, discussion partners are better able to
critique the validity of an individual's assertion than is the individual himself. When
deliberating internally one might ignore or discount a conflicting piece of information
with relative ease. In social deliberation, however, the fact that others will surely raise
the this piece of information forces the individual to generate legitimate opposing
reasons. Finally, as anyone who has attempted to solve a difficult problem knows, the
mind tends to wander when faced with a difficult task. Thus the thoughts of an isolated
individual engaged in an intrapersonal discussion might easily stray to more pleasant
matters while the presence of others in interpersonal discussion encourages the individual
to return to the topic at hand.
Third, the two-way nature of discussion increases the potential that a given
individual will understand a particular political consideration. Since "new information is
most likely to be learned when it is meaningful; when it can be related in a substantive
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way to previously known information", it becomes clear that arriving at similar levels of
understanding of a given issue will require a different strategy for different individuals
(Glover and Corkill, 1990, p. 109). Thus a discussion partner can tailor communication
of a consideration to meet the specific cognitive structure of the person with whom he is
talking. Difference theorists would likely emphasize this point since individuals with
differing social experiences and perspectives will be better able to reach a mutual
understanding though trial and error attempts to explain their position.
Fourth, when talking about politics, participants are actively engaged with
material and not merely passive recipients of incoming information. Indeed, the act of
talking about a consideration forces deliberative thought. Much of the utility of acts such
as journal writing, counselling, and tutorials stems from the manner in which
communicating an idea tends to encourage purposeful thought about the idea. One study
of group work in schools finds that when students are involved in group work, those
students who do the explaining learn significantly more than those who simply listen
(Pressley, 1995, p. 256). Here we have an apparent parallel between media message
reception and participation in discussions for those who receive messages passively tend
to learn less. Despite the apparent benefit of discussion, however, this study also
suggests we must attend to the specific dynamics of a conversation and can probably
safely assume that each discussion has a different impact on the different participants.
Fifth, and finally, the social nature of discussion can enhance each participant's
ability to engage in deliberative thought in the future. In the course of a political
conversation, participants do not merely expand their knowledge of the topic of
discussion but can also expand their cognitive strategies:
"opportunities to engage in interpersonal problem-solving and thinking
stimulate the development of personal problem-solving and thinking
skills, in that many of the processes that the group carries out together
eventually are internalized by individual members of the group" (Pressley,
1995, p. 259).
Individuals can acquire both the strategies employed by other participants and the
approaches generated and applied by the group as a whole for use in future
moments of deliberative thought.
Thus of the numerous ways in which talk contributes to democracy, one of
the most important is the influence discussion can have on the cognitive effort,
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content, and ability of citizens. It must be noted, however, that the processes
outlined above are grounded in the type of talk expected of formal deliberation.
Informal political discussion of the sort studied here may not produce the same
benefits to the same extent.

Deliberation, Persuasion, and Political Sophistication:
Before shifting to a discussion of the hypotheses to be tested in this paper, the
relationship between deliberation and political sophistication deserves attention. It seems
possible that persuading a citizen who has become quite sophisticated through extensive
participation in deliberations could prove rather difficult. For Luskin, an ideology "is a
particularly sophisticated PBS- large, wide ranging, and highly organized" (Luskin, 1987,
p. 862). Most who have tried have likely found that attempts to persuade a highly
ideological person are often pointless given the rigidity of their thinking. The idea of a
deliberative society may therefore prove problematic if the cognitive development
motivated by deliberation results in more fixed and permanent attitudes. I can offer two
points in response to this question.
First, the near infinite range of political considerations suggests that no one can
truly consider, in an in-depth way, everything that relates to a given opinion. Thus
presentation of a new consideration, or even a previously considered idea presented from
a new perspective, necessitates continued deliberative thought which can lead to opinion
change. Moreover, it seems clear that most people hold a number of deeply held beliefs
and values which may coincide with respect to one issue but which will certainly conflict
when considering a different issue. Despite the collective efforts of a vast amount of
intelligent people, there still remains no widely accepted definition of concepts such as
democracy and justice. If over a century of political science has not resulted in a
permanent position on such matters, it seems safe to suggest that the political belief
systems of individuals devoting dramatically less time to deliberative thought about
political matters will remain open to change. The vast number of essentially contested
concepts involved in politics ensures that people's minds will always be open to change.
Second, despite this first point, i f social norms dictate that sticking to one's
opinion is more desirable than being persuaded to adopt a new position, then
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deliberation may still prove difficult. Rather, participants in a deliberation must
understand their task as finding the position upon which all agree and cannot,
therefore, conceive of their primary purpose as the defence of their initial
preference. Thus while citizens of a deliberative democracy would likely be quite
politically sophisticated, they must understand their political belief systems as
impermanent and constantly subject to change. This point highlights another
important difference between formal deliberation and informal political
conversations.
Summary
The goal of this chapter is to provide the reader with an enhanced understanding
of the relationship between talk and democracy. This understanding should provide the
context required to interpret the empirical research explored in the next three chapters.
Rather than reaching decisions through a process of either voting or bargaining, citizens
of deliberative theory do so through shared contemplation and debate of the issue.
Deliberation results not only in decisions at the society level, but also in individual level
decisions. Thus while assessing the extent to which Canada as a society reached
decisions through deliberation is a non-starter, I do intend to investigate the extent to
which individuals' political opinions occur as the result of participation in discussion. Do
informal discussion result in preference transformation? Do casual conversations act as
sites of political learning?
Some of the ideas raised in this chapter also indicate the importance of a
conversation's participants and content. Formal deliberation requires the presence of
dissimilar views and equal participation by all regardless of initial preferences. Do
informal conversations meet these criteria? Finally, while formal deliberation is to result
in agreement, one by-product of the informed consideration of alternative perspectives is
greater tolerance of those holding different opinions. Do people who participate in
informal discussions exhibit higher levels of tolerance? The next three chapters seek to
supply answers to these questions.
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CHAPTER 3: Antecedents of Discussion
The conditions that give rise to political conversation are the focus of this chapter.
In order to gain an understanding of the role of political conversations I first assess the
characteristics of those engaging in differing frequencies of political discussions. The
first section of this chapter highlights the sort of results expected if discussions closely
approximate the deliberative ideal and provides context by summarizing the results of
previous research. The second section outlines the measures and methods employed to
test the hypotheses outlined in the first section. Presentation and interpretation of the
results comprise the final segment.

Hypotheses:
Since the ideal deliberative setting entails full and equal participation by all
citizens, the specific characteristics of an individual are unrelated to the frequency of his
participation in deliberation. Informal discussions are not, however, governed by such
rules and thus we should be concerned with the extent to which one's demographic,
motivational, or behavioural characteristics affect the likelihood that one will participate
in discussion. Since equal participation lies at the heart of formal deliberation, i f informal
discussion in a society serves as an adequate substitute for formal deliberation then there
should be essentially no difference in discussion frequency amongst different sub-groups
in the population. When the differences in discussion behaviour between sub-groups in a
population are great, informal discussions fails to meet the first criteria of formal
deliberation: participant equality.
Identifying the first cluster of characteristics to include in a model predicting
discussion necessitates rounding up 'the usual suspects' including: gender, age,
education, income, language spoken at home, and the presence of a spouse or live in
partner. A second set of characteristics includes motivational factors such as general
interest in politics, internal and external efficacy, a measure of general political
knowledge. The third, and final, component involves media use variables. Below I report
some previous findings on the antecedents of political conversation in order to provide
some context within which the results reported later can be interpreted.
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In a study using data from 1996 nationwide survey of the US, Kim et al find that
of the demographic variables considered, only education was a significant predictor of
political talk (Kim et al, 1999, p. 12). Dietram Scheufele reports a similar finding as both
education and income explain participation in political conversations. (Scheufele, 2000,
p. 733). Bennett, Flickinger, and Rhine compare the results of OLS regressions of
political conversation in the 1990's in Britain and America. They find significant
coefficients for race, age, education and income in Britain while gender, age and income
achieve significance in the U.S. (Bennett et al, 2000, p. 109). The same authors also
include marital status in their model but find it unrelated to discussion frequency. In light
of these findings, each of the variables used in these other studies appear in my model
along with the respondent's home language included in an effort to identify newer
immigrants and take into account the differences between French and English speaking
Canadians.
A much larger amount of research focuses on the relationship between media use
and participation in conversations about politics specifically and the news more
generally. Perhaps the most intuitive link between the two is the media's provision of
content for interpersonal discussions. Even those who do not consult media sources
likely discuss topics raised by the media. In Tarde's words, "one pen suffices to set off a
million tongues" (Tarde, 1969, p. 304). Scholars seem to disagree over the normative
value of the media's role in setting the topics, boundaries, and language of debate.
Noelle-Neuman suggests that by providing "people with words and phrases they can use
to defend a point of view" the media enhance democracy (Noelle-Neumann, 1993, p.
178). Barber, on the other hand, argues this media effect hinders democracy since
deliberation is not truly democratic when the terms of debate are set by an elite few:
"those who control language thus control the communal we.. .give each citizen some
control over what the community will mean by the crucial terms it uses to define all the
citizens' selves and lives in public and private, and other forms of equality will follow"
(Barber, 1984, p. 193). As this quotation points out, the stumbling point between the two
sides stems from the question of how democratic media sources are. Mutz and Martin
applaud existing media outlets as they compare the current media processes and content
with more elitist media of the not so distant past (Mutz & Martin, 2001). Barber finds the
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same media lacking as he contrasts the current media with the ideal media of a 'strong
democracy'. This more critical approach to the democratic nature of the mass media
informs this paper since the aim here is to contrast actual phenomena with the theoretical
sort expected of a radically participatory democracy.
The empirical evidence accumulated thus far suggests a rather complex
relationship between these two sources of political information. Scholars appear to have
shifted from a comparison of the relative benefits of each source to consideration of the
relationship between media and conversation. In a unique investigation of the effect of
an eight month newspaper strike on interpersonal discussion, Jeffery Mondak finds that
access to news media is positively related to discussion frequency while at the same time
the two sources of information compete for influence on voting decisions (Mondak,
1995).
In their study of news comprehension, however, Robinson & Levy conclude that
discussion of news stories is just as important in explaining comprehension as exposure
to news media alone (Robinson & Levy, 1986). This finding presents a considerable
challenge to researchers such as Mutz and Martin who argue that media provide
significantly greater exposure to conflicting opinions since Robinson and Levy conclude
that exposure alone does not explain comprehension. Sotirovic and McLeod similarly
suggest that talking about the news results in more sophisticated comprehension of the
issues at hand (Sotirovic and McLeod, 2001).
Researchers have also sought to disaggregate the concept of mass media into the
different communication mediums. When compared to television news, previous work
has found a more significant relationship between newspaper reading and political
information (Robinson & Davis, 1990), conversations about the news (deBoer, 2001, p.
152) and political conversation (Kim and Wyatt 1999, Scheufele 2000). Scheufele writes:
"whereas newspapers mostly used with explicit informational intent, T V is often
considered a more passive medium that fosters what has been labelled 'learning without
involvement' (Scheufele, 2002, p. 52).
In addition to describing the characteristics of people who discuss politics, I will
therefore also investigate these two hypotheses in the first set of empirical tests:

23

H3.1: Media use is positively related to participation in political conversations.
H3.2: Newspaper use is more strongly related to political conversations than use of
television.
Measures
Political Conversation
How frequently people engage in political conversations is the key independent
variable of this study. CES investigators asked respondents how frequently they
discussed the campaign with two separate groups: 'friends and relatives' and 'others'.
These questions were asked in both the campaign and post-election waves and presented
respondents with 'often', 'occasionally', and 'not at all' as possible responses. Since my
focus is not specifically on the dynamics of the campaign, I use the post-election question
as a measure of overall discussion frequency throughout the campaign. Campaign wave
responses to this question were surely affected by date of interview since discussion
frequency increases as the campaign matures. While the post-election question treats
everyone equally in this regard, it seems likely that responses to this question are subject
to biased recall. Not only might people overestimate their actual behaviour in an effort to
appear more desirable, they may also recall only the last few days of the campaign when
assessing their own discussion frequency which would result in an estimate
unrepresentative of their discussion frequency over the entire campaign. The findings
reported later, therefore, are clearly not representative of general political conversation.
Campaigns generate heightened political moments which results in more frequent
discussion of politics than the amount occurring between elections. Accordingly, my
conclusions can only be applied specifically to campaign conversations.
I treat the two discussion variables as distinct, and therefore use them separately
in regressions for two reasons. First, from a theoretical standpoint, conversations with
those other than one's friends and relatives should tend to involve greater consideration
of dissimilar views. Talk is important to democracy in so far as it encourages an
individual to contemplate life experiences and political preferences of which they are
unfamiliar. Second, the variables are not so highly correlated that one can suggest they
measure the same thing, (see Table 3.1)
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T a b l e 3.1 D i s c u s s i o n F r e q u e n c y
Friends and
Family

Not at all

Other People
Occasionally

Often

Total

Not at all

77.15

21.91

0.94

100

Occasionally

21.75

75.04

3.21

100

Often

6.87

39.89

53.24

100

Total

27.55

57.63

14.28

100

Pearson Chi2= 1868.0564

pr=0.000

K e n d a l l ' s tau-b= 0 . 5 7 9 5

News Media Use:
I use two different measures of media use in this study. The CES asked
respondents, on a scale of 0-10, how much attention they paid to news about the election
in the newspaper, on television and on radio. Since I expect the relationship between
discussion and media use to differ by medium, some analyses employ all three of these
measures as independent variables. In most of my analysis, however, I use a general
media use variable which represents a respondent's highest response of the three media
use questions. This measure should prove more useful than a composite measure
comprised of all three types of media since most citizens receive the bulk of their media
information from a single medium (Zaller, 2002).
Demographics
Throughout the study, I use the same set of demographic variables in each
regression regardless of whether discussion is the dependent or independent variable.
Gender and age are self explanatory, the latter ranging from 18-101 and coded 0-1, as are
all other variables. During the campaign wave respondents were asked to select one of
eleven responses as their highest level of completed education and to report their
household income . I created dummy variables for those identifying French and a
1

language other than English or French as their home language. Finally, I use a dummy
variable to differentiate those who are married or live with a partner since these people

1 used an imputed income variable generated by Fred Cutler (2000). It is based on ces variables c p s m l 6 &
16a. It is recoded to thousands. Cutler offers the following description o f his procedure: " M i s s i n g data
were imputed based on a regression method, with values drawn from a distribution with a mean o f the
predicted vale ( X P ) and a variance equal to the square o f the standard error o f the regression estimate. T w o
imputations were made and then one was selected randomly. Thus standard errors for income estimates in
all tables are slightly too small because they do not take this imputation into account." (Cutler, 205).
1
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are more likely to report higher discussion frequency given the greater opportunity
couples have to engage in discussion.

Attitudes
The three attitudinal variables in this study appear as both dependent and
independent variables given their hypothesized non-recursive relationship with
discussion. Interest in politics is a powerful predictor of most politically related
behaviours and measured here by respondents self identification of their level of interest
'in politics generally' on a scale of 0-10. My two measures of efficacy are the same as
those used by Mendelsohn and Cutler in a study investigating the effects of referenda
(Mendelsohn & Cutler, 2000). To create a measure of external efficacy, I recoded the
four ordinal responses (strongly agree through strongly disagree) to the statement:
'People like me don't have any say about what the government does'. M y measure of
internal efficacy is the result of a similar process and based on responses to this
statement: 'Sometimes politics and government seem so complicated that a person like
me can't really understand what's going on?'. Finally, to assess general political
knowledge, I use a composite measure based on respondents' answers to four factual
information questions: ability to name the current U.S. President, the current Minister of
Finance, the current premier of a respondent's province, and the first female Canadian
Prime Minister .
2

In order to test the hypotheses contained in this section I include all the variables
listed above in two multivariate OLS regression models predicting reported frequency of
discussion with friends and relatives and with others.

Results
Figure 3.1 displays the frequency distributions of responses to the two survey
questions most central to this study. The observations of both variables are distributed in
a normal fashion. Responses to the friends and relatives questions are skewed slightly to

In Chapter 5 I increase the knowledge measure to an eight point scale. The three questions added deal
with campaign promises and are excluded here since I am, at this point, interested in a respondent's general
political knowledge. The campaign questions are too specific and ability to answer them speaks directly to
the campaign time period.
2
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the right with around 5% more respondents selecting 'often' rather than 'not at all'. The
opposite is true of the discussion with 'others' which is skewed to the left with around
13% fewer choosing often. A first point that deserves attention is the fact that the

During the campaign, did you talk
about the election with friends and
relatives often, occasionally, or
not at all
70

During the election campaign, did
you talk about the election with
other people often, occasionally,
or not at all?

59.1

60
50
40
30
20
10
0

16.9

^1
Not at all

Occasionally

Often

Not at all

Occasionally

Often

Figure 3.1

wording of these questions affects the results obtained. For example, were respondents
provided with the opportunity to select 'rarely' as a response, it seems likely that the
number who discussed politics 'occasionally' would shrink since even those who
discussed the campaign only once likely responded with occasionally. The stark wording
of 'not at all' suggests that only those extremely apathetic and uninterested individuals
would select this response. That 17% of the population never discussed the campaign
with those close to them offers the first clear indication that informal discussions differ
from formal deliberations in important ways. Moreover, close to a third (27.6%) of
respondents never talked about the campaign with an 'other'. This finding is of greater
significance assuming that discussions with others are more likely to involve new
information and dissimilar political views. Interestingly, however, only 13% of those
surveyed responded 'not at all' to both questions. Therefore, some citizens (around 4%)
who are either unwilling or unable to discuss politics at home are able to do so with those
beyond their circle of friends and relatives.
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T a b l e 3.2 A n t e c e d e n t s of d i s c u s s i o n f r e q u e n c y ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n ) .
Dependent Variable
Friends and
Relatives
B

Standard
Errors

Other People
B

Standard
Errors

Demographics
Male

0.016

0.012

0.065

0.011

Age

0.206

0.039

0.140

0.039

Education

0.262

0.032

0.197

0.032

Income

0.396

0.130

0.450

0.130

Spouse/Partner

0.009

0.120

0.000

0.012

French

-0.041

0.014

-0.036

0.014

Neither French nor English

-0.012

0.027

-0.027

0.028

0.270

0.029

0.214

0.030

L a n g u a g e at h o m e

Constant

N

2796

Adjusted R

2

0.041

2796
0.039

A l l v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0 - 1 , for i n c o m e 1= $ 1 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0
* Indicates p> 0 . 1 .
B o l d i n d i c a t e s p>0.05.

Table 3.2 presents the results of a multivariate regression estimating respondents'
frequency of conversations about the campaign with 'friends and relatives' and 'others' .
In this model I included only socio-demographic variables in an effort to understand who
engages in political conversations. If informal deliberations effectively substitute for
formal deliberations then we should expect little differences in discussion frequency
based on demographic characteristics. This is clearly not the case as age, education, and
income are all positively related to frequency of discussion with both groups of people.
The income coefficient is deceiving since the highest reported income is one million

In separate models not reported here I included the following variables, none o f which achieved
significance: a series o f dummy variables representing the different regions in country, a similar series
based on province o f residence, union membership, religion, party identification, strength o f identification,
and the presence o f children in the respondent's home.
3
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dollars. A n increase of 50,000 in household income is associated with a 2% increase in
likelihood of responding with 'often' when asked about discussion frequency with friends
and family. Those belonging to more privileged groups of society appear to talk about
politics more often. We must wait until chapter 5 to fully appreciate the importance of
this gap since it is not yet clear whether these informal discussions matter in any
substantive way.
T a b l e 3.3 A n t e c e d e n t s of d i s c u s s i o n f r e q u e n c y ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n ) .
Dependent Variable
Friends and
Relatives
B

Other People

Standard
Errors

B

Standard
Errors

Demographics
Male
Age
Education

0.013

0.011

-0.042

-0.047

0.037

-0.068*

0.039

0.049

0.031

0.028

0.033

0.011

0.256

0.115

0.328

0.121

-0.003

0.011

-0.012

0.012

French

0.006

0.013

0.007

0.014

Neither French nor English

0.004

0.025

-0.008

0.027

Interest in P o l i t i c s

0.280

0.023

0.251

0.024

G e n e r a l Political K n o w l e d g e

0.059

0.021

0.024

0.022

Internal E f f i c a c y

-0.022

0.017

-0.010

0.018

External Efficacy

-0.005

0.016

-0.007

0.017

0.323

0.022

0.268

0.023

0.135

0.037

0.210

0.039

Income
Spouse/Partner
L a n g u a g e at h o m e

Attitudes

Political Information Sources
Media U s e
Constant

N

2692

Adjusted R

2

2690

0.241

0.174

All variables c o d e d 0-1. F o r Income, 1 =$1,000,000
* Indicates p> 0 . 1 .
B o l d i n d i c a t e s p>0.05.

'

Table 3.3 reports the results of an expanded model in which I include
explanations for differences between demographic groups. Consistent with previous
findings, interest in politics plays an extremely important role in explaining interpersonal
communication. Interest likely encourages discussion both by motivating an individual
to raise the topics of politics and by motivating the individual to not inhibit conversations
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raised by another. With a slightly larger coefficient (.32) than interest in politics, the
media variable is the most powerful predictor in the equation and explains nearly one
third of the possible range of the discussion variable. Since I control for interest in
politics, this media effect is distinct from the impact that acquiring new political
information has on interest. One possible explanation is that regardless of whether or not
an individual media story affects one's general interest in politics, the individual may
seek out conversation in an effort to reach a greater understanding of the media story's
content. Also, regardless of interest in the subject matter, knowledge of the topic acquired
through the media may make individuals more likely to enter into a discussion of the
topic since awareness of the topic better qualifies one to participate.
For the most part, the demographic characteristics that are significant in Table 3.2
are not in Table 3.3. Thus greater attention paid to the election through the media
coupled with a higher interest in politics seem to explain most of the differences between
social-demographic groups. Income remains significant but the effect is quite weak: all
else equal, an individual whose family income is 80,000 will report a discussion
frequency .0135 greater than one whose family income is 30,000. In a separate regression
predicting discussion with other people, I included the income variable logged. The
discussion frequency of those earning 100,000 is only .04 higher than those earning only
$20,000 in a year. When I included a logged income variable in predicting discussion
with friends and relatives, the variable does not meet significance requirements.
The only other demographic variable to remain significant is gender. Men are
slightly more likely to engage in conversations with other people than women with a
coefficient of 0.042. By controlling for age I have ruled out the explanation that women
raised before second wave feminism are responsible for this gender gap. This result
therefore suggests that political socialization still occurs differently for men and women.
I am not able here, however, to investigate whether this difference is explained
specifically by socialization into the world of politics, or more broadly by internalized
expectations of the appropriateness of offering one's opinion. This said, the effects of
both income and gender are very weak once variables such as media use are controlled
for.
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Table 3.4 allows more in-depth investigation of the talk-media relationship by
reporting the coefficients of a regression predicting discussion with friends and family.
A l l three mediums are significantly related to discussion. It is television use, however,
that stands apart and is twice as powerful a predictor as newspaper use. This finding

T a b l e 3.4 M e d i a u s e a n d d i s c u s s i o n f r e q u e n c y ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n ) .
Dependent Variable
Friends and
Relatives
B

Standard
Errors

Other People
B

Standard
Errors

Media Sources
N e w s p a p e r (0-1)

0.142

0.021

0.172

0.021

R a d i o (0-1)

0.103

0.019

0.128

0.020

T e l e v i s i o n (0-1)

0.294

0.021

0.191

0.022

0.311

0.010

0.240

0.010

Constant

N
Adjusted R

3124
2

0.174

3122
0.135

B o l d i n d i c a t e s p>0.05.

stands at odds with existing research and may be explained, in part, by the focus on
friends and family. The shared viewing potential of television may encourage
conversation since programs expose viewers to the same message at the same time.
Asking for clarification, explanation, or offering a critique of a story seems more likely
when one knows that the individuals around him have just watched the same program. In
order to engage in conversation specific to a newspaper story one must first establish
whether the potential discussion partner has read the article. The results of the equation
predicting discussion with 'others', also in Table 3.4, offer some support for this
perspective as the coefficients between the two media types are much more similar. That
few people watch T V news with those beyond their circle of 'friends and family'
suggests that discussion with others about information from the T V news is more similar
to that of newspaper discussions in so far as the medium itself rarely prompts discussion
of the topic. This said, regardless of medium type, it is troubling from a deliberative
perspective that citizens engage in these important comprehension-generating discussions
only with those who likely hold similar views. Indeed, in this case, discussion may well
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disrupt the effectiveness of the media in presenting dissimilar views since the discussion
about a news story amongst like-minded people can involve immediate refutation of
alternative views presented in the story.
Given the consistently stronger relationship between newspaper use and
discussion in studies of the US, this television finding comes as a surprise. In a study
involving British respondents, however, Bennett et al (2000) report a finding similar to
that reported here with television exposure, and not newspaper exposure, predicting
discussion. Norris and Sanders note that American papers have less explicit biases than
their British counterparts. Canadian papers, to a lesser extent, seem to follow the British
pattern. It may be that newspaper readers in these two countries more easily comprehend
information from their newspaper because issues are conveyed through a shared
ideological lens. Readers in the US may seek out conversation to a greater extent since
the more even-handed approach of American papers complicates the choice of which side
to take on an issue. On the other hand, the presence of a popular national broadcaster on
British and Canadian airwaves may explain the differing results. These publicly funded
news broadcasts may have a greater informational focus than privately-owned
broadcasters in the US. Thus those American citizens who turn to the newspaper in
search of more information and more in-depth coverage might well tune into The
National were they to move north. In a recent paper, Norris and Sanders argue weaker
support for the 'print superiority' hypothesis in Britain than in the US "can be explained
by structural features of the public service broadcasting tradition in Britain compared
with the commercial ethos of network television in the US (Norris & Sanders, 2002, p.
3). Certainly, this explanation could be extended to cover the Canadian findings reported
here.

Summary

Not all Canadians spoke about the campaign with the same frequency, and a full
tenth of the population did not enter into political discussions at all. Such results are not
surprising and suggest that while some deliberative conversations may occur, only some
members of society participate in them. Why these groups differ is of specific interest.
Interest in politics and media use lie behind the greater frequency with which older, more
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educated, male, and more wealthy respondents engage in political conversations. If
informal conversations do result in deliberative outcomes, then the relative silence of less
privileged social groups is a specific concern.
Media use also explains a large amount of the range of discussion frequency.
Media play an important role in fostering discussion by providing content and expertise
which viewers can use in subsequent conversations. From a normative perspective, i f
political conversation is deemed to be a good, then future research into how different
content and different mediums affect the frequency and quality of discussion should
prove valuable.
Finally, interest in politics, not surprisingly, is an important antecedent of political
conversation. Again, research providing an explanation of how people become interested
in politics should offer further insights into the relationship between interest and
discussion. Given the significant controls for alternatives, the most plausible explanation
may lie in the minimal impact most individuals can have on political decisions. Were
politics something that most perceive they can affect, interest in political issues would
likely increase. Under the present democratic system in Canada, interest in political
matters may be more akin to a hobby than something more central to an individual's life.
One's choice of hobbies, while surely the result of a complex causal chain, is largely
idiosyncratic.
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CHAPTER 4: The Content and Process of Informal Discussion,
Deliberations are formalized when a set of rules and norms govern who
participates in conversations and how they do so. Without direct observation it is
impossible to fully assess the degree to which informal discussions are characterized by
similar processes. The 1997 CES does, however, enable an analysis of two of the most
important features of deliberative discussion: exposure to dissimilar views and the
presence of minority viewpoints in discussion. In order to accrue the benefits of talk
outlined above such as the creation of a more truly public opinion, the need to reconsider
initial preferences, and a wider dissemination of information and perspectives,
conversations must involve those from different social experiences and holding, at least
initially, divergent political preferences.

Hypotheses
Discussion and Disagreement:
Critics of informal discussion point to the negative impact social norms can have
on the potential for discussion to foster desirable results. Most notably, Michael
MacKuen employs formal modelling to illustrate the detrimental impact of discussion
when citizens, fearing the discomfort of disagreement, only engage in conversation with
those holding like preferences (MacKuen, 1990, p. 59). DeBoer suggests that individuals
engage in discussion of information gathered in media in order to assess whether or not
this new information violates "the dominant norms and values in their social groups"
(DeBoer, 2001, p. 153). As Schudson notes, the social norms surrounding disagreement
make democratic discussion, by definition, uncomfortable. By establishing a set of
specific rules and norms, formal deliberation avoids the negative side effects of social
desirability and other such impediments to formal deliberation. In casual conversation,
on the other hand, only the norms of society dictate behaviour. Thus the value of such
discussions hinges on the behaviour of citizens during these discussions.
It is worth pointing out, however, that while disagreement and participation by
diverse others is crucial to democratic discussion, the conceptual distinction between
these concepts and their opposites tend to be overdrawn. Much has been written lately on
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the importance of citizen engagement in the sort of activities that bring them into contact
with those from different social backgrounds and experiences (i.e. Putnam, 2000;
Uslaner, 2002). While interaction with diverse others and the existence of heterogeneous
social networks is indeed crucial to democracy, we must not overlook the significant
differences between people within a certain group. The specific focus on a single identity
in order to differentiate between groups tends to pre-empt consideration of the other
identities that differ amongst members of the given identity group. For example, while
people of a specified class may tend to interact only with members of the same class, this
group of individuals also differs by gender, age, race, party identification and so forth.
The point here is not to suggest that an individual who interacts with only a close set of
associates lives up to the democratic ideal, but that within this set of associates some
variation in political preferences is surely present. With respect to disagreement, then, the
following hypotheses deserves attention:
H4.1: Both discussion with 'friends and family' and 'others' are related to reported
frequency of disagreement. The relationship between disagreement and the latter is
stronger than it is with the former. In both cases, greater frequency of discussion results
in greater frequency of encountering disagreement.
Are people engaging in the sort of conflict-riddled interaction expected of formal
deliberations when they participate in informal discussions? Since it is difficult to
identify a specific amount or frequency of disagreement that must occur in informal
discussion in order for it to mimic the effects of formal deliberation, an answer to this
question is more likely to arise through an investigation of the outcomes of informal
discussion. This said, the frequency with which Canadians encounter disagreement is
still of interest as is an understanding of whether certain types of people are more likely
to have experienced disagreement.
Previous efforts to answer these questions offer some guidance in interpreting the
results. In studies of both the 1984 and the 1992 presidential elections, Huckfeldt and his
colleagues find that no less than one third of a respondent's political discussion network
have candidate preferences different from the main respondent noting, "disagreement and
heterogeneous preferences are the rule rather than the exception within
microenvironments surrounding individual citizens" (Huckfeldt et al, 2002, p. 3). With
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respect to the idea that political conversations serve as the means to enforce social
conformity, Huckfeldt and his co-authors conclude that conformity is not imposed upon
minority opinion holders and that disagreement is not reduced through interpersonal
communication (Huckfeldt et al, 2002). These authors suggest that disagreement is able
to survive due to the perceived unimportance of political opinions and general acceptance
of the subjective nature of politics (Huckfeldt et al 1996; Huckfeldt et al 2002). Those
with more diverse social networks, however, talk more often, with more disagreement,
and are better able to accurately judge the distribution of preferences than are those with
more homogenous contacts (Huckfeldt et al, 1995).
Ulbig and Funk approach the issue from a different angle by investigating
different levels of conflict avoidance in individuals. They find that those who seek to
avoid conflict the most tend to avoid face to face forms of political participation in which
disagreement is most uncomfortable. Moreover, they find that those with lower
education and lower incomes tend to score higher on conflict avoidance and assert that
"those least equipped to take part in democratic political system may be further deterred
from participation to the extent that the avenue for participation involves social conflict"
(Ulbig & Funk, 1999, p. 277).
Keeping these results in mind, I shall provide results describing the characteristics
of those experiencing more frequent disagreement.

The Spiral of Silence:
Noelle-Neumann's 'spiral of silence' theory is one of the more widely researched
concepts in the study of public opinion. For effective deliberation to occur, participants
must be willing to express views that conflict with those of the majority. Formal
deliberation involves a set of rules established to ensure that such minority perspectives
receive equal consideration by all participants. The 'spiral of silence' theory suggests
that individuals employ an inferred opinion distribution when deciding whether or not to
raise a particular point of view. (Noelle-Neuman, 1974). A recent meta-analysis covering
25 investigations of the 'spiral of silence' concluded that research thus far provides very
limited confirmation of the theory. The authors find an overall correlation between
willingness to speak and perceptions of opinion climate that, while statistically
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significant, is only 0.054. They suggest that future efforts should measure actual
willingness to speak as opposed to hypothetical readiness (Glynn et al, 1997). The current
study meets this criterion as these discussion questions seek to measure actual discussion
behaviour. In a study of people's feelings of 'freedom to talk', K i m et al find that neither
perceptions of local nor national opinion climate explain 'freedom to talk'(Kim et al,
2000). To see whether or not the spiral of silence applies to the 1997 Canadian federal
election I shall test the following hypothesis:
H4.2: A respondent's willingness to engage in political conversation is, in part, the result
of his perceptions of his preferred party's likelihood of electoral success at the riding
level. These perceptions of opinion climate are positively related to discussion
frequency.
Method
To explore the determinants of disagreement frequency I estimate a regression
model in which disagreement serves as the dependent variable. I include both types of
discussion in order to assess the whether or not talking with certain groups of people is
more likely to involve disagreement. Since the disagreement question was asked only
during the campaign wave, I use the discussion questions from the same wave and
control for date of interview.
This chapter's second hypotheses seeks to test the applicability of the spiral of
silence theory. In order to test this hypotheses, I created a variable that reflects the
opinion climate in which a respondent resides. During the campaign wave, respondents
were asked to report their perception of the chances of each party winning their riding on
a scale of 1-100. For all respondents reporting for which party they intended to vote, the
measure of opinion climate is their perceptions of the likelihood of electoral success for
their preferred party in their riding. I then conducted a series of bivariate regressions with
opinion climate predicting discussion frequency for each of the parties separately as well
as a single pooled regression involving all those providing vote intention responses.
Results
Disagreement:
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Discussions that sustain a deliberative democracy depend on disagreement.
Conflicting political preferences are identified, defined, and debated over in an effort to
arrive at a collective decisions. If casual conversations about politics are to be
understood as 'democratic' in this way, they must involve disagreement. Only 8% of
respondents begin to approach the ideal deliberative citizen by participating in
discussions that 'often' involve disagreement, (see Figure 4.1). While 54% reported
disagreeing occasionally, over a third of those surveyed (38%) never disagreed with their
discussion partners. By shielding themselves from exposure to dissimilar views, these
citizens deny themselves access to new political information, lose the opportunity to
confront their own opinions and must therefore rely entirely on the media and subsequent
internalized conversations in order for their opinions to be considered democratic in the
deliberative sense.

Figure 4.1 Have you disagreed with the
people you talked with, most of the
time, some of the time, or not at all?
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

n
37.71

Not at all

Some of the
time

7.85

Most of the
Time

This frequency of agreement, however, may be over-reported for a number of
reasons. First, since disagreement produces an uncomfortable mental state, individuals
may unconsciously misperceive prior conversations, remembering them as less
conflictual. Second, people may forget that a conversation ending in agreement may well
have begun in disagreement. Third, Huckfeldt et al note that individuals often
misperceive minority preferences and wrongly assume that a minority discussion partner
supports the majority position (Huckfeldt et al, 1998). A subsequent article, however,
points out that individuals are better able to accurately recognize others' preferences
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during the heightened politics of a campaign. (Huckfeldt et al, 2000). This second article
speaks only to partisan identification and says nothing of individuals' ability to identify
agreement and disagreement about issues and policies. People may lack the political
sophistication to fully realize when and how they disagree with conversation partners.
Indeed, given the electorate's generally limited understanding of politics, failure to
recognize disagreement seems the most plausible explanation for inaccurate reports of
disagreement frequency. This said, accurately perceiving the preferences of one's
discussion partner is crucial to the value of conversation and thus regardless of whether
or not disagreement occurred, failure to recognize it suggests political conversations of
limited value.
A lack of disagreement might also result from more one-way political
conversations. Some individuals may discuss politics with a more informed associate as
a simplified way of gathering political information. The less informed participant may
well have no opinion or trust the source to the extent that he still accepts his partner's
interpretation regardless of whether or not he initially agreed with this perspective. If this
is the case, political conversation serves more as an information gathering technique
rather than a forum for information processing. Questions which ask respondents if they
learned about a new issue or perspective would better gauge the degree to which some
political conversations more closely match the former of the two conceptions of
conversation.
Since the range of disagreement frequency is so great between citizens, it makes
sense to examine which characteristics explain participation in conflictual conversations.
As expected, the frequency of discussions with both 'others' and one's 'friends and
family' are related to the incidence of disagreement. In a simple regression predicting
disagreement in which the types of discussion are the only independent variables, the
friends and family coefficient is 0.09 while discussion with others is more likely to result
in disagreement, with a coefficient of .14 (Table 4.1, Panel A). Controlling for other
variables, (Panel B), reduces the apparent effects of both types of conversation.
Discussion with others still exhibits a strong and significant effect while talking with
friends and family just fails to meet significance requirements (p=.07). Given that the
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T a b l e 4.1 E x p l a i n i n g f r e q u e n c y of d i s a g r e e m e n t ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n ) .
A

B

Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

F r e q u e n c y of
Disagreement

F r e q u e n c y of
Disagreement

Standard
Errors

B
Political

Information

B

Standard
Errors

Sources

Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives

0.085

0.021

0.042*

0.023

Other People

0.140

0.019

0.116

0.021

0.060

0.025

0.037

0.012

0.019

0.042

-0.034

0.036

-

Media Use
Demographics
Male
Age
Education
Income
Spouse/Partner

0.055

0.128

-0.001

0.013

-

-0.037

0.015

0.034

0.028

-

0.075

0.028

0.018

0.023

0.008

0.020

-0.009

0.019

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e
French
Neither French nor English
Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s
G e n e r a l Political K n o w l e d g e
Internal E f f i c a c y
External Efficacy
D a t e of Interview (1-36)

0.000

0.000

0.001

0.000

Constant

0.230

0.017

0.166

0.043

N
Adjusted R

2818
2

0.030

2401
0.043

All v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d i n d i c a t e s p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1

dependent variable is reported disagreement, it is no surprise that discussion with others
is a much more powerful predictor than other important variables such as media use and
interest in politics. The substantial difference between these two types of discussions
lends support to the distinction between democratic conversations and homogenous
discussions. Disagreement activates deliberative thought and in doing so contributes to
the quality of individual opinions. While some conversations without disagreement may
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involve learning and exposure to new ideas, the majority involve affirmation of one's
initial preference and as such are of limited democratic value.
Some of the other variables achieving significance in predicting disagreement
frequency are also of interest. Gender is the only demographic variable to achieve
significance in this model with men more likely to report disagreement. Two related
points offer an explanation for this finding. First, women are socialized to avoid conflict
to a greater extent than men. Thus upon hearing a position with which she disagrees, a
woman may be more likely to either 'clam' and change topics (MacKuen 1990) or offer
ambiguous statements to avoid disagreement (Huckfeldt et al, 2002)~the ultimate end of
both strategies being the avoidance of disagreement. Second, some women may also
have less confidence in their opinions and might therefore be more easily persuaded, thus
avoiding disagreement. Table 4.2 reports the difference between responses provided by
the two genders to a measure of internal efficacy for those with like scores on a eightpoint political information scale. Women report less confidence in their knowledge of
politics when compared to men answering the same number of questions correctly. The
latter explanation suggests that women are therefore more susceptible to persuasion while
the implications for attitude change of the former remain unclear. More broadly, this
finding points to the existence of heterogeneous conversational norms and suggests that
the norms governing informal discussions differ depending on the identity of participants.
Table 4.2 Gender and perceptions of political competence.
Number of Correctly Answered Political Knowledge Questions
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Men
Women

0.71

0.62
0.72

0.58
0.65

0.5
0.57

0.45

0.77

0.66
0.7

0.48

0.4
0.4

0.31
0.41

Difference

0.06

0.04

0.1

0.07

0.07

0.03

0

0.1

Mean Internal Efficacy

For Internal Efficacy, 1= Strongly Agree that "sometimes politics and government seem so
complicated that a person like me can't really understand what's going on."

The lack of an education or income effect seems at odds with Ulbig and Funk's
findings on conflict avoidance. These authors, however, base their conclusions on the
correlation between conflict avoidance and both income and education. Since such an
approach fails to control for the effects of other variables, the conclusions drawn are
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rather suspect. More detailed research involving both conflict avoidance as a generalized
trait and avoidance of disagreement in political conversations would provide more useful
conclusions. From the findings presented here, it appears that these two variables are not
related to disagreement avoidance. General conflict avoidance may not inform behaviour
during political conversations if such discussions are perceived to be of limited
importance. Disagreeing about something that directly affects one's life in an important
way is quite different than disagreeing about matters perceived to be more abstract or
trivial.
Table 4.1 also shows that French speaking Canadians report less disagreement.
The stakes of politics in Quebec, only two years removed from the divisive 1995
referendum, may offer an explanation. Huckfeldt et al suggest that disagreement is able
to survive since most citizens consider politics unimportant and subjective. The salience
and emotions of Quebec's independence question, however, may present a very different
political climate within which discussion takes place . Quebeckers may only discuss
4

politics when they know their partner's position on sovereignty in order to avoid conflict.
It is also possible, however, that disagreement and debate may play a different role in
Quebecois culture causing respondents to report a lower level of disagreement than
English speaking Canadians after participating in a conversation involving a similar
amount of conflict.

The 'Spiral of Silence':
While the amount of disagreement in political conversations is important, so too
is the degree of disagreement. A conversation involving disagreement only at the
margins of a general agreement does little to force participants to reconsider their
preferences. Moreover, i f certain opinions and perspectives are silenced by the social
discomfort of presenting minority opinions, then conversations are of limited democratic
value. To investigate whether the 'spiral of silence' applies to interpersonal
communication during the election campaign, I estimated a series of bivariate regressions
with either type of discussion as the independent variable and perceived level of support

4

For a related investigation of discusion in Northern Ireland see Miller, Wilford, & Donoghue, 1999.
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for the respondent's preferred party as dependent variables (Table 4.3). I first grouped all
party supporters together to see if perceptions of electoral success explain discussion
T a b l e 4 . 3 P a r t y s u p p o r t e r s a n d p e r c e p t i o n of l o c a l e l e c t o r a l s u c c e s s ( O L S
Regression)
R e s p o n d e n t p e r c e p t i o n s of the likelihood that p r e f e r e d
party will w i n riding
All Parties

Liberal

PC

NDP

Reform

BQ

Dependent Variable.
F r e q u e n c y of
D i s c u s s i o n with:

Friends and Relatives

{

Q

Constant

Q

)

0A4

Other People
P

Constant

3

0

0

7

3

(

Q

5

5

)

(

Q

0.37

2

1

0

7

4

)

(

Q

0.48

0

3

2

?

4

)

{

Q

0.47

0

6

9

M

)

{

Q

Q

0.48

0

3

0

5

)

0.35

1

1

2

(.028)

(.052)

(.072)

(.074)

(.061)

(.090)

033

0.21

0.34

0.37

0.41

0.24

Entries in bold have a p value of less than .05. Bracketed entries are standard errors.

frequency regardless of which party one supports. Opinion climate is a significant
predictor of discussion with others but does not explain frequency of discussion with
friends and family. This result seems logical since one is more likely to know the
political preferences of friends and relatives, and can therefore selectively expose oneself
only to similar views. The political leanings of 'other people' are more often unknown
and thus the decision whether or not to engage in political discussion will more likely
involve an inferred opinion distribution. In a regression not reported here, I included all
the demographic, attitudinal, and media variables present in Table 3.3 along with
perceived opinion climate to predict discussion frequency with 'other people'. Despite
these additional controls, the opinion climate coefficient is 0.06 with a p value of 0.054.
Overall, then, it appears that an individual's perception of the likelihood that a potential
discussion partner will share his party preference plays an important role in the decision
of whether or not to engage in political discussion.
In order to see i f supporters of different parties differ in their approach to
conversations, I treated those intending to vote for different parties as distinct groups,
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(see Table 4.3). Of the ten estimations, perceived opinion climate only once achieves
significance. Quite surprisingly, those intending to vote for the Liberals were more likely
to discuss politics with 'others' when they perceived a better chance of a liberal victory in
their riding. Given that the Liberal party occupies the centre of the Canadian party
system, one might expect supporters to feel free to engage in conversations with others.
In the same way, supporters of more extreme parties are not only less likely to encounter
others with shared preferences but are also more likely to confront substantial
disagreement. This approach aligns the parties with respect to economic and social
policies. It may be that Liberal voters keep to themselves in certain parts of the country
in which the party is vilified for its policies from a regional perspective. Regardless, the
effect is surprisingly large.

5

The spiral of silence hypotheses does not appear to apply to supporters of other
parties. Huckfeldt et al's assertion that citizens "see political opinions as idiosyncratic
expressions of personal preference that do not require explanation, similar to the choice
between a Chevrolet and a Ford" offers an explanation for the survival of minority
opinions in the face of social conformity (Huckfeldt et al 2000, p. 648). In effect, the
perceived unimportance of political opinions keeps the spiral of silence at bay. Were
citizens to perceive that their opinions matter (as, perhaps, in Quebec), either through
direct participation or an elevation in the collectively perceived importance of politics,
then minority opinions might well meet with rejection thus establishing a need for the
sorts of rules which govern formal deliberation. I suspect classical democratic theorists
did not envision general apathy as the means through which to ensure the free exchange
of diverse information and ideas.
These results do not reject, however, the possibility that more extreme political
views are silenced by the process described by Noelle-Neuman. Even NDP and Reform
supporters may speak fairly freely with each other since the policies and ideas presented
by these parties still fall within an acceptable range of political ideas. Those holding more
extreme opinions such as members of white supremacy or radical environmental groups
may silenced to some extent by the norms of acceptable political ideas.
In a separate regression I included a squared opinion climate term to test for non-linearity. Since the
variable did not achieve significance I have not included the results.
5
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Summary
The findings presented in this chapter suggest there are some important
differences between the content of informal discussions and that of formal deliberation.
As expected, frequency of discussion predicts frequency of encountering disagreement.
That discussions with other people are more strongly related to disagreement offers
confirmation for the hypothesized importance of such conversations and also offers
indirect evidence suggesting conversations with friends and relatives do tend to involve
shared preferences.
The weak but significant effect of perceived opinion climate on willingness to
express minority views also indicates the distinct difference between casual conversations
and rule-governed deliberation. Optimal social decisions are possible only when all
perspectives receive full consideration. That social norms silence some views indicates
that opinions formed, confirmed, or revised through informal discussions will be different
than those that would result from formal deliberation. Perceived opinion climate,
however, is not presently a strong determinant of discussion frequency. Apathy and belief
in the insignificance of a fellow citizen's views may well stave off a more powerful
'spiral of silence' one would expect to find in societies where political views are
conceived of as distinctly important.
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CHAPTER 5: The Impact of Discussion
Did informal discussions during the campaign result in the sort of outcomes
predicted by deliberative theory? This question motivates the third component of this
study of political conversations during the 1997 election.

Information and Sophistication:
At the heart of both classical and deliberative theories of democracy lies the
assumption that knowledgeable citizens improve democracy. Theories of deliberative
democracy, however, are expressly concerned with interpersonal communication as the
means through which citizens become increasingly knowledgeable about politics. The
effect of participation in political conversations on an individual's knowledge of politics
is therefore of significant interest.
Before specifying the sorts of information to be investigated, I first consider
proposed revisions to democratic theory motivated by empirical findings of information
levels in the electorate. Bartels writes: "one of the most striking contributions to political
science of half a century of survey research has been to document how poorly ordinary
citizens approximate a classical ideal of informed democratic citizenship" (Bartels, 1996
p. 195). 'Minimalism' is one body of research which proposes corrections to democratic
theory based on these findings. Supporters of this approach argue that despite their lack
of in-depth knowledge, citizens are able to make reasonable decisions by employing
various heuristics (i.e. Popkin (1991); Sniderman, Brady, and Tetlock (1991); Page and
Shapiro (1992)). Research so far suggests that employing such shortcuts is not equally as
effective as becoming informed. Bartels finds that citizens who employ various heuristics
"do significantly better than they would by chance, but significantly less well than they
would with complete information, despite the availability of cues and shortcuts" (Bartels,
1996, p. 217). Johnston et al similarly report that intervener cues, polls, feelings, and
aggregation "did not close the gap, in translating interests into expressed preferences,
between the poorly and the well-informed" (Johnston et al, 250, original emphasis). I am
not suggesting here that citizens do not employ heuristics, but that these shortcuts do not
result in the same choices as those that would result from formal deliberation.
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In their widely cited study Voting, Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee also propose
amendments to democratic theory in light of their empirical findings. The authors argue
that apathy on the part of a significant portion of the electorate is, valuable to the
democratic system since "extreme interest goes with extreme partisanship and might
culminate in rigid fanaticism that could destroy democratic processes i f generalized
throughout the community"(Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954, p. 314). From a
deliberative perspective, these authors may have a point. At the elite level of
representative democracy, deliberation occurs frequently. Discussions play an important
role in decision making in legislative debates, committees, cabinet and caucus meetings
and so forth. A n informed citizenry that lacks access to such deliberative forums would
surely hold preferences different from those agreed upon during elite negotiations. If
interested and informed citizens do not see their preferences reflected in policy decisions,
such a democratic system may be undermined. Apathy and uninformedness serve as a
buffer between the privately-devised preferences voters hold and the deliberatively
produced policy decisions made by the elite. Voters either do not notice or do not care
when their preferences are not reflected in government decisions. This said, deliberative
theorists would surely object to this "implicit division of labour within the electorate" on
the grounds that informed 'public' decisions can only come about when all are able to
participate in the deliberations informing such decisions. While apathy may make some
forms of democracy possible, and may even be necessary for the survival of some
democratic systems, it does not follow that democracy cannot function with an informed
and interested citizenry. That an informed and participatory public results in more truly
democratic outcomes is the normative claim which lies at the heart of deliberative theory.
Since deliberative theory serves as the foundation of this investigation,
understanding the relationship between political discussions and knowledge is essential.
This relationship is rather complex since discussion can affect the size, range, and
constraint of one's political belief system to different degrees. While separating these
three concepts is useful for analytical purposes, operationalizing these distinctions is
more difficult given the data available. Some notable researchers suggest ability to
answer factual questions about politics provides a measure of all three aspects of one's
political belief system (Luskin, 1987; Zaller, 1992). The present study adopts this
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approach to information holding and supplements it with two additional attempts to
measure constraint by looking at opinionation and opinion consistency.

Knowledge of Political Information:
Hypotheses

Luskin identifies opportunity, ability, and motivation as the conditions which
encourage a given behaviour: "To become highly sophisticated, we must encounter a
certain quality of political information, be intellectually able enough to retain and
organize large portions of the information we encounter, and have reason enough to make
the effort." (Luskin, 1990, p. 335). Conversations about politics can be beneficial since
such discussions contribute to all three of these conditions. With respect to opportunity,
political conversations can obviously be an important source of both factual information,
and personalized experiences, about political matters.
Advance knowledge that one will, or is likely to, engage in future political
conversations also generates motivation to become informed so one can fully participate
in conversations. Some support for this notion can be found in an article by Levine and
Russo in which they find that individuals expecting to participate in group discussion of
an issue attend more closely to relevant information. They also find that the degree of
effort involved in information acquisition varies with respect to the positions held by
those with whom discussion shall occur. (Levine and Russo, 1995). These findings again
highlight the importance of conversations with those holding divergent preferences since
anticipation of conflict produces greater efforts to acquire useful information. As
mentioned, conversations motivate the deliberative thought so vital to the development of
constraint. While an individual might uncritically accept a specific point acquired from
media sources, she may be forced to reject the same point in the face of valid
counterarguments supplied by discussion partners. Thus, not only is the exposure to
information that occurs in a discussion important, equally important is the way that
discussion fosters more extensive consideration of this information.
Finally, engaging in conversations should also enhance one's ability to deal with
political information in a sophisticated manner. Luskin argues that the limited ability of
many citizens denies the possibility of a significantly more politically sophisticated
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citizenry: "Even under a more facilitative regime, the combination of limited cognitive
resources and competing attentional demands may keep politics a minority pursuit"
(Luskin, 1990, p. 353). Indeed, Luskin recommends that researchers be more concerned
with intelligence than education, implicitly suggesting that the ability to become fairly
sophisticated is innately denied to many. Luskin seems to underestimate the effect of
environmental factors for surely most citizens, given the right conditions, can become
fairly politically sophisticated. Luskin may have reached this troubling conclusion by
interpreting limited of motivation as a lack of ability.
The limited social value of political sophistication, coupled with the extremely
restricted potential for the average citizen to experience a direct impact on political
decisions, makes the decision to remain unsophisticated rather logical. Indeed, Luskin's
finding that interest is the most powerful predictor of information suggests that one's
motivation to become informed is of greater importance than one's ability. Luskin argues
that adjustments in the variables of the democratic system will not result in a widely
sophisticated public and that only by changing the system's 'parameters' can such an end
be achieved. Thus, in the end, perhaps I agree with Luskin i f he understands the direct
impact citizens in deliberative democracy have on policy outcomes, and the elevated
social importance of politics, as parameter changes.
Participation in political discussion can enhance one's ability to become
politically sophisticated. Barber notes that when citizens affect government through talk,
"politics becomes its own university, citizenship its own training ground, and
participation its own tutor" (Barber, 1984, p. 152). Since discussion motivates one's own
deliberative thought and provides new informational strategies through distributed
cognition, those who participate in extensive and informed conversations likely enhance
their cognitive ability to learn about politics.
Having outlined the ways through which talk affects sophistication, I now
consider some of the other variables to be included in a model predicting political
knowledge. In a study of information levels in the Canadian electorate, Fournier
identifies education as the most powerful predictor of information. Luskin's work on
sophistication suggests that education may only appear significant due to a failure to
control for other variables, of which intelligence most notable. Given the lack of
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intelligence measure in the data set both Fournier and myself employ, any interpretation
of education's effects should involve a fair dose of caution. Other demographic variables
worthy of inclusion are age, gender, income, and language spoken at home each of which
predicts political knowledge in Fournier's work (Fournier 2002, 101).
Interest in politics is a consistently powerful predictor of information in numerous
studies (Luskin, Delli-Carpini & Keeter, 1989; Bennett et al, 2000). In the Canadian
case, interest is second only to education (Fournier, 2002). Simply put, we learn about
things in which we are interested. At the same time, however, discussion may also lead to
increased interest.
The relationship between media use, discussion, and information also deserves
attention. It is rather obvious that the frequency with which one attends to media reports
of politics should be related to one's knowledge of the topic. Fournier finds that
respondents who identify newspapers as their main source of political information tend to
score higher on information scales than those identifying television or conversations with
friends and family (Fournier, 2002). This finding is questionable in so far as it relies on a
suspect measure of media use. Respondent's identify which source they use most
frequently but do not report the relative frequnecy that they consult the source. Thus, one
who reads the newspaper once a month an one who reads a paper everyday are treated as
identical. In a study of both Britain and the USA, Bennett et al find exposure to
newspapers and radio news both predict political information while exposure to news on
the television does not. (Bennett et al, 2000). Of greater interest to the current study,
however, are the number of articles concluding that conversation plays an important
mediating role between media use and political knowledge. Robinson and Levy find that
in a national sample, "discussion was associated with almost twice as much spread in
news comprehension as was media exposure" (Robinson & Levy, 1986, p. 171).
Sotorovic & McLeod (2001) report similar results. In an article published in 2002,
Scheufele employs a media discussion interaction term which returns a coefficient larger
than either media use or political discussion (Scheufele, 2002).
This overview of the relationship between discussion and information gives rise
to the following hypotheses:
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H5.1: Both types of discussion increase a person's level of political knowledge.
Conversations with others exert a stronger effect than do those with friends and family.
H5.2 Much of the impact of media use on information is explained by participation in
conversations about political matters. The two behaviours together have a positive
interactive effect, which is to say that together the two have a greater effect on knowledge
than simply adding their separate effects.
Method
To examine the relationship between political knowledge and discussion I
constructed two information variables in addition to the general measure mentioned in
Chapter 3. In order to measure overall political knowledge, I generated a eight point
information scale based on respondents ability to answer seven factual political questions.
I use the same questions as Fournier except I use those asked in the post-election wave
when the same questions was asked in both the pre and post- election surveys. Three
such questions ask respondents to identify the party making a specific campaign promise:
the party against Quebec as a distinct society [Reform], the party promising to lower
income taxes by 10% [Progressive Conservatives], and the party promising to cut
unemployment by half by 2001 [NDP]. I use the post-election responses since a
respondent's ability to answer these questions depends on the day on which one was
interviewed. The other four questions involve basic political facts: name of the current
U.S. President, name of the Premier of the respondent's province, name of the current
Minister of Finance, and the name of the first female Canadian Prime Minister. This
composite scale of political information serves as the dependent variable in an OLS
regression.

Results
Based on the assumption that discussions about politics serve as a source of
information, present opportunities to consider political matters, and can instil a desire to
gather further information, I hypothesized that frequency of political discussion is a
strong predictor of political knowledge. The results reported in Table 5.1, however, do
not provide overwhelming evidence in support of this assertion. Contrary to
expectations, discussions with others was not the more effective of the two types of
discussion at predicting information and the variable does not pass the standard test of
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significance. F r o m a deliberative perspective, then, informal political discussions with
others are o f l i m i t e d v a l u e since s u c h conversations h a v e n o i m p a c t o n the p o l i t i c a l

T a b l e 5.1 D e t e r m i n a n t s o f political k n o w l e d g e ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n )
Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

Score on knowledge
m e a s u r e (0-7).

Information g a i n e d o r
lost (0-1).

B

Standard
Errors

Standard
Errors

B

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives
Other People
F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t
Media Use
Discussion Frequency X
Media U s e

0.632

0.196

0.027*

0.014

0.130

0.188

-0.001

0.013

-0.023

0.110

-0.005

0.011

0.934

0.262

-0.017

0.014

-0.525

0.434

-

-

Demographics
Age

1.872

0.228

0.015

0.023

Male

0.499

0.067

0.005

0.007

Income

0.820

0.664

0.040

0.065

Education

2.484

0.188

0.058

0.019

Spouse/Partner

0.172

0.069

0.007

0.007

French

0.002

0.081

0.019

0.008

Neither French nor English

-.277*

0.157

0.007

0.016

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e

Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s

1.061

0.152

0.020

0.015

Internal E f f i c a c y

-0.804

0.106

0.006

0.011

External Efficacy

0.251

0.101

0.020

0.010

1.034

0.263

0.451

0.022

Constant

N
Adjusted R

2039
2

0.287

1811
0.009

A l l v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1

k n o w l e d g e o f those i n v o l v e d . Conversations w i t h one's 'friends a n d f a m i l y ' , however, d o
affect i n f o r m a t i o n l e v e l s . W h i l e t h e effect is large e n o u g h to suggest that s u c h
c o n v e r s a t i o n s a r e r e l e v a n t , t h e v a r i a b l e ' s c o e f f i c i e n t o f 0.63
d e p e n d e n t v a r i a b l e s r a n g e s 0-7.

is quite s m a l l g i v e n that the

Indeed the effect is smaller than those o f education, a g e ,

interest i n p o l i t i c s , m e d i a use, internal e f f i c a c y , a n d gender.
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These results are somewhat confusing in light of the theoretical expectations and some of
the findings mentioned above. Despite the fact that conversations with other people tend
to involve more disagreement, and that disagreement should motivate more extensive
deliberative thought, participation in these conversations are not related to political
knowledge. The difference between the two variables might simply be a matter of
volume in so far as a greater number of political conversations occur between friends and
relatives. While 19% of respondents reported more frequent discussion with friends and
relatives and only 5% spoke with other people more frequently, the vast majority (76%)
reported similar discussion frequency (see Figure 5.1). These results, then, appear to
refute the idea that volume alone accounts for the difference between the two types of
discussion. Intuitively, however, these results seem surprising since one wonders
whether most people really do talk about the campaign with 'other people' as often as
they do with friends and relatives. The results are surely in part due to the limited range
of response options presented to respondents on the discussion questions.

Figure 5.1 Comparing frequency of
discussions with 'friends and
relatives' and 'other people'.

Friends and

Friends and

Other people>

relatives>

relatives =

Friends and

Other people

Other people

relatives

Even if people do talk with others as frequently as they do with friends and
family, the characteristics of these discussions surely differ significantly. Discussions
with others may be much shorter, frequently involving an exchange of a few general
offhand comments. Moreover, people may feel more comfortable appearing uninformed
and testing ideas with those closer to them. As mentioned, friends and family are more
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likely to be present during and after media exposure, increasing the chances that
conversations about new information shall occur. In short, frequency alone does not tell
the whole story. The duration and content of discussions with friends and family
members likely explains the difference between the two types of conversations in
predicting political knowledge.
A second explanation of this difference lies with the dependent variable. The type
of information measured here may not speak to the sort of things people learn from
talking with others. Price, Capella, and Nir find a significant relationship between
'argument repertoire', (the number of reasons offered by a respondent supporting her
opinion and reasons that someone else might hold the opposite view), and discussions
involving disagreements with acquaintances (Capella, Price, & Nir, 2002). This type of
knowledge measure seems a better way of getting at the kind of information of concern to
deliberative theorists. This said, knowledge of basic political facts remains important and
speaks to more general political knowledge that affects an individual's political
behaviour (Zaller, 1992). The findings presented here suggest informal political
discussions with others are unlike deliberations prescribed in theory.
The results contained in Table 5.1 also fail to support the second hypothesis tested
in this section. The discussion - media use interaction term is not statistically significant.
While it is conceivable that cultural differences are responsible for the previously
mentioned U.S. findings which suggest that discussion plays an important role in
comprehension of news stories, difference in measures seems a more reasonable
explanation. For example, Scheufele's use of a discussion measure with a five-point
scale and more meaningful categories may explain his positive results. (Scheufele, 2002).
Overall, informal discussions play a much weaker role in explaining the political
knowledge than expected.

Information Acquisition During the Campaign:
Hypothesis
The panel aspect of the Canadian Election Study presents an opportunity to
measure gains (and losses) of information over the course of the campaign. For the same
reasons offered above with respect to overall political knowledge:
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H5.3: Those discussing politics more frequently are more likely to have gained
information over the course of the campaign.
Method
In order to assess the role of discussion in information acquisition during the
campaign, I created a variable which measures the difference in number of correct
responses to the campaign platform questions between the campaign and post-election
waves for each respondent. I then used this change in information as the dependent
variable in a regression with discussion and the aforementioned control variables entered
as independent.
Results
While 30% of respondents correctly answered more of these platform questions
after the election and 56% scored the same in both waves, 14% of respondents actually
supplied fewer correct answers in the post-election wave. The results of a regression
predicting information gains offer very weak confirmation that discussions with friends
and relatives explain acquisition of information over the course of the campaign (Table
5.1). The coefficient is quite small (0.027) given that the dependent variable ranges 0 to
1. The overall hypothesis, however, must be rejected since conversations with other
people do not predict gains in information more powerfully and the coefficient is not
statistically significant. Only education, speaking French at home, and external efficacy
achieved significance at the .05 level. Interest in politics, media use, and age fail to exert
a significant effect, an interesting finding given their important role in predicting overall
knowledge. The fact that conversations with friends and family are significant while
these other variables are not suggests this finding is important. There is insufficient
information here, however, to assess whether these effects occur through a process
similar to deliberation or one more analogous to media consumption. That conversations
matter with respect to people's knowledge of politics is an important finding. From the
deliberative perspective, however, unless such learning occurs through consideration of,
and deliberation over, a number of differing perspectives, these conversations may not
result in the sort of political knowledge deliberative theorists desire.
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Opinionation:
Hypotheses

While information scores may reflect constraint to some degree, such an approach
likely speaks more to the range and size of one's political belief system. With this in
mind, I offer two alternative approaches to measuring sophistication in the hopes of
achieving a firmer grasp on constraint. K i m and Wyatt adopt the term 'opinionation' to
refer to whether or not respondents provide answers to questions asked of them by survey
researchers. The logic behind this approach fits well with much of the discussion
contained earlier in this paper. Briefly, the authors argue that only through stimulus such
as political conversations do individuals realize they hold a number of conflicting
considerations relevant to a specific topic and that this realization, and the resulting
reconciliation and/or elimination of considerations, results in more coherent and
consistent opinions (Kim and Wyatt, 1999). Those with limited constraint lack either the
possession of a previously constructed opinion or the capacity to construct an opinion on
the spot. A maximally constrained person should have a readily available opinion for a
wide range of political topics and thus would not likely provide a 'don't know' response.
There are, however, competing explanations for 'don't know' responses that
deserve attention. For those lacking existing opinions, the capacity to produce one is a
function of their cognitive ability and the motivation they have to undertake the task.
Certain aspects of the interview or of the interviewee will impact this capacity. For
example, face to face interviewing may increase the respondent's motivation thus making
some more likely to engage in the task of constructing an opinion (Green, Holbrook, &
Krosnick, 2002). A respondent's lack of interest in the survey may also make her more
likely to report 'don't know' in an effort to finish the survey faster. While there may be
alternative explanations for 'don't know' responses, these explanations are related to the
respondent's political sophistication since the condition of one's political belief system is
a partial cause of these behaviours.
Not all opinion questions are the same, however, and as a result I investigate two
bundles of questions. Value-related questions require less cognitive effort since they tap
easily accessible and important value schemas. The second type of question, which I have
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labelled policy related questions, require respondents to offer an opinion on an issue less
easily related to dominant cognitive structures like values. To answer these questions,
individuals must rely on issue specific information upon which the majority of people
have not likely reflected. Thus those who provide an answer either recall an opinion
constructed previously or have the cognitive ability to generate one upon hearing the
question. People able to answer this latter type of question therefore are likely more
politically sophisticated.
H5.4: Both types of discussion are negatively related to frequency of 'don't know'
responses. Conversations with other people exert a stronger effect.
H5.5: The discussion variables more powerfully predict opinionation on policy questions
than value questions.
Method
I selected eight questions asking respondents to provide an opinion and created a
composite measure of opinionation by summing the number of times a respondent
selected 'don't know' to each of the questions. I also created two similar measures based
on the two types (values and policy) of questions included in these eight. I then ran two
separate regressions predicting the frequency of don't know responses for each of the two
bundles of questions. The questions used are:
'Value questions': i)'How much more do you think should be done for racial
minorities: more, less, about the same as now.', Do you strongly agree, somewhat agree,
somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the following statements: ii)'Only people
who are married should be having children, iii) Society would be better off if more
women stayed home with their children, iv) Which is the best way to deal with young
offenders who commit violent crime: give them tougher sentences or spend more time
rehabilitating them.
'Policy questions': v) There's not much any government can do theses days to
solve the unemployment problem, vi) To maintain our social programmes we must
eliminate the deficit, vii) The government should leave it entirely to the private sector to
create jobs, viii) Which is the best way to fight unemployment: eliminate the deficit, or
reduce taxes?
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Results
The shared and in-depth deliberative thought that occurs in formal deliberation
results in citizens with more constrained political belief systems. Informal discussion,
however, does not appear to have the same effect when constraint is operationalized as
opinionation. The results contained in Table 5.2 illustrate that both sorts of discussion
are not related to respondent's willingness to provide answers to two sets of opinion
questions.
T a b l e 5.2: E s t i m a t e s effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n o p i n i o n a t i o n ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n )
Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

Don't k n o w ' a n s w e r s
to 'value' q u e s t i o n s

Don't k n o w ' a n s w e r s
to 'policy' q u e s t i o n s

M
B

(o-D
Standard
Errors

B

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives

0.015*

Other People

0.008

-0.0070.01

0

-0.0050.00

7

-0.0030.00

9

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t

-0.0070.00

6

-0.0230.00

8

Media Use

-0.0020.00

8

-0.0160.01

0

Demographics
Age

0.058

0.013

0.049

0.017

Male'

-0.0020.00

4

-0.0260.00

Income

-0.0490.03

7

-0.0530.04

8

Education

-0.0050.01

1

-0.0500.01

4

Spouse/Partner

-0.0030.00

4

-0.0050.00

5

0.005

-0.0140.00

6

5

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e
French

0.003

Neither French nor English

-0.0070.00

9

0.005

0.011

Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s

-0.0120.00

9

-0.0250.01

Internal E f f i c a c y

-0.0020.00

6

0.013*

External Efficacy

-0.0070.00

6

-0.0090.00

Constant

0.017

N
Adjusted R

2001
2

0.009

0.012

0.108

1
0.008
7
0.016

2021
0.050

A l l v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1
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These findings support the distinction between the two sorts of questions as the
coefficients for most variables differ substantially in predicting 'don't know' responses to
the two sorts of questions. While 88% of respondents offered an opinion on all the
'value' related questions, only 79% did so when asked for their opinion on the 'policy'
questions. That only one variable (age) significantly, albeit rather weakly, predicts
opinionation on value questions suggests that most people are able to recall or quickly
construct opinions on these questions, likely because of the ease with which one can
access the values that inform responses to these questions. With a p value of 0.066,
conversations with friends and family appear to exert a weak effect on 'value'
opinionation. The coefficient, however, is extremely small at 0.015. Both being male
and discussion with friends and relatives are related to an increased likelihood answering
'don't know'.
For policy related questions, on the other hand, six of the fourteen variables
included in the model achieve significance. Disagreement frequency is positively related
to 'policy' opinionation with those disagreeing often with their discussion partners were
2.3% less likely to select 'don't know'. When a person encounters disagreement, the
thought required to respond should result in greater constraint. Those with more
constrained political belief systems are less likely to report no opinion. There is,
however, an alternative explanation. This finding may result from the fact that in order
to disagree with another, one must first have an opinion. Thus it may not be the
disagreement, per say, that explains the impact on opinionation.
It is also possible that factors unrelated to discussion, such as interest in the
survey or concerns about privacy may explain why some are more likely to select 'don't
know'. Overall, however, these findings offer limited support for the idea that informal
discussions foster development of constraint. The aspects of formal deliberation that
result in greater political sophistication appear to be absent from most informal
discussions.

Opinion Consistency:
Hypothesis
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A second approach to assessing constraint involves measuring the consistency of
respondents' opinions. To deliberate with others is to engage in the sort of thinking that
brings organization to the often isolated pieces of information that comprise many
individual's knowledge of politics. Those with more constrained political belief systems
should be more likely to offer a consistent opinion on a topic regardless of question
wording, question order, and other variables which effect the responses of less
constrained individuals.
In an important piece on measuring sophistication, Luskin is expressly critical of
measures of opinion consistency. His main objection lies with the use of aggregate level
measures of consistency. He does, however, criticize individual level measures of
consistency on the grounds that efforts to suggest that two opinions are consistent is an
inherently subjective process (Luskin, 1987). With regard to this concern, the tests
employed here use such basic political concepts that the assumptions that underlie their
connections should be rather widely accepted.

H5.6: Those who participate in more conversations about politics report more
consistent attitudes. This discussion-consistency relationship is stronger for discussions
with other people than it is for conversations with friends and relatives.
Method
I measure consistency by comparing an individual's responses to two related
opinion questions. The first pair deal with job mobility. Respondents were asked the
extent to which they agree with these two questions: 'People have a right to work in the
region where they are born' and 'Unemployed people should move to regions where
there are jobs'. Those responding in a consistent manner are coded as 1 while those
answering inconsistently are coded as zero. Those selecting 'don't know' or 'refused' are
treated as missing.
The second pair of questions concerns immigration policy. The survey asked
respondents how strongly they agree or disagree that 'Immigrants make an important
contribution to this country' and 'do you think Canada should admit more immigrants,
fewer immigrants or about the same as now?'. While the link between these two
questions is somewhat less direct than for the previous pair, it still seems fair to suggest
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that those who feel immigrants make a valuable contribution and that the country needs
fewer immigrants do not have a consistent attitude about immigration.
The final pair is somewhat different than the previous two since one question
deals with an abstract principle while the other inquires about a policy based on the
principle. Politically sophisticated individuals should display 'principle-policy'
consistency (Kim & Wyatt, 1999). During the campaign wave, respondents were asked
'should Quebec be recognized as a distinct society'[cpsj 18] and were subsequently asked
in the mail-back survey if they agree that 'Minority groups need special rights' [mbsal4].
T a b l e 5.3 E s t i m a t i n g effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n o p i n i o n c o n s i s t e n c y ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n ) .
Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

C o n s i s t e n c y o n job
mobility (0,1).

Consistency on
immigration (0,1).

Distinct S o c i e t y
Principle-Policy
C o n s i s t e n c y (0,1).

B

Standard
Errors

B

Standard
Errors

B

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives

0.109*

0.063

-0.002

0.058

-0.071

0.070

Other People

-0.020

0.057

-0.091*

0.053

0.038

0.066

0.006

0.049

-0.008

0.045

0.006

0.056

-0.112*

0.064

-0.047

0.060

0.15*

0.078

-0.169

0.103

-0.127

0.095

0.070

0.111

-0.057*

0.030

0.019

0.027

0.077

0.032

-0.431

0.327

-0.346

0.304

0.149

0.338

0.217

0.095

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t
Media Use

Demographics
Age
Male
Income
Education

0.113

0.086

0.340

0.079

Spouse/Partner

0.046

0.031

-0.035

0.029

-0.016

0.034

French

-0.012

0.037

0.006

0.034

0.092

0.083

N e i t h e r F r e n c h nor E n g l i s h

-0.100

0.074

0.041

0.070

0.195

0.090

-0.095

0.068

0.068

0.065

0.121

0.078

Internal E f f i c a c y

-0.043

0.048

-0.061

0.044

0.019

0.051

External Efficacy

-0.040

0.046

-0.005

0.042

-0.146

0.051

0.778

0.100

0.647

0.093

0.060

0.109

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e

Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s

Constant

N
Adjusted R

1115
2

0.010

1150
0.036

864
0.040

A l l v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
# Indicates p<0.1
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Results
Only 17% of respondents offered consistent responses to the three sets of related
questions. The reader should keep in mind, however, that this figure excludes residents
of Quebec since the distinct society question was not asked in that province. With
respect to consistency on job location questions, no variables return a p-value of less than
0.05. Being male, media use, and discussion with friends and relatives are all significant
at the p<0.1 level (see Table 5.3) Conversations with other people display a similar
strength of effect on immigration attitude consistency but are negatively related to
consistency. Only education achieves significance and exerts a quite strong effect.
Finally, for consistency on the minority rights-distinct society measure, both types of
discussion and frequency of disagreement are not significant. The varied and weak effect
of discussion variables in these models presents equivocal evidence. Moreover, the
inconsistent role of most variables coupled with the rather small adjusted r-squared
values suggests that the independent variables are of limited value. If anything, these
findings offer support for Luskin's warnings about consistency measures (Luskin, 1987).
Overall, there is a little support here for the idea that participation in conversations result
in more consistent responses. It seems quite possible that conversations might enhance
ambivalence and inconsistency because of exposure to new perspectives. Thus, until
people perceive adequate incentives to hold consistent and well developed opinions, such
as different conversational norms or significant and meaningful participation in decision
making, conversations involving new perspectives may do little to enhance constraint.

Efficacy:
Hypothesis
A n individual's sense of his effect on the political system plays an important role
in the outcomes of interpersonal discussion. External efficacy refers to a person's belief
in the political system's sensitivity to her preferences while internal efficacy describes
one's perception of her own capacity to affect the political system. With respect to
external efficacy, a significant difference between formal deliberations and informal
political conversations is immediately apparent. The link between talk and policy
outcomes is far more tangible in a deliberative system than in representative democracies.
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The first-time participant in a conversational forum resulting in a policy decision will
surely experience enhanced feelings of external efficacy. Moreover, this belief that one's
views will inform decisions affects future choices about participation in deliberations.
Thus the relationship between external efficacy and formal deliberation appears to be
non-recursive. It seems particularly unlikely that the same holds true for casual
conversation since there is no obvious link between the content of one's discussions and
policy decisions. Since I therefore expect discussion to have no impact on external
efficacy, this variable appears only in the first set of tests contained in Chapter 3.
The relationship between internal efficacy and informal political conversation is
more complex. A n individual's perception of his political competence not only affects
the likelihood of his participation in politics, but should also be affected by these
conversations. Those who feel they lack the knowledge or intelligence to participate fully
in conversations are less likely to participate when such discussions arise. On the other
hand, participation in political conversations should result in an improved sense of
internal efficacy as a result of the information and constraint acquired in conversations
(Praktis & Turner, 1996). Some general comments on the relationship between internal
efficacy and discussion may be possible after testing the following hypothesis:
H5.7: Discussions about politics result in enhanced feelings of internal efficacy.
Method
To test whether or not participating in political conversations affects an
individual's sense of his ability to understand politics I shift internal efficacy to the other
side of the equation specifying it as the dependent variable. I continue to use level of
agreement with the following statement as my measure of internal efficacy: "Sometimes
politics and government seem so complicated that a person like me can't really
understand what's going on".
Results
If discussion does in fact involve and encourage deliberative thought then those
who participate in conversations should have more positive feelings of internal efficacy.
The results reported in Table 5.4, however, fail to offer support for this assertion. Neither
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sort of discussion is related to reported feelings of internal efficacy. A number of other
variables do serve as significant predictors including gender, income, interest in politics,
and external efficacy. Education is also a significant and powerful predictor with a
coefficient of-0.33. If some conversations affect ability in the same way as education,
then the connection between discussion and efficacy may still exist. These results,
however, suggest that the kind of conversations about politics in which people engage do
T a b l e 5.4 E s t i m a t i n g effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n
internal e f f i c a c y ( O L S R e g r e s s i o n )
Dependent Variable
Internal E f f i c a c y
(0-DB

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
-0.025

0.030

0.016

0.027

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t

0.013

0.023

Media Use

0.003

0.030

Age

0.144

0.048

Male

-0.038

0.014

Income

-0.453

0.137

Education

-0.333

0.040

0.003

0.014

French

0.023

0.017

Neither F r e n c h nor English

0.065

0.032

-0.179

0.032

Friends and Relatives
Other People

Demographics

Spouse/Partner
L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e

Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s

0.253

0.020

-0.030

0.004

0.786

0.041

External Efficacy
Political K n o w l e d g e
Constant

N
Adjusted R

2029
2

0.243

A l l v a r a i b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
"Indicates p<0.1

not effect internal efficacy through ability. Given that discussion, internal efficacy,
knowledge, and interest each affect each other, it is not possible to rule out whether or not
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some of the benefits of discussion are occluded by the inclusion of other variables.
Future research designed with the specific intent of sorting out the effects of these
variables might be better able to describe the relationship between internal efficacy and
political conversations. Based on the evidence reported here, however, informal
discussion appear to lack the content or processes behind the effect formal deliberation
has on internal efficacy.

Interest in the Campaign:
Hypotheses
The relationship between interest in politics and political discussions is
fundamental to many of the outcomes investigated here. People think about, talk about,
search out information about, and participate in, things they find interesting. Interest is
certainly irrelevant to some behaviours, but is fundamental in explaining optional
behaviours such as engagement with politics. Explaining why people become interested
in certain things is no easy feat. Possible explanations of how talk enhances interest
include: First, knowledge of, and interest in, a topic of concern to others provides
individuals with opportunities for social interaction. The Spring visitor to Canada hoping
to interact with sports bar patrons would do well to learn about the N H L playoffs.
Second, a cognitive approach suggests that the more frequently one activates a packet of
information, the more likely those same concepts will become active again. Thus an
engaging conversation about politics should motivate participants to enter into further
such discussions. Third, conversation about politics may provide previously unknown
information which causes an individual to re-evaluate their existing interest in politics.
News about a government contract that may be awarded to a firm in one's town might
generate a higher level of interest in politics. Similarly, exposure to an alternative view
may force one to reconsider a significant number of political considerations and opinions
and in doing so stimulate one's interest in other perspectives not previously considered.
This list is by no means exhaustive.
The reciprocal relationship, that interest affects participation in political
conversations, is far more intuitive and has been discussed earlier. To test the validity of
this theory:
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H5.8: Discussion frequency is positively related to interest in the campaign.
H5.9: Participation in discussions about the election campaign results in an increase in
respondent's reports of their interest in the campaign.
Method
To investigate the relationship between interest in politics and discussion, I
estimated two multivariate regressions. The dependent variable in the first equation is
responses to a question quantifying interest in the campaign and asked during the postelection wave. The dependent variable in the second equation is change in reported
interest in the campaign between responses to the campaign and post-election waves
coded -1 to 1. In addition to the usual controls, I include campaign wave date of
interview (0-36).

Results
From Table 3.3 it is clear that one's interest in politics is related to the frequency
with which one enters into political discussions. Again, since we cannot specify general
interest as temporally prior to conversation, identifying causality is not possible. Table
5.5 reports the output of a regression predicting post-election interest in the campaign.
Both types of discussion are clearly significant; the coefficient for friends and family is
.15 and .05 for other people providing support for H5.8. Media use is the most powerful
predictor with a coefficient of .49 which is quite large given the independent variable
ranges 0-1. Not surprisingly, general interest in politics also plays an important role. By
controlling for the most powerful predictors of discussion, namely interest in politics and
media use, it seems likely that the conversations themselves are exerting the effect. The
causal relationship may become clearer by assessing the effects of discussion on interest
levels reported during and after the campaign.
The presence of an 'interest in the campaign' question in two of the three survey
waves allows me to assess the interest -discussion relationship from a slightly different
perspective. Since conversations of interest here took place prior to the respondent's
second evaluation of her own interest in the campaign, I can look at the role discussion
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plays in explaining this measure of interest. Of those surveyed, 46% were less interested
in the campaign after the fact than they were during the campaign, 26%
T a b l e 5 . 5 : E s t i m a t i n g effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n interest in the c a m p a i g n ( O L S
Regression).
Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

P o s t - e l e c t i o n report of
interest in t h e
c a m p a i g n (0-1)

C h a n g e in interest in
the c a m p a i g n (0-1).

Standard
Errors

B

B

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives

0.152

0.017

0.0610.02

2

Other People

0.046

0.015

0.0200.02

0

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t

0.007

0.013

Media U s e

0.487

0.017

-0.033
0.2510.02

0.017
2

Demographics
Age

0.042

0.027

-0.038

0.035

Male

0.008

0.008

0.020*

0.010

Income

-0.0250.07

8

Education

-0.0810.02

3

-0.028

0.030

Spouse/Partner

-0.0110.00

8

-0.011

0.011

0.0460.10

1

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e
French

-0.0210.00

Neither French nor English

9

-0.030

0.012

0.005

0.019

-0.013

0.024

0.174

0.018

-0.164

0.024

0.002

0.013

-0.008

0.016

Attitudes
Interest in P o l i t i c s
Internal E f f i c a c y
External Efficacy

-0.0400.01

Political K n o w l e d g e

0.005

Constant
Adjusted R

0.109
2021
2

0.0070.01

5

0.002

0.0110.00

3

0.0010.00

1

-

D a t e of Interview

N

2

0.546

0.025

-0.174

0.035

2014
0.113

All v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1

maintained the same level of interest, and only 18% became more interested . These
6

results may be largely due to the specific nature of the 1997 campaign and the style of

G i v e n that interest in both cases was measured by a ten point scale, much o f the observed variation in pre
and post election responses is likely the result o f measurement error.
6
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coverage employed by the media. Upon reflection in the post-election survey most voters
may have indicated less overall interest in the campaign since the election results did not
differ much from the previous election and the outcome seemed easily predicted at the
outset. Higher interest in the campaign may well speak to the effectiveness of the various
news outlets in framing the election as a competitive affair subject to significant changes.
Horserace coverage may have provided the appearance of an election with an uncertain
outcome while the ultimate results confirmed what most had expected all along. Table
5.5 reports that the higher one's interest in politics generally, the more likely one's
reported campaign interest declined by the end of the campaign. One very interested in
politics generally may have been more likely to evaluate the 1997 campaign as a
comparatively boring election. On the other end of the general interest scale, many likely
saw this election as no different from others because they pay little attention to all
elections. That media use is by far the most powerful predictor of change in interest lends
further support to this idea.
If this explanation holds any water, then it becomes difficult to interpret the
effects of discussion. If people reported higher levels of interest while the campaign was
happening because of stirring media coverage, discussion could have diminished interest
if one's discussion partner presented the idea that the composition of Parliament after the
election would be virtually the same as it was before all the fuss. Having offered this
complex bit of speculation, the results suggest just the opposite. Discussion with friends
and family did in fact contribute to increased interest in the campaign. Those speaking
with friends and relatives often were 6.7% more likely to report increased interest in the
campaign. Again, however, discussion with others is not significant, reinforcing the
emerging picture that talking about politics with one's close associates matters, while
talking with 'other people' rarely does.

Political Participation:
Hypotheses
Participation lies at the heart of deliberative democracy. What makes deliberative
democracy unique is both the extensive and direct participation of citizens and that this
participation consists, above all else, of talking about politics. The democratic citizen

68

must participate in politics extensively and citizenship stands "for something more than
taxpaying and voting" (Barber, 1984, p. xvi). Verba and Nie offer one of the more
widely cited definitions of this concept: "political participation is activity that is intended
to or has the consequence of affecting either directly or indirectly, government action"
(Verba & Nie, 9). Despite such a broad definition few scholars have conceived of
discussions about politics as participation. The presence of intent to affect government
action seems to inform most efforts to operationalize participation and thus activities such
as writing letters to representatives, campaigning for parties, and signing petitions are the
sort of participation usually studied. If, however, we are concerned with participation
more broadly conceived, interested in possible impacts, and less concerned with intent,
talking about politics surely qualifies as participation.
The relationship between talk and other forms of participation can be explained in
at least three ways. First, talking with others can foster social capital which brings with it
a desire to become more involved in one's community. In addition, political
conversations may serve as useful tools for those engaged citizens to recruit others to
participate (Scheufele 2002). A second possible explanation understands interest as the
variable mediating the talk-participation relationship. Finally, discussion may also affect
participation through information: "knowledge allows citizens to make informed
decisions, it creates a sense of civic duty among citizens, and it increases familiarity with
bureaucratic institutions and political processes" (Scheufele, 2002, p.52). The same
author reports evidence in support of both the direct relationship and the talk-knowledgeparticipation explanation (Scheufele, 2000, 2002).
In the present study, I consider political participation by measuring whether or not
respondents cast a ballot. While there are numerous theories of non-voting behaviour ,
7

discussion might influence this decision in a number of ways. First, discussion of politics
enhances one's sense of membership in a political community. Those who understand
themselves as part of the world of politics are more likely to undertake the most symbolic
act of citizenship: voting. Second, people may identify their preferred party during
discussion and subsequently will vote in order to ensure cognitive consistency. Third,

7

See for example: C R I C , Pammet, Blais, Nevitte.
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the enhanced interest discussion fosters increases the likelihood that one will vote. Thus
for a number of reasons:
H5.10: 1993 non-voters that engage in more political conversations are more likely to
cast a ballot in 1997.
H5.11 Those voting in the 1993 election will be less likely to be a 1997 non-voter the
higher their reported frequency of discussion.
Method
I divided the sample into those reporting they had cast a ballot in the 1993 Federal
election and those who were non-voters. I then created two variables to measure the
behaviour of members of these two groups in the 1997 election based on their selfreported voting behaviour from the post-election wave. By doing so, I am able to assess
the relationship between discussion frequency with voting behaviour. The results of the
regression are reported in Table 5.6. A l l those who did not vote in the 1993 election are
included in the model reported in panel A . Those who voted in 1997 are coded as 0 with
those who remained non voters coded as 1. Panel B refers to those who voted in 1993
with those who cast a ballot in 1997 coded as 0 and those who became a non-voter coded
as 1.

Results
In both models, none of the three discussion variables achieve significance.
While significant variables in the second model such as age, education, and external
efficacy figure importantly into explanations of non-voting behaviour, none are
significant in the first model. This fact, coupled with the quite low number of cases,
suggests the results in panel A are of little use. While the second model presents more
interesting results, there are at least two reasons in favour of a cautious interpretation.
First, the measure of 1993 voting behaviour may not be accurate since self-reports are
subject to incorrect recall with more respondents who are unsure selecting the more
socially desirable response. Second, the various distinct reasons for non-voting may
result in noise that obscures the impact of discussion. In some instances, such as habitual
non-voting, a lack of discussion may matter. In others, such as being outside one's riding
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on election day, discussion likely plays no role. Voting behaviour is surely the result of a
complex, and heterogeneous, chain of causality. A more in-depth battery of voting and
discussion related questions is necessary for an improved analysis of the relationship
between the two.
T a b l e 5.6 E s t i m a t i n g effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n voting b e h a v i o u r ( O L S
Regression).
A

B

Dependent Variable

Dependent Variable

1993 Non-voters.
0 = V o t e d in 1 9 9 7
1=Remained a nonvoter.

1993 Voters.
O V o t e d in 1 9 9 7
1=Became a nonvoter.

B

Standard
Errors

B

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives

0.208

0.230

-0.001

0.045

-0.055

0.215

-0.013

0.041

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t

-0.222

0.189

-0.032

0.034

Media U s e

-0.964

0.223

-0.142

0.044

0.612*

0.630

-0.211

0.074

Other People

Demographics
Age

0.178

0.100

0.016 '

0.021

Income

-1.164

1.657

0.167

0.178

Education

-0.417

0.332

-0.130

0.062

Spouse/Partner

-0.017

0.115

0.011

0.021

-0.343

0.142

-0.007

0.024

0.172

0.158

-0.027

0.048

Interest in P o l i t i c s

0.078

0.249

-0.006

0.049

Internal E f f i c a c y

0.004

0.175

-0.076

0.034

External Efficacy

-0.024

0.178

0.100

0.031

0.033

0.039

-0.016

0.006

0.840

0.320

0.413

0.069

Male

L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e
French
Neither F r e n c h nor English

Attitudes

Political K n o w l e d g e
Constant

N
Adjusted R

80
2

854
0.265

0.065

A l l v a r i a b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1
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Tolerance:
Hypothesis
Mutz and Martin suggest one benefit of exposure to dissimilar views is the
legitimation of unwanted political outcomes (Mutz & Martin, 2001). Being exposed to
the reasons supporting a conflicting opinion should enhance an individual's perception
that political decisions in favour of this opinion are legitimate and not groundless.
Discussions can enhance this process by exposing the justifications supporting differing
views. Hearing about a political issue from a concrete other, especially if the information
provided includes personal experiences, may make abstract problems and positions far
more real to the receiver. The effect of discussion, however, surely depends on with
whom one is engaged in discussion. A n individual whose network of political discussion
partners contains few dissimilar views may well become less tolerant given their
insulation from opposing ideas. As such:
H5.12: Those frequently participating in political discussions report higher levels of
tolerance. The effect is stronger for conversations with other people than for
conversations with friends and family.
H5.13: The frequency of reported disagreement is positively related to tolerance.
Method
In the mail back portion of the survey respondents were asked the extent to which
they agree or disagree that 'we should be more tolerant of people who choose to live
according to their own standards, even if they are very different from our own'. I then
use this tolerance measure as the dependent variable in a multivariate regression
involving the same independent variables as appear in the other models in this chapter.

Results
Table 5.7 presents results useful in highlighting the difference between frequency
and content of political conversations. Frequency of discussion with neither group
produces significant coefficients. Thus, how often one engages in casual political
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T a b l e 5.7 E s t i m a t i n g effects of d i s c u s s i o n o n
tolerance ( O L S Regression).
Dependent Variable
T o l e r a n c e 0=low, 1 =
high
B

Standard
Errors

Political Information Sources
Discussion Frequency
Friends and Relatives
Other People

0.008

0.031

-0.039

0.028

F r e q u e n c y of D i s a g r e e m e n t

0.066

0.024

Media U s e

0.026

0.032

-0.089*

0.051

Male

-0.031

0.015

Income

-0.110

0.168

0.133

0.044

-0.018

0.015

French

0.010

0.018

Neither French nor English

0.003

0.039

Interest in P o l i t i c s

0.005

0.034

Internal E f f i c a c y

0.005

0.024

External Efficacy

-0.081

0.022

0.002

0.004

0.580

0.049

Demographics
Age

Education
Spouse/Partner
L a n g u a g e S p o k e n at H o m e

Attitudes

Political K n o w l e d g e
Constant

N
Adjusted R

1243
2

0.033

A l l v a r a i b l e s c o d e d 0-1
B o l d Indicates p<0.05
* Indicates p<0.1

conversations does not affect one's level of tolerance. The substance of conversations
does matter, with frequency of disagreement leading to greater tolerance. Those who
found disagreement often were 6.6% more likely to agree with the statement affirming
tolerance. Disagreement indicates participant acknowledgement of the presence of
conflicting views. The reasons offered in support of the various positions will, in some
cases, result in persuasion. In most instances, however, the expression and consideration
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of these facts and arguments enables those who continue to disagree to accept such views
as reasonable.
The same explanation applies to education's effect. Stouffer argues that education
increases tolerance since "schooling puts a person in touch with people whose ideas and
values are different from one's own" and teaches one that diversity of opinions and ideas
are a good (Stouffer, 1955, p. 127). This argument is borne out by the fact that education
is by far the most powerful predictor in the model. That media exerts no effect is
surprising and questions the notion that media supply dissimilar views and instigate an
internalized conversation with these views.

Summary
In this chapter I have used a variety of dependent variables in an effort to assess
the effects of participation in political conversations. Taken together, the results do not
tell a coherent story. Conversations with others do not play an important role in all but
one of the outcomes studied here. Disagreement predicts policy opinionation and
tolerance, as expected, but fails to affect the other dependent variables included. The
most effective predictor of deliberative outcomes is frequency of conversation with
friends and family. These conversations play a role in predicting political knowledge,
gains in political information over the course of the campaign, opinionation on value
issues, and both measures of interest in the campaign. While these conversations do
involve some disagreement and effect some deliberative outcomes, their impact is
relatively weak. Talking with one's friends and relatives appears to serve a simplified
information gathering function rather than the more onerous and widely informed critical
processing of information characteristic of formal deliberation. The implications of this
fact and an analysis of the overall results contained in this paper are the subject of the
following, concluding, chapter.
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CHAPTER 6: Conclusions
This study of conversation among citizens during the 1997 Canadian federal
election appears to have raised at least as many questions as it sought to answer.
Moreover, these initial questions remain, for the most part, unanswered. This latter fact
comes as no surprise since to suggest a small project such as this might resolve the
relationship between informal discussion and democracy is distinctly unrealistic. Instead,
the findings reported here are simply a small piece in the vastly complex puzzle of the
citizen's role in a democracy. With this in mind, I offer a number of broad conclusions in
order to both clarify the implications of this study and identify some of the questions
arising from it.

Informal Discussion in a Canadian Federal Election
Earlier in this paper I drew on Schudson's critique of political conversations in
highlighting the importance of the 'who' and the 'how' of discussion. For conversations
to be of democratic value, they must involve participants from diverse backgrounds and
holding conflicting initial preferences. If "politics is the art of engaging strangers in talk"
then rather few Canadians engage in politics and they do so infrequently. (Barber, 1984,
p. 189.) Discussions with other people exhibit very few effects suggesting, beyond the
fact that fewer such discussions took place, that diversity of opinion was either absent,
unrecognized, or not confronted. The limited effects of such discussions may be the
result of inaccurate reporting of discussion frequency. It might also be the case, however,
that the frequency of the two sorts of conversation are similar but that conversations with
others involve quite different content and accordingly exhibit weaker effects.
Discussions with family and friends did play a role in explaining a number of
behaviours. The effects in most cases, however, were fairly weak. Moreover, the less
powerful effect of such conversations at predicting disagreement lends further support to
the notion that most conversations take place among those with similar preferences.
Schudson also argues that democratic discussions are ends oriented and therefore
involve significant conflict. That almost 40% of respondents never encounter
disagreement indicates that informal discussions fail in this respect as well.
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What accounts for disjuncture between my hypotheses and these results? Two
explanations seem plausible. First, the method of evaluating discussions employed here
may obscure what is actually happening. The survey was not designed to answer these
questions specifically. Other researchers have designed surveys with the explicit intent
of investigating the role of interpersonal communication and accordingly have produced
more concrete conclusions, (see for example: K i m & Wyatt, 1999; Wyatt et al, 2000;
Scheufele, 2000 & 2002) The key concept itself is also difficult to measure. It is virtually
impossible, and decidedly so given ethical limits, to measure casual political
conversations as they actually happen. To understand the effects of political
conversations, however, we must assess three things. First, what is the actual content of
the conversation and how long does the conversation lasts. Second, how frequently does
an individual engage in such discussions. Third, who is participating and what are their
prior opinions. Taken together, such a measurement task seems overwhelming.
Improvements in the right direction, however, are surely possible. One simple
improvement would be to ask respondents to report how frequently they discuss a diverse
range of topics on the same scale to get a more realistic appraisal of how often people
actually talk about political matters. While it is reasonable to suggest that a different
method might have produced different results, it seems unlikely, given the weight of
other research, that the findings would differ in a truly significant way.
The second, and more plausible, explanation is that conversations in which people
engaged during the election were distinctly unlike those expected in deliberative theory.
People generally talk with others holding similar preferences and do not engage in endsoriented discussion of issues from a variety of perspectives. These conversations do have
important effects; most notably on political knowledge, interest in the campaign, and
tolerance. But it seems clear that citizens are not engaging in the sort of talk Benjamin
Barber praises in the quotation included at the outset of this paper.
What do these findings mean for deliberative theory? These, and other, findings
do not mean empirical political scientists should dismiss thoughts on deliberation and
return the concept to the less encumbered world of theory. Again, because deliberative
theory does not apply to democracy as actually practiced does not mean the theory should
be rejected. It does seem safe to say, however, that the chances of existing democracy
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becoming more deliberative through organic means are distinctly slim. I now take a step
back and consider the implications of this study for the broader topic of how citizens
process political information.

Citizens, Media, and Talk
The relationship between media and discussion surfaces repeatedly in this paper.
Media use is a strong predictor of both discussion with friends and family and with others
suggesting that the two share an important relationship. Since media's effect is
independent of interest in politics it seems clear that exposure and acquisition of
information from the media motivates discussion. At the very least, acquiring political
information from the media makes one better able to participate in conversations since
media headlines serve as the starting point for most discussions.
The print superiority theory does not apply to Canada. Rather, in instances where
previous work in the United States suggested newspaper use should outperform television
viewing, the opposite result occurred. Mutz and Martin present an intelligent explanation
for the differing effects of print media in different countries by noting that media with
clear political biases enable the recipient to expose themselves selectively to information
(Mutz & Martin, 2001). Norris also suggests the public broadcasting ethic explains why
British television seems to have a greater informational impact than commercially
oriented American stations. As is often the case, Canada may well fall between these two
cases being home to both newspapers with less explicit bias than Britain yet greater than
those in the US, and a television public broadcaster less dominant than the B B C but of
significantly greater relevance than PBS. Research that explores how different media
channels assume different models should prove quite interesting. Moreover, the
relationship between different mediums in different countries and political discussion
also deserves attention. More specifically, what type of media content generates
discussion is an important question. How does political learning from newscasts and
stories differ from Sunday morning talk shows and opinion columns? Experimental and
quasi-experimental research hold significant promise for investigations into this topic.
Selective perception also explains the significantly different effects of mass media
and interpersonal communication. Research here seems to support the idea that most
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political conversations consist of consensual discussion amongst homogeneous
participants. Formal deliberation is thus more truly democratic since it avoids the
potential for selective exposure by forcing individuals to confront conflicting opinions.
Since casual conversation fails to meet this important criterion one could therefore
assume that the media is better able to expose citizens to dissimilar views. Before we can
consider the mass media as an effective alternative to the interpersonal communication so
central to democratic theory, we must first establish the extent to which exposure to
dissimilar views through the media motivates deliberative consideration of these views.
Given obstacles to frequent interaction with diverse others such as geography, the
media surely has an important role to play in the dissemination of information about the
political world. Just as I have used an idealized type of conversation to suggest what
discussions can do, one can envision a model media program which motivates viewers to
deliberate over a number of diverse perspectives. The enhanced potential for two way
communication presented by newer technologies may well improve the media's ability to
encourage deliberative thought. For herein lies the key, if democratically informed
citizens are a good, then whatever motivates deliberative thought is a worthy avenue of
investigation.

Deliberative Thought and Democratic Citizens
In explaining the democratic value of discussion, Barber identifies the importance
of deliberative thought in writing: "Indeed, one measure of healthy political talk is the
amount of silence it permits and encourages, for silence is the precious medium in which
reflection is nurtured and empathy can grow" (Barber, 1984, p. 175, original emphasis.).
Despite the fact that I devoted a considerable amount of earlier chapters to the concept of
deliberative thought, my findings provide rather scant evidence in support of the
concept's importance. Those speaking more frequently with friends and family scored
higher on general information measures and gained more information over the course of
the campaign. The same cannot be said of discussion with others. Thus it appears that
the range of perspectives that informs the deliberative thought which does occur is rather
narrow. Discussion's lack of impact on measures of constraint further suggests that
informal political conversations are quite distinct from deliberations. While these
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measures might be improved, the broader picture presented here supports an image of
fairly uninformative political conversations.
If citizens voices matter, be it in theory or in practice, then we must be interested
in how individuals reach the conclusions they then voice. Beneath the specific questions
about informal conversations investigated here is the broader topic of how citizens learn
about politics. Deliberative thought is of specific interest since participation in
discussions is one of the more effective means though which people learn. People learn
more when they cognitively engage with information. While experiential learning is
often a more effective pedagogical approach than informed discussion, in the case of
politics, the two are in fact the same. To debate ideas, define problems, reconsider
opinions, and discuss political matters is to engage in the practice of politics. Surely other
communication methods, such as repetition, are both available and frequently employed.
Messages from political elites to the masses, especially during elections, rely
significantly on repetition and encourage citizens to employ heuristics rather than
cognitively confront information. But developing political opinions through this process
does not qualify one to meaningfully participate in decision making. If citizens are to
participate, they must learn about politics in a more meaningful and public way.
Like other behaviours, the occurrence of deliberative information processing
depends on three conditions: motivation, ability, and opportunity. I now briefly mention
each in turn. It seems fair to suggest that most citizens fail to engage in much
deliberative thought about politics due to a lack of motivation. One's interest in politics
is an important aspect of motivation to think and learn about politics. The potential for a
more deliberative system hinges on the assumption that politics is, in fact, interesting. If
this is the case, then talking about politics and becoming more interested in the political
world is a reinforcing cycle. Einstein may be right that politics is more complicated than
physics, but it had also better be a lot more interesting or people will lack the motivation
to continue to become informed and participate. It is useful to conceive of interest as a
continuum between two types. On one hand, interest can be grounded in a more abstract
appreciation for politics while on the other, interest is motivated by a concern for the
effect of government decisions on one's life. A citizen might well become interested in
politics based on an understanding of the relationship between political decisions and her

79

own life regardless of whether or not she finds the subject to be of interest when there is
no link between a political choice and her own circumstances. Greater participation in
political decision making should result in an increase in both sorts of interest; interest
being important as it motivates the deliberative thought that enables a citizen to fully
participate.
This paper indicates, however, that greater participation and interest may well
have deleterious results. Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee's warning must be heeded.
Diminished political apathy may well result in a more divisive society. Given the
evidence in support of the spiral of silence at present levels of apathy, it seems fair to
suggest that informal conversations may be less useful, and perhaps even detrimental, if
people care passionately about political matters. If talk matters, then social norms would
likely change. Indeed, when people know that their own opinions, and those of others,
can impact government decisions, psychological processes such as social conformity and
social cohesion will likely result and present obstacles to the effective functioning of a
deliberative society. Efforts to improve citizen participation and reduce political apathy
must closely consider potential for unwanted effects.
The frequency and depth of deliberative thinking also depends on the thinker's
ability. Greater constraint should of course facilitate deliberative thought, but so too
should critical thinking skills. While most are surely capable of thought that can be
described as deliberative, some do so far more efficiently and thoroughly because of
various skills. Even the meta-cognitive awareness that one is seeking to solve a problem
should improve the quality of one's thinking. Those lacking such skills must find politics
extremely confusing given that most any piece of political information is subject to
conflicting interpretations. Attempting to make sense of a normative world with a
descriptive mind is surely a recipe for confusion. If a more informed citizenry is
desirable, then the education system, educational psychologists, and political scientists
have much to learn from one another in ensuring that citizens are trained in the skills
necessary to be a deliberative thinkers and active citizens.
Finally, thinking about politics in a meaningful way requires opportunity. While
the two are surely related to motivation in important ways, my comments on both media
and discussion effects are grounded in an interest in how different information sources
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create the conditions for deliberative thought. Earlier on I asserted that discussions are
better able to encourage deliberative thought due to the two-way nature of
communication. The weak results should not be interpreted as a rejection of this idea.
Rather, it seems clear that casual conversations do not contain the content and processes
that foster deliberative thought. If citizens are to continue to play an increasingly
important role in the political decision making process, based either on normative claims
about democratic theory or more practical concerns about growing apathy and declining
deference, then we must be interested in how they arrive at political opinions and that
these opinions are the result of meaningful consideration of different political
perspectives. The content and channel qualities of different political information sources
affect how receivers process the information communicated. Efforts to further
understand the implications of formal and informal political conversations can make an
important contribution to our understanding of how citizens learn about politics.
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