
THE POSITIONING OF POLITICAL PARTIES IN THE 

QUEBEC 2007 ELECTION: DIFFERENT TECHNIQUES, 

SAME RESULTS? 

 

 

 

 

 

Benoît Collette, Jérôme Couture, and François Pétry   

Université Laval, Quebec City 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Canadi an 

Political Science Association, 

University of British Columbia, Vancouver 

4-6 June 2008  

 

 

 

 



 2

Abstract. This paper explores and compares various ways 

of locating the positions of political actors in a 

space. The political actors we examine are the Libe ral 

Party (PLQ), the Parti québécois  (PQ) and the Action 

démocratique du Québec  (ADQ). Three methods that we 

explore extract policy positions from the parties’ 

election platforms. One consists of hand-coding par ty 

platforms using the a priori scheme generated by th e 

Comparative Manifesto Project (CMP). The second met hod 

consists of coding political texts electronically b ased 

on a dictionary. A third method uses the Wordscore 

computer program developed by Michael Laver and 

collaborators to generate estimates using words as data. 

These textual approaches are compared with the 

alternative method which consists of deriving the 

positions of the PLQ, the PQ and ADQ from expert an d 

mass surveys administered around the time of the 20 07 

election. The study serves to cross-validate the po licy 

estimates generated by the various approaches in a non-

English-language environment.  
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1. How useful is the exercise of locating political 

parties in a common space? 

 

The capacity to locate political parties in a commo n 

space allows researchers to compare “like with like ”, a 

pre-requisite to further comparisons of parties and  party 

systems cross-nationally, across federated states w ithin 

one single federation (the Canadian provinces for e xample), 

and over time. Party location on a common space has  become 

the instrument of choice in comparative typologies of 

parties and party systems (Blondel 1968; Sartori 19 76) to 

the point that earlier criteria of comparison, such  as 

whether two parties belong to the same ideological family, 

or the distinction between mass parties and cadre p arties, 

are now considered largely irrelevant by comparativ e party 

scholars. 

The capacity to locate parties in a common space al so 

allows researchers to better understand and predict  the 

dynamics and consequences of how parties compete wi th one 

another. For example, the knowledge of party locati on in a 

common space has been used to predict the extent to  which 

differences between coalition members have any rele vance to 

the policy outputs of the government to which they belong 

(Laver and Shepsle 1994). Because the parliamentary  

tradition rejects coalition governments in Québec ( as it 

does in Canada in general) the kind of method used by Laver 

and Shepsle is not directly applicable here. Howeve r, the 

current Québec government is a minority government (as are 

the federal government and the government of Nova-S cotia) 

and it is not impossible that future Québec governm ents 

will be minority governments as well. The location of 
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political parties within a common space could very well be 

put to use in Québec in the future to predict not s o much 

which party will join a coalition government but ra ther 

which opposition party will support a minority gove rnment 

on which vote.  

The capacity to locate political parties in a commo n 

space allows us to better assess how representative  

governments really are. By locating political parti es 

within a common space, and by comparing their posit ion to 

the preferences expressed by voters, researchers ca n obtain 

a measure of congruence between the two, which can be used 

to test the relative merits of various voting model s (Downs 

1957; Budge and Farlie 1983; Rabinowitz and Macdona ld 

1989).  

Last but not least, party location on a common spac e 

can also be used to compare what parties stand for with 

what governments actually do, thereby providing ins ight 

about whether governments are responsive to the dem ands of 

citizens (Budge and Hofferbert 1990; Klingemann, Bu dge and 

Hofferbert 1994).  

The capacity to locate the positions of the ADQ, th e 

PLQ, and the PQ in a common political space has the  

additional merit of providing a new window of 

interpretation and understanding of the Quebec part y 

system. The Quebec party system has undergone a pro found 

transformation in the past fifty years. The old par ty 

system dominated by the Union nationale (UN) since the 

1930s disappeared in the 1970s under the combined p ressure 

of Quiet Revolution and the new nationalism. This c oincided 

with the emergence of a new party alignment between  the 

right-of-centre federalist Parti libéral du Québec  (PLQ) 

and the newly created left-of-centre anti-federalis t Parti 
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québécois  (PQ). The party realignment started with the 

election of 1970 in which the UN was thoroughly def eated by 

the PLQ and never recovered. The election of 1970 w as the 

first of a series of three critical elections that 

culminated in 1976 with a PQ victory. The 1980s sig nalled 

the end of the critical period and the beginning of  a new 

bi-partisan alignment between the PLQ and the PQ. T he 

emergence of the Action démocratique du Québec  (ADQ) in the 

1994 election and the subsequent growth of its elec torate 

has changed the PQ-PLQ bi-partisan alignment into w hat may 

become a stable three party system, although the vo latility 

of the popular support for the ADQ makes it hard to  predict 

what the future has in store.  

The maturation of the partisan alignment between th e 

PLQ and the PQ and the emergence of a third party r aise the 

question of whether the spatial positions of the pa rties 

have remained stable relative to one another or whe ther 

they have shifted over time as part of the transfor mation 

of the party system, and, in the affirmative, what policy 

issues, and what parties have been affected most. P erhaps 

the changes in the Quebec party system have not aff ected 

the position of the PLQ and the PQ. But it is also possible 

that the maturation of the cleavages between the PL Q and 

the PQ and the emergence of a third party since 199 4 have 

had perceptible impacts on the spatial location of 

political parties. 

The paper is divided in two parts. Part one is a re view 

of the strength and weaknesses of various approache s to 

measuring policy positions of parties: mass and exp ert 

surveys, hand-coded content analyses by the Compara tive 

Manifesto Project (CMP), computer-assisted content analyses 

(CACA) based on dictionaries, and the Wordscore met hod. 



 6

There we discuss the measurement qualities (such as  

reliability, and cost) and the reliability of each 

approach. Part two focuses more particularly on the  

validity of each approach to estimating Quebec part y 

positions on the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity  

cleavage. In part two, we also discuss the validity  of some 

approaches to estimating Quebec party positions on the 

left-right cleavage.       

 

 

2. Four different ways to locate the positions of 

political parties 

 

The oldest approach to locating political parties i n a 

space involves the use of mass surveys. Following t he 

seminal study by Inglehart and Klingemann (1976), t his has 

been the most widely used method of charting both p arty and 

voter positions on a political space, especially th e left-

right axis. 1  

Another widely used method to locate political part ies 

in a policy space is the expert survey. This approa ch was 

made popular thanks to a well publicized study by C astles 

and Mair (1984) who asked experts (that is politica l 

scientists) in 17 countries to locate political par ties in 

their own country on an 11-point left-right scale. This was 

followed by a more ambitious study of left-right pa rty 

location in 42 countries (Huber and Inglehart 1995) . These 

two studies have inspired a large body of country-s pecific 

studies using expert surveys to locate political pa rties on 

                                                           
1 For reviews of the data on party placement and on self placement on 
policy spaces using the mass or expert survey metho d see Knutsen, 1998; 
Laver and Garry, 2000. 
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a range of issues (for a sample, see Laver and Hunt  1992; 

Laver 1998). 

Mass and expert surveys use a priori deduction to 

locate political parties on a pre-defined space. Su rveys 

also estimate party location by asking people rathe r than 

relying on a closed set of texts. These two charact eristics 

are sources of both strength and weakness in estima ting the 

position of political parties in a space. Recent st udies 

have shed light on several strengths of the survey method 

(Mair 1999; Budge 2000; Marks, Hooghe et al. 2007),  

including: 

1.  Direct quantification . Because survey respondents 

are asked to evaluate party positions on a 20-point  

scale, quantification of their judgment is unproble matic. 

2.  Flexibility . It is possible to gather information 

about any issue or topic, even if the information i s not 

included in texts available for analysis. 

3.  Validity . Survey respondents base their judgment 

on different sources of information, not only the 

official party sources. That would include opinions  

voiced by factions within the parties and behaviour  of 

leaders. 

The following weaknesses have also been identified:  

1.  Subjective judgment.  The basis of judgment is 

different for every respondent and it is impossible  to 

measure on which basis respondents make their decis ion. 

Hence reliability across respondents is a problem.  

2.  Informational asymmetry.  Survey respondents have 

different levels of information for different parti es. It 

is assumed that they have a higher level of informa tion 

for parties that are more visible and important tha n for 

little parties with no MPs. To limit informational 
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asymmetry, parties that don’t have standing MPs, li ke the 

Green Party and Québec solidaire , are not included in the 

survey.  

3.  Conflating preferences and behaviour.  Respondents 

rely on different things to make their evaluation: party 

manifesto, leader speeches, governmental action, 

television advertising, etc. Do they evaluate party  

rhetoric or action? In the case of a third party, l ike 

the ADQ prior to the 2007 election, this can be an issue 

because it has not yet made a government.  

4.  Temporal constraints.  Expert and mass surveys 

cannot be used to go back in time and make judgment s 

retroactively. Subsequent events and memory lapses are 

likely to influence the judgment of experts. This i s by 

far the most important limitation on the use of sur veys 

to locate political parties in a space.  

Another method to locate political parties in a pol icy 

space is to analyze the texts that the parties them selves 

generate, usually in the form of election platforms . As in 

the case of mass and expert surveys, the textual ap proach 

has a well-documented history that need not be reto ld in 

detail here (see Volkens 2001). The origin of the a pproach 

can be precisely dated with the launching in 1979 o f the 

ECPR cross-national Comparative Manifesto Research Project 

(CMP) under the leadership of Ian Budge and David 

Robertson. The project, which is still ongoing afte r almost 

thirty years in a much expanded form, has produced a huge 

amount of data, 2 and numerous publications in the form of 

edited volumes (Budge, Robertson and Hearl 1987; La ver and 

                                                           
2 The Comparative Manifesto Project now involves 52 c ountries. The 
project received the 2003 data set award from the A merican Political 
Science Association in recognition of its unique co ntribution to the 
field.  
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Budge 1992; Klingemann, Budge and Hofferbert 1994; Laver 

2001), a special edition of Electoral Studies  (Spring 2007) 

and countless refereed articles, and chapters in ed ited 

volumes.  

The initial objective of the CMP project was (and s till 

is) to record and analyze the contents of the elect ion 

platforms in democratic countries since World War 2 . These 

data are then used to position the parties in their  

respective national political space and track their  

evolution from one election to another (Volkens 200 2). The 

election platforms are coded into a pre-established  set of 

policy categories. The coding unit is the paragraph , which 

means that each and every paragraph in a text is co ded in 

one and only one category. If no category or if mor e than 

one category is applicable, the paragraph is coded with the 

residual category, 000. A final score is then calcu lated to 

reflect the relative percentage (emphasis) of each category 

in each party platform. 

The CMP method postulates that political parties du ring 

election compete with one another by selectively 

emphasizing (priming) policy issues that are import ant to 

their constituencies, while trying to ignore issues  that 

are not (Budge and Farlie 1983). Unlike Downs’(1957 ) model 

of party competition, which assumes that political parties 

directly confront each other on every issue, the se lective 

emphasis model assumes that parties talk past each other   

focusing only on issues that are favourable to them  while 

ignoring issues that could be electoral liabilities .  

The CMP method measures the location of political 

parties in a multi-issue space by computing the rel ative 

salience of issues in their election platforms. A s trongly 

positive correlation between two parties indicates that 
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they are close to one another on the multi-issue sp ace. At 

the opposite, the strong negative correlation betwe en two 

parties means that they are far apart from one anot her on 

the multi-issue space.  

The strengths and weaknesses of the CMP method have  

been widely discussed. Here is a short list of some  

strengths based on Laver and Garry (2000), Benoit a nd Laver 

(2007), and Marks et al. (2007). 

1.  Objective data. Unlike data from expert and mass 

surveys, manifesto data are based on written and pu blicly 

available records. This makes possible competing an d 

replicable measurement of party positions.  

2.  Cumulative research.  Unlike data obtained from 

other methods, manifesto data are available as exte nded 

times series and as cross-sections. This makes dire ct 

comparison possible over time and across national 

settings.  

3.  Separation of preferences and behaviour. 

Manifestos express party preferences that are disti nct of 

their behaviour. Therefore, they can be used to ass ess 

the causal link between party intentions and action s 

while in government.  

4.  Salience. Party manifestos provide direct evidence 

of declared salience of issues for political partie s in 

electoral competition.  

Here are some weaknesses associated with the CMP me thod 

that have been identified in the literature: 

1.  Silent issues . Manifestos are strategic documents 

designed to put a party in a positive light during the 

campaign. Issues that are an electoral liability ar e 

likely to be written off. Many manifestos tend to b e 

relatively short and have limited policy coverage.  
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2.  Timing . Manifestos are sometimes crafted before 

the campaign. Some issues that arise during the cam paign 

may not be present in the manifestos, despite being  

crucial for the outcome of the elections. 

3.  Dissent . Political parties are presented as united 

and coherent entities in the manifestos. They do no t 

provide information on intra-party dissent. 

4.  Ambiguity . There is ambiguity at two levels: in 

the interpretation of the manifesto and in the 

interpretation of coding categories. Coders have 

convergent or conflicting interpretations. Usually,  the 

more experienced the coders are, the less disagreem ent 

there is in the interpretation. This can be a serio us 

source of error and it is one of the most important  

criticisms than can be addressed to the CMP method.  Past 

research showed inconsistencies in the results betw een 

two sets of coders. 

5.  A posteriori interpretation . Unlike mass or expert 

surveys and unlike the computerized methods that we  

examine later, which all boil down to estimating un known 

party positions on known pre-established scales, th e CMP 

method makes no a priori assumption about the 

dimensionality of the space on which it places poli cy 

actors. The CMP policy spaces are interpreted a 

posteriori by the researcher. Giving researchers mo re 

degrees of freedom to interpret their results may a ppear 

like an advantage at first glance, but it is really  a 

methodological handicap because the CMP method prov ides 

no objective standards for deciding whether a parti cular 

spatial interpretation is more correct than another .  

The CMP uses the traditional and highly labour-

intensive technique of hand-coding texts. A more cu rrent 
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approach replaces the hand-coding of texts with 

computerized coding techniques (Laver and Garry 200 0; 

Kleinnijenhuis and Pennings 2001). Most of these te chniques 

reproduce the hand-coding of texts, using computer programs 

instead of people to do the coding based on diction aries 

linking specific words to predefined policy positio ns. 

Three distinct dictionary techniques are discussed below.  

The so-called “Positional Word Count” technique bui lds 

a dictionary based on the most frequently used word s that 

are illustrative of the policy position of a given 

political party. A content analysis of party platfo rms in 

the 1992 British election by Laver and Garry (2000)  is a 

good illustration. The analysis matches the words i n pre-

defined Conservative, neutral, and Labour dictionar ies with 

those found in the Labour and the Conservative plat forms, 

and gives each word a value of -1 if it is also fou nd in 

the Conservative dictionary, 0 if it is found in th e 

neutral dictionary, and +1 if it is found in the La bour 

dictionary. The same dictionary is then used to ana lyze the 

Labour and Conservative platforms in the 1997 Briti sh 

election.  

Kleinnijenhuis and Pennings (2001) developed a meth od 

that makes computer-coding compatible with the CMP hand-

coding technique. Instead of giving each word in a party 

platform a value of -1, 0 or +1 depending on whethe r it is 

found in a Conservative, neutral, or Labour diction ary, 

like Laver and Garry did in their study of British party 

platforms, Kleinnijenhuis and Pennings associate a list of 

words with each of 54 issue categories found in the  initial 

CMP scheme. Their method consists of counting how 

frequently each word in the dictionary is found in the 

party platforms they analyze. 
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The natural sentence approach developed by Ray (200 1) 

also uses CMP-compatible coding. However, unlike 

Kleinnijenhuis and Pennings’s technique which uses the word 

as its unit of analysis, Ray’s technique uses the s entence 

(or quasi-sentence) as its unit of analysis. Ray’s 

dictionary also records the policy direction (“in f avour 

off, opposed to, support”) of a party platform stat ement, 

in addition to the issue.  

Computerized coding schemes such as the ones just 

described are able to produce much more accurate an d valid 

estimates of policy positions of the same texts whe n 

compared with the manual coding method used by the CMP. 

However, there are several limits associated with t he type 

of dictionary used by these methods: 

1.  One needs to construct a new dictionary for every 

new scale on which to position political texts. As a 

result, no matter how heavily computerized it is, t he 

method still requires heavy human effort in develop ing 

and testing coding dictionaries that fit particular  times 

and political cultures.  

2.  As Laver, Benoit and Garry point out (2003: 312) 

“heavy human involvement in the generation of codin g 

dictionaries imports some of the methodological 

disadvantages of traditional techniques based on 

potentially biased human codes.” 

3.  Another limit is the small amount of data on which 

the typical dictionary is constructed, so that addi ng or 

subtracting one word from the dictionary may have a  very 

large impact on the final result. 

4.  The method does not permit to precisely calculate 

the error associated with the measures generated by  the 
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dictionary. The construct validity of the method is  

therefore undermined.   

The last method to locate the positions of politica l 

parties is the Wodscore computer program recently d eveloped 

by Michael Laver and his co-researchers (Laver, Ben oit and 

Garry 2003). Unlike the CMP and the dictionary tech niques 

which treat texts as discourse to be understood and  

interpreted for meaning either by a human coder or by a 

computer, the Wordscore technique treats texts (mor e 

precisely the words contained in those texts) as da ta 

containing information about the position of the te xts’ 

authors on predefined policy dimensions. Starting f rom a 

set of “reference” texts whose policy positions are  

determined a priori, the technique extracts data fr om these 

reference texts in the form of word frequencies and  uses 

this information to estimate the policy positions o f 

“virgin” texts about which nothing is known.  

To paraphrase Laver, Benoit and Garry (2003: 313) w hat 

we know of a virgin text is limited to the words wh ich it 

contains. The Wordscore program compares these word s with 

the words contained in the reference texts which ar e taken 

to symbolize the extreme positions on a priori defi ned 

scale (say the left-right scale). A data processing  program 

generates a first score (called a wordscore) for ea ch word 

according to the relative frequency of its appearan ce in 

the reference text, then a second score for the rel ative 

frequency of all the wordscores in a virgin text (t his 

second score is called a textscore). The final step  

consists of transforming the virgin textscores to t heir 

original metric. It is this calculation which makes  it 

possible to locate the position of a political text  on a 

space.  
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The main advantage of the Wordscore method is that it 

produces a distribution of scores around an estimat ed mean 

score. This makes it possible to come up with a sta ndard 

error and therefore, to establish a confidence inte rval 

around the estimated mean score. The Wordscore meth od has 

the unique advantage among the methods reviewed her e of 

providing a statistical measure of how different tw o virgin 

texts are from one another in their vocabulary. In fact, 

two texts are statistically different if their conf idence 

intervals do not overlap. Of course, the scores are  all the 

more valid if one has confidence in the choice of t he 

references texts and in the measure used to decide what 

their positions are on a given scale or cleavage. L aver, 

Benoit and Garry (2003) make several important 

recommendations concerning the selection and scorin g of 

references texts, one of them being that the virgin  texts 

and the reference texts must share a similar frame of 

reference.  

 

3. Estimating the positions of the PLQ, the PQ and 

the ADQ in recent elections 

 

The rest of the paper is devoted to the tests of th e 

four techniques described above, starting with mass  and 

expert surveys, continuing with the CMP method, com puter-

generated dictionaries, and finally the Wordscore 

technique. The textual data that we put to the test  are the 

platforms of the ADQ, the PLQ and the PQ in the ele ctions 

of 1994, 1998, 2003, and 2007. The mass and expert surveys 

are used only to estimate party positions in the 20 07 

election. The tests consist of estimating party pos itions 



 16

on a Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale (clea vage). 

Party positions on a left-right scale are also esti mated 

whenever the data are available. 

 

Mass Survey  

The survey data used in this study were gathered as  

part of a larger research of political attitudes in  Quebec 

and Ontario. 3 The mass survey data were collected by Léger 

Marketing immediately after the 2007 Quebec provinc ial 

election. Identical survey questionnaires asked 88 

questions, including basic demographics, issue impo rtance, 

partisanship, attitudes toward parties and leaders,  and 

policy preferences(stratified by region) of 1003 

respondents between April 4 and 15.  

The survey was administered to a probabilistic CATI  

telephone sample. The internet survey was administe red to a 

random sample (stratified by region) of 1172 online  

panellists drawn from a pool of more than 150,000 

volunteers who are part of an on-line panel that Lé ger 

built over several years from invitations on omnibu s 

surveys sent to random phone samples, and recruitme nt using 

RDD techniques adapted for the internet. Because th e panel 

was constructed from random samples, Léger believes  that 

the panel is representative of the Quebec populatio n.  

The survey included two questions related to the to pic 

of Quebec autonomy. 4 The first question asked which party 

was the best “to defend Quebec’s interest”, and the  PQ was 

seen as best by 41.4% of respondents vs. 20.5% for the PLQ 

and 20% for the ADQ on this question. The second qu estion 

                                                           
3 We thank Jean Crête and the other members of the r esearch team for 
making part of their data set available to us. 
4 The survey did not ask respondents to position the  parties on a left-
right scale.  
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asked which party was the best “to defend Quebec’s identity 

and culture”, and 50.3% of respondents again declar ed that 

the PQ was best for this question vs. 14.1% for the  PLQ and 

17.5% for the ADQ. The strong correlation between t he 

responses to the two questions suggests that they c an be 

averaged within a single index of perception of whi ch party 

is best to defend Quebec’s autonomy. The PQ scores 46 

points on the index, the ADQ 19 points and the PLQ 18. In 

other words, the PQ is perceived as best approximat ely two 

and half times a often as the ADQ and the PLQ, whos e scores 

are almost undistinguishable.  

 

Figure 1 about here 

 

We realize that the mesure is not a mesure of party  

position in a space (the survey unfortunately did n ot ask 

respondents to position the parties) and that the q uestions 

on which it is based do not refer to Quebec autonom y 

exactly. It still gives a good approximation from w hich we 

can infer where mass opinion positions the parties relative 

to one another an a Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian un ity 

cleavage. 

 

Expert Survey 

The expert survey approach was used once before to 

estimate the position of provincial political parti es in 

Quebec, as part of a study by Abizadeh and Gray (19 92)aimed 

at measuring the left-right position of the politic al party 

in power and of the premier of each Canadian provin ce from 

1960 to 1986. Experts (political scientists and pro fessors 

from a few other departments at Canadian universiti es as 

well) were asked to rank each government, as either  left, 
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centre, or right in terms of its party’s own politi cal 

spectrum. Their answers were then averaged for all 

respondents in each province for each year from 196 0 to 

1986. The study was designed to allow scores to var y only 

between 1 and 3 for NDP (or PQ) premiers, between 4  and 6 

for Liberal premiers, and 7 and 9 for Conservative (or 

Union nationale  or Social credit) premier. This severely 

limits the validity of the measure (and begs the qu estion 

of why experts were asked to position provincial po litical 

parties and premiers in the first place). The resul ts for 

Quebec premiers are reported in table 1. 

 

Table 1 about here 

 

In constructing our expert survey, we replicate the  

well-tested methodology that was already used by La ver and 

Hunt (1992), Laver (1998), Laver and Benoit (2005),  and 

Benoit and Laver (2007). Our online expert survey 

questionnaire included 13 questions on a 1-20 scale . 

Respondents were first asked to position the ADQ, t he PLQ 

and the PQ using the 20 point scale along five spec ific 

policy cleavages. They were then asked to estimate the 

importance of these cleavages for the political par ties 

themselves. The remaining questions measured the se lf-

reported level of interest of respondents in the 20 07 

election campaign. The exact wording of the questio ns is 

reported in the Appendix A. 

The expert survey was conducted during the week 

preceding the Quebec general election, held on Marc h 26 

2007. The electronic questionnaire was sent to 172 

political science professors in Quebec universities  (plus 
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the University of Ottawa, and the University of Mon cton). 

40 experts (23%) sent back the questionnaire. 

Table 2 highlights some results from our expert sur vey. 

The table presents the mean, the standard deviation , and 

the range of expert estimates of the positions of t he ADQ, 

the PLQ, and the PQ on the two cleavages that inter est us 

here. Looking first at the Quebec autonomy vs. Cana dian 

unity cleavage, we see that the PQ is unsurprisingl y the 

more nationalist party, with an average score of 2. 6 points 

(and a standard error of 0.21). The PLQ stands on t he 

opposite side of the cleavage, with 13.9 points (th e 

standard error is 0.51). The ADQ gets 8.8 points on  the 

scale with a standard error of 0.44. The standard d eviation 

is lower for the PQ (1.34), than the ADQ (2.81), an d the 

PLQ (3.26). Looking next at the left-right cleavage , we see 

that the parties are distinctly located, ranging fr om 

center-left (PQ), to right (ADQ), with the Liberals  in 

between. The PQ has an average score of 8.5 (standa rd error 

= .32), the PLQ, 12.7 (.33), and the ADQ, 16.4 (.26 ). The 

standard deviation is low for all parties, ranging from 1.7 

for the ADQ to 2.05 for the PLQ, and 2.08 for the P Q.  

 

Table 2 about here 

 

Unlike the descriptive statistics of table 2 which are 

not resistant to extreme values, the box-plots of F igures 2 

and 3 display mesures of the same expert estimates that are 

resistant to outliers: the median (the vertical lin e inside 

each box) and the interquartile range. Farther out values 

(ouliers) are graphed as separate points. A quick 

comparison of table 2 with figures 2 and 3 shows li ttle 

difference between the median and the mean estimate s of 
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party positions, which suggests relatively symetric  

distributions.  

 

Figures 2 and 3 about here 

 

The expert survey also asked respondents to assess how 

important they thought the cleavages were for the p arties, 

and to position the parties on the scale accordingl y. The 

answers ranged from a low of 1 (not important at al l) to a 

high of 20 (very important). The results (not shown ) 

indicate that experts thought the Quebec autonomy v s. 

Canadian unity cleavage more important for the PQ ( with a 

score of 16.8) and the PLQ (15) than for the ADQ (1 1.2). 

The left vs. right cleavage was considered to be le ss 

important for the Liberals (average score of 9.7) t han for 

the PQ (12.1), and the ADQ (12.6).  

 
CMP Coding 

The initial objective of the CMP project was (and s till 

is) to record and analyze the contents of the elect ion 

platforms in democratic countries since World War 2 . These 

data are then used to position the parties in their  

respective national political space and track their  

evolution from one election to another (Volkens 200 2). The 

election platforms are coded into a pre-established  set of 

54 policy categories. Two additional categories hav e been 

added to account for Quebec specific policy issues:  Quebec-

Canada Relations and French language protection. Th e coding 

unit is the paragraph, which means that each and ev ery 

paragraph in a text is coded in one and only one ca tegory. 

If no category or if more than one category is appl icable, 

the paragraph is coded with the residual category, 000. A 

final score is then calculated to reflect the relat ive 
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percentage (emphasis) of each category in each part y 

platform. 

Each text is coded separately by two research 

assistants who, at the end, compare their respectiv e coding 

and try to reach agreement when they disagree. When  

agreement cannot be reached, the assistants ask a r eferee 

to settle the issue. Successive waves of coding and  

arbitration are undertaken until perfect agreement is 

reached. The inter-coder agreement, the percentage of 

agreement between the coders when they first compar e their 

results, is a measure of uniformity of comprehensio n and 

the only measure of uncertainty available. Disagree ment can 

have many causes: cognitive differences between cod ers, 

ambiguity in the meaning of the manifesto or the 

categories, and random errors of coding. A low leve l of 

agreement threatens the validity of the coding proc ess. For 

the 2007 Quebec manifestos, the inter-coder agreeme nt is 

comparable to other studies, while the percentage o f un-

coded units is low (see table 3). 

  

Table 3 about here 

 

The CMP method postulates that political parties du ring 

election compete with one another by selectively 

emphasizing (priming) policy issues that are import ant to 

their constituencies, while trying to ignore issues  that 

are not (Budge and Farlie 1983). Unlike Downs’ (195 7) model 

of party competition, which assumes that political parties 

directly confront each other on every issue, the se lective 

emphasis model assumes that parties talk past each other   

focusing only on issues that are favourable to them  while 

ignoring issues that could be electoral liabilities .  
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The CMP method measures the location of political 

parties in a multi-issue space by computing the rel ative 

salience of issues in their election platforms. A s trongly 

positive correlation between two parties indicates that 

they are close to one another on the multi-issue sp ace. At 

the opposite, the strong negative correlation betwe en two 

parties means that they are far apart from one anot her on 

the multi-issue space.  

 

CMP Quebec-Canada Relations Scale 
In Quebec, regional nationalism and protection of t he 

French language are two important issues. Because t hese two 

issues are not found in the original 54 categories of the 

initial CMP coding scheme, we added them to the CMP  Quebec 

coding scheme as two separate categories called Que bec-

Canada relations, and French language promotion. A Quebec 

autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale was then construc ted by 

adding the frequencies of mention of the two catego ries in 

the election platforms under analysis. Therefore, t he 

scores on the scale vary between a theoretical maxi mum 

value of 100 and a theoretical minimum value of zer o. 5 

Figure 4 reports the positions of the ADQ, PLQ and PQ on 

the scale thus constructed, based on their election  

platforms in 1994, 1998, 2003, and 2007.  

 

Figure 4 about here 
                                                           
5
 According to our data (not shown) the French langua ge promotion 

category has been mentioned 0.8% of the time on ave rage in the 
platforms of the ADQ the PLQ and the PQ over the la st four elections, 
against 3% over the elections that took place betwe en 1976 and 1989. So 
it appears that the salience of the French language  protection issue 
has decreased recently at least in the election pla tforms of the ADQ, 
the PLQ, and the PQ, and that the issue is not as i mportant overall in 
these election platforms a its salience in the gene ral political agenda 
and in the collective psyche of French Quebecers wo uld lead us to 
believe.  
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From figure 4 we can see that, as expected, the PQ put 

much more emphasis on the Quebec-Canada relations i ssue 

than the other parties, although the gap seems to h ave 

narrowed in 2007 on this issue. However, in the abs ence of 

any confidence interval statistics, it is impossibl e to 

know if the 2007 data are the result of measurement  error 

or of a real movement over time in the salience of the 

Quebec-Canada relations issue in the party platform s. 

 

CMP Left-Right Scale 
To measure the distance between the parties on the 

left-right cleavage, Budge et al. (2001) created a scale 

that uses 26 original CMP categories. Many of these  26 

categories are rarely (if ever) used in Quebec part y 

platforms. As a result, 16 of the 26 categories had  to be 

dropped from our analysis of the position of Quebec  parties 

on a left-right scale. The remaining “left” categor ies to 

analyze are Market regulation (403), Protectionism Positive 

(406), Welfare State Expansion (504), Education Exp ansion 

(506), and Labour groups: positive (701). The “righ t” 

categories retained for analysis are: Free enterpri ses 

(401), Incentives (402), Protectionism Negative (40 7), 

Economic Orthodoxy (414), and Law and order (605). The 

final left-right score is built by subtracting the sum of 

the frequencies for the categories on the “left” fr om the 

sum of the frequencies for the categories on the “r ight”. A 

negative score is associated with the left, and a p ositive 

score with the right. Figure 5 reports the position s of the 

ADQ, PLQ and PQ on the left-right scale thus constr ucted, 

based on their electoral platforms in 1994, 1998, 2 003, and 

2007.  
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Figure 5 about here 
 

According to figure 5, Quebec parties tend to be 

located on the left side of the left-right scale, w ith only 

the 1994 ADQ platform located near the middle of th e scale. 

The ADQ, the PLQ and the PQ have all moved leftward  along 

the scale over time, from -12.3 points on average i n 1994 

to -23.6 on average in 2007. The leftward move is m ost 

pronounced with the ADQ. The distance between the p arties 

has also diminished over time, from 25 points in 20 03 to 10 

points in 2007, and this is due mainly to the ADQ c oming 

closer to the two other parties. The ADQ is the par ty with 

the least leftist score, -10.7 on average over four  

elections, compared to -23.5 for the PLQ, and -22.2  for the 

PQ. The PLQ has a higher variation, with a 9 points  

average, while the ADQ has an average of 7.1, and t he PQ, 

2.7.  

The PQ didn’t change position much on the left-righ t 

axis over time. This is due in part to the fact tha t the PQ 

manifestos put more emphasis more consistently on w elfare 

state expansion and education expansion (two leftis t 

categories) than the manifestos of the two other pa rties. 

There is also evidence that the position of the PQ is more 

stable than the positions of the ADQ and of the PLQ  in 

other dimensions aside of left-right (Pétry and Lan dry 

2001; Pétry 2006). We speculate that this is a refl ection 

of the more programmatic nature of the PQ. Unlike t he ADQ 

and the PLQ, the PQ has a programme, which is perio dically 

reviewed by party activists independently of the el ectoral 

calendar, and from which its electoral platforms ar e drawn.  

The PLQ does not put forward distinct policy progra ms 

like the PQ does. The election platforms of the PLQ  are 



 25

therefore produced “from scratch” at each election so to 

speak. They are therefore more likely than the plat forms of 

the PQ to reflect the priorities of the moments, an d this 

would explain why they tend to move around a bit mo re. The 

abrupt move for the PLQ platform between 2003 and 2 007 is 

explained by the outlier nature of the 2003 platfor m. It 

was a shorter than usual platform that focused on a  small 

number of issues, mostly health care expansion (15% ), 

education expansion (17%), and government efficienc y (19%). 

The 2007 platform is a return to more normal scores  of 9% 

for health care expansion, 14% for education expans ion, and 

6% for government efficiency. The 2007 PLQ platform  gives 

more space to issues that it did not emphasize in 2 003. The 

Quebec-Canada relations issue in particular represe nts 

10.4% of the total in 2007 as compared to 0.6% of t he total 

in 2003. These changes in relative issue salience e xplain 

in large part the big jump in the PLQ position on t he left-

right axis between 2003 and 2007.  

The 2007 ADQ platform stands closer to the PLQ and the 

PQ platforms than at previous elections. This can b e 

explained in part by a decrease in the frequency of  

mentions of the government efficiency issue (303), from 14% 

to 6.4% and of the free enterprise issue (401), fro m 11% to 

6.4%. Government efficiency and free enterprise are  

classified as right wing issue categories.  

Do Quebec parties really stand more to the left tha n 

their counterparts in most countries that have been  studied 

by CMP researchers? Again, these results seem to be  more a 

matter of measurement than anything else. The inclu sion of 

Welfare state expansion (504) and Education expansi on 

(506), two of the most frequent categories in the “ left” 

side introduces a strong measurement bias. Because these 
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categories correspond to the two most important bud get 

expenditures of the Quebec government, it is not su rprising 

to find out that they are the most salient issues i n 

electoral manifestos. Since 1994, the welfare state  

expansion category averaged 8% of the total, and th e 

Education expansion, 10%. Then no surprise to see Q uebec 

parties with negative scores. The 1994 ADQ manifest o, the 

first one, is the only manifesto close to the middl e 

because there was no mention of health care and edu cation.  

The CMP coding frame is intended for national state  

party manifestos, not for sub-national state. The Q uebec 

manifestos do not cover as many issues as a full-fl edged 

national state would, especially in the Canadian co ntext, 

with a sharp separation of legislative jurisdiction  between 

the federal government and the provinces. Many issu es, such 

as national defence, and macroeconomic controls, ar e not 

typically mentioned in provincial election platform s, hence 

reducing the range of usable categories.  

Again, we must use caution in our interpretation of  the 

CMP left-right scale as it is applied to the Quebec  case, 

for two methodological reasons. First, in the absen ce of 

any indication of the degree of statistical uncerta inty 

associated with CMP estimates, it is impossible to tell 

whether the difference between them is due to measu rement 

error or to real movement in some underlying variab le.  

Second, the left-right interpretation of CMP data i s 

only an a posteriori interpretation, and, as for an y a 

posteriori interpretation, there is no independent 

objective way to ascertain whether it is correct or  not. We 

cannot be certain of making the correct a posterior i 

interpretation of the CMP Quebec autonomy vs. Canad ian 

unity scale either. But it is reasonable to think t hat the 
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Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity cleavage has mor e 

chances of being correct than of being incorrect be cause, 

this is a well known and durable cleavage in Quebec  

society. It is not obvious that the same can be sai d about 

our a posteriori interpretation of the left-right s cale in 

Quebec. First, the left-right dimension is not as s alient, 

and it does not appear to have the same meaning in Canada 

(and Quebec) as in Europe (Gibbins and Nevitte 1985 ). 

Second, many left-right categories in the CMP codin g scheme 

are either not applicable to Quebec or obsolete, wh ile new 

issues possibly relevant to a left-right scale don’ t have 

corresponding categories in the initial CMP scheme.  For 

these reasons, the CMP left-right scale probably ha s more 

chances of being correct in the case of a European party 

system in the early 1980s, at the time the CMP codi ng 

scheme was developed, than when being applied to th e Quebec 

party system of 2007.  

 
Positional Word Count 

Next we estimate the position of the ADQ, the PLQ a nd 

the PQ on the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity ax is in 

the four most recent Quebec elections using our own  version 

of Laver and Garry’s “Positional Word Count”. For t his 

purpose, a dictionary was constructed based on the most 

frequently used words in the manifesto for a “Yes” vote, 

and in the Manifesto for a “No” vote in the 1995 Qu ebec 

sovereignty referendum. Words that were used signif icantly 

more frequently (based on a Chi-square test) in the  

Manifesto for a “Yes” vote were classified as pro-Q uebec 

autonomy words, and given a value of -1; words that  were 

used significantly more often in the Manifesto for a “No” 

vote were classified as pro-Canadian unity words, a nd given 
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a value of +1; words that were not mentioned signif icantly 

more often in one or the other manifesto were deeme d 

neutral words and given a value of zero. 

 The technique was able to produce a ten-word 

dictionary which was used to estimate the positions  of the 

ADQ, the PLQ, and the PQ on the Quebec autonomy vs.  Canada 

unity cleavage in the 1994, 1998, 2003 and 2007 ele ctions. 6  

 
Figure 6 about here 

 
Figure 6 presents the results. The measures on the 

vertical axis have been rescaled from a value of ze ro 

representing the Quebec autonomy end of the cleavag e, to a 

value of twenty representing the Canadian unity end  of the 

cleavage. This will make it easier to compare event ually 

the results of the Positional Word Count dictionary  method 

with the Worscore results that use a scale ranging from 

zero to 20. A score of 20 in figure 6 means that a party 

platform only mentions words that are classified as  pro-

Canadian unity in the dictionary. At the opposite, a party 

platform that mentions only pro-Quebec autonomy wor ds is 

given a score of zero. A score of 10 on the scale m eans 

that a party platform mentions pro Canadian unity a nd pro 

Quebec autonomy words in equal proportions.  

The results show that the PQ has mentioned pro Queb ec 

autonomy words more often than the ADQ and the PLQ at every 

election since 1994. However, there is more varianc e over 

                                                           
6
 The Chi-square test for statistical difference nece ssitates that a word 

must be mentioned at least five times in a given te xt in order to be 
included in the dictionary. This constitutes a limi t on the technique, 
in view of the fact that only a very small proporti on of words are 
mentioned five times or more. As we will see, the W ordscore technique 
makes it possible to compare party positions based on dictionaries that 
include several thousands words by comparison. 
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time in the platforms of the PQ than in the platfor ms of 

the ADQ and the PLQ. In particular, the PQ platform  in the 

1998 election, the platform on which Lucien Bouchar d was 

re-elected, mentioned pro-Canadian unity words more  often 

than it mentioned pro-Quebec autonomy words. The PQ  took a 

more pronounced anti-federalist position in recent 

elections, to the point that its 2007 platform was its most 

radical pro-Quebec autonomy platform since 1994. Th e 

positions of the ADQ and the PLQ on the Quebec auto nomy vs. 

Canadian unity have been more stable over time (wit h 

standard deviations approximately equal to one) tha n the 

position of the PQ (with a standard deviation large r than 

three).   

The Positional Word Count method also allows counti ng 

the number of words relevant to a given cleavage th at are 

mentioned by each party at each election (a measure  of 

emphasis of that cleavage). Not surprisingly, the w ords 

included in the dictionary for the Quebec autonomy vs. 

Canadian unity cleavage have been mentioned much mo re often 

in the platforms of the PQ than in the platforms of  the ADQ 

and the PLQ, at least in the elections of 1994, 199 8 and 

2003. The dictionary words relevant to the Quebec a utonomy 

vs. Canadian unity cleavage were more equally share d 

between the parties in the 2007 election, with 49 

occurrences for the ADQ, 99 for the PLQ, and 70 for  the PQ.  

As we will see, the results of the Positional Word 

Score method are congruent with other computer base d coding 

methods. In fact the correlation with the Wordscore  results 

is a statistically significant .65. One advantage o f the 

Positional Word Count method compared with the Word score 

method is that is allows taking into account the su bstance 

of policy issues. However, there are several limits  
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associated with the type of dictionary used by the 

Positional Word Count method. One is the fact that one 

needs to construct a new dictionary for every new s cale on 

which to position political texts. Another limit is  the 

small amount of data on which the dictionary is 

constructed: adding or subtracting one word from th e 

dictionary may have a very large impact on the resu lts. 

Another shortcoming is that it is impossible to pre cisely 

calculate the error associated with the measure gen erated 

by the dictionary. The construct validity of the me thod is 

therefore undermined. Is there a way to construct a  

dictionary that would allow us to assess measuremen t error 

more precisely? The “CMP Compatible Coding” method that is 

presented next seems to posses the attributes that respond 

to this last criterion.  

 
CMP Compatible Coding 

Next we reproduce the method developed by 

Kleinnijenhuis & Pennings (1999) to render computer -coding 

compatible with the CMP hand-coding technique. Our 

dictionary is derived from one that was developed e arlier 

to conduct a computer-assisted content analysis of the 

throne speeches pronounced by Quebec Premiers from 1960 to 

2007 (Crête and Diallo 2007). 7 The coding of the Quebec 

throne speeches used 24 of the 54 original CMP cate gories. 

Our dictionary only includes the words that are ass ociated 

with two original CMP categories: these are categor ies 203 

(positive Vision of the Constitution) and 204 (nega tive 

Vision of the Constitution).  

                                                           
7
 The computerized dictionary was constructed with th e help of the QDA 

Miner software. We thank Jean Crête for making the dictionary data 
available to us.   
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We could have constructed our dictionary from our o wn 

CMP coded Quebec election platform data. However we  wanted 

to avoid the kind of circularity associated with co ding 

textual data on the basis of a dictionary that was built 

from the same data. This is why we relied on throne  speech 

data that are independent of election platform data  to 

construct out CMP compatible dictionary.  

To create our dictionary, we begin by lemmatising ( or 

stemming) 8 the words in the texts under analysis. We then 

subtract all the words with meanings that are not r elevant 

in the context (e.g. “independent” in “independent 

variable” as opposed to “independent” in “independe nt 

nation”), and those which have less than five occur rences 

in a single text as had been done previously with t he 

Positional Word Count method. We then correlate eac h coding 

category with a pre-determined list the words by 

calculating Chi-square statistics of association be tween 

words and coding categories.  

The computer coding method is in agreement with the  

hand-coding method in 57% of the case. In other wor ds, the 

dictionary predicts differently from human coders 4 3 times 

out of 100. The 57% figure is conceptually similar to the 

initial inter-coder agreement in the hand-coding CM P 

method. The percentage can be improved upon by furt her 

rounds of reconciliation between one or more coder and a 

computer. The application of the Kleinnijenhuis & P ennings 

technique to the 2007 Quebec election platform text s 

produces a dictionary of ten words that defines the  Quebec 

autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale. Interestingly, o nly two 

                                                           
8 By this is meant the regrouping of various forms of  a word with a 
same root to count them as the same word.   
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words in the CMP compatible dictionary are identica l to 

those in the Positional Word Count dictionary. 

The positions of the ADQ, the PLQ and the PQ obtain ed 

from the CMP Compatible method are displayed in fig ure 7. 

The Positional Word Count method placed the platfor ms of 

the PQ far away from those of the PLQ and the ADQ ( the 

latter being sometimes undistinguishable from each other). 

By contrast, the CMP Compatible method places the p latforms 

of the ADQ, the PLQ and the PQ in positions that ar e more 

equidistant from each other. The platforms of the t hree 

parties present a similar variance over time: The s tandard 

deviation is 4 for the ADQ, 3.4 for the PLQ, and of  3.6 for 

the PQ. But there is some leapfrogging between the ADQ and 

the PQ midway through the period of analysis.  

When we compare the positions of party platforms on  the 

Positional Word Count (figure 6) and the CMP Compat ible 

(figure 7) scales, we see that the orderings are co ngruent 

across both scales for the 2003 and 2007 elections,  with 

the PQ at the Quebec autonomy end, and the PLQ at t he 

Canadian unity end of the scale, and the ADQ in bet ween. 

But the orderings differ from one method to the oth er in 

1998 and especially in 1994. The Positional Word Co unt 

method places the ADQ at the Canadian unity end of the 

scale in 1994 whereas the CMP compatible method pla ces the 

ADQ at the Quebec autonomy end of the scale in 1994 .  

 

Wordscore 

The Wordscore program predicts the position of 

political texts on a pre-determined scale by compar ing the 

words contained in those texts with the words conta ined in 

previously selected texts which are taken to repres ent 

extreme positions on the pre-determined scale.  
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Here is a summary of how we used the Wordscore prog ram 

to measure the positions of the ADQ, PLQ and the PQ  on the 

Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale. 

We first select the reference texts which will be u sed 

to represent the extreme positions on the a priori defined 

Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale. As Laver,  Benoit 

and Garry (2003) point out, it is important that th e 

reference texts are directly relevant to the virgin  texts 

under analysis. We selected the Manifesto for a “Ye s” vote 

at the 1995 referendum on Quebec sovereignty as our  

reference text for the Quebec autonomy end of the s cale, 

and the Manifesto for a “No” vote in the same refer endum as 

the reference text for the Canadian unity end of th e scale. 

These texts were platforms written in the context o f a 

political campaign, and they use a language that is  

comparable to that used in the electoral platforms of the 

ADQ, the PLQ and the PQ (the virgin texts). 9 

The Manifesto for a “Yes” vote is arbitrarily coded  0, 

and the manifesto for a “No” vote is arbitrary code d 20. 

Each virgin text (that is each party platform at ea ch 

election) is then coded by the Wordscore program wh ich 

gives to each word in each virgin text a score betw een 0 

and 20 according to the relative frequency of its 

appearance in the reference texts. For example, if the word 

“nation” appears one percent of the time in the ref erence 

text that symbolizes the “Yes” side, and 0.9 percen t of the 

time in the reference text that symbolizes the “No”  side, 

                                                           
9
 The only weak points are that the reference texts w ere written for a 

referendum while the virgin texts were written for general elections 
and that they were written for a consultation that took place in 1995, 
two years after the first virgin document was writt en (1993).  
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that word obtains a score equal to (0.01*20) + (0.0 9*0) = 

0.2. 

By dividing the sum of the scores associated with e ach 

word by the total number of words in a text, we obt ain an 

average which corresponds to the total score of the  text. 

Wordscore also gives the standard error of each sco re, 

which can be used to determine when the positions o f two 

texts are statistically different, that is when the  

confidence intervals of their scores do not overlap . The 

capacity to generate confidence intervals around th e scores 

it generates is the one major advantage of the Word score 

technique compared to all other techniques of posit ioning 

political parties in a space. 

From the wordscores in each reference text, we comp uted 

the textscores in each virgin text, and then transf ormed 

the virgin textscores to their original metric to b e able 

to locate the positions of each platform at each el ection 

in our pre-defined space.  

 

Figure 8 about here 

 

 Figure 8 present the party platform positions on t he 

Quebec autonomy-Canadian unity cleavage as they are  

estimated by the Wordscore method. The positions of  the 

three parties are statistically distinct from one a nother 

at each election. However, the figure shows that th e 

platforms of the PQ have followed a trajectory that  is 

quite distinct from the paths that the two other pa rties 

have followed. The positions of the PQ have remaine d stable 

and close to the Quebec autonomy end of the scale a t each 

successive election (standard dev. = 2.6) although they 

have gradually shifted toward the middle of the sca le. By 
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contrast, there has been considerably more variatio n in the 

positions of the ADQ (standard dev. = 9.6) and the PLQ 

(standard dev. = 7) over time. Thus, although their  

positions on the scale are statistically distinct f rom each 

other at each election, the distance that separates  the 

platforms of the ADQ and the PLQ is less than the d istance 

that separates them from the platform of the PQ. Th ere is 

even one instance of leapfrogging between the ADQ a nd the 

PLQ between 2003 and 2007. 

 

Table 4 about here 

 

Table 4 shows the highlights of Wordscore estimates  of 

party positions on the Quebec sovereignty, and the left-

right cleavage. The two cleavages have been measure d with 

separate reference texts. The Manifeste pour un Québec 

solidaire  (2005: left) and the Manifeste pour un Québec 

lucide  (2005: right) were the reference texts for the lef t-

right axis; the Manifestos for the “Yes” (Québec 19 95) and 

for the “No” (Québec 1995) in the last referendum w ere the 

reference texts for the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadia n unity 

axis. We used the party platforms in the previous e lection 

as reference texts to measure the variation in part y 

positions between elections, on both axes. The plat forms of 

the PLQ were coded 10 (on a 0-20 scale) for the lef t-right 

scale, while the platforms of the ADQ were coded 10  for the 

Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale. 

This method enables us to conduct 15 separate Words core 

analyses: three for the 1994 election, and four for  each 

subsequent election. The results are reported in ta bles B1 

through B4 in appendix B. Here we only discuss the details 

needed to understand the results of table B4 which reports 
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the Wordscore results for the 1994 election. The ta ble 

presents the Wordscore estimates of party positions  based 

on the left-right scale, on the Quebec autonomy vs.  

Canadian unity scale, and on a “past party platform ” scale 

in which words from the 1989 PQ platform are given a value 

of zero, and words in the PLQ platform of 1989 are given a 

value of 20. (The ADQ did not present a platform in  the 

1989 election, so its platform cannot be entered in  the 

Wordscore calculation of party positions in 1994).  

The data of table B4 indicate that for 1994, all th ree 

party platforms are statistically distinct, i.e., t here is 

no statistical overlap (at 95%) in party positions on the 

left-right scale. Only the platform of the PQ is 

statistically distinct on the Quebec autonomy vs. C anadian 

unity scale, and none is statistically distinct on the 

scale constructed from past PLQ and PQ platforms. 

Interestingly, and counter-intuitively, the Wordsco re 

program estimates that the ADQ platform is located in the 

middle of the left-right scale in 1994. 

Looking at the other table in appendix B, we see th at 

there are four other cases where the platforms of a ll three 

parties are statistically distinct, two in 1998, an d two in 

2003, and five additional cases in which the positi on of 

one party is statistically distinct from the positi ons of 

the two other parties. Party positions cannot be 

statistically differentiated from one another in th e four 

remaining cases  

Table 4 in the text summarizes the data from append ix B 

on the basis of whether or not Wordscore estimates of party 

positions satisfy the criteria of plausibility, and  

distinctiveness. The plausibility criterion is met if the 

ordering of party platforms on each scale is the sa me as 
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the ordering in the expert survey. According to the  expert 

survey, the PQ is located at the autonomist end of the 

Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale the ADQ is  located 

in the middle position, and the PLQ is located at t he 

federalist end of the scale. And on the left-right scale, 

experts place the PQ at the left, the PLQ at the ce ntre, 

and the ADQ at the right. The Wordscore data meet t he 

distinctiveness criterion if party positions are 

statistically distinct. 

As table 4 shows the party platforms are found to b e 

statistically distinct from one another four out of  seven 

times on the left-right cleavage. The proportion of  

statistically distinct platforms is even higher on the 

Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity cleavage (six ou t of 

seven). This suggests that although the presence of  a left-

right cleavage cannot be dismissed in Quebec partis an 

politics, the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity cl eavage 

remains the dominant cleavage. The data of table 4 also 

show that Wordscore estimates of how parties are or dered 

along the scales are not very plausible, at least w hen we 

take the ordering of party positions by Quebec poli tical 

scientists as our standard of what is plausible. Th e level 

of plausibility is low on the Quebec autonomy vs. C anadian 

unity cleavage (three out of seven) and even lower on the 

left-right cleavage (two out of seven).  

The choice of reference text has an impact on the 

plausibility of the Wordscore estimates. On the lef t-right 

axis, 2 out of 7 Worscore estimates are consistent with 

expert survey data when the reference texts used to  

calculate them are the previous election platforms.  But the 

score falls to zero when the reference texts used t o 

calculate the Wordscore estimates are the Québec lucide  and 
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the Québec solidaire  Manifestos. A similar thing happens in 

the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity scale. 2 out  of 7 

Worscore estimates are consistent with expert surve y data 

when the reference texts used to calculate them are  the 

previous election platforms. But the score falls to  zero 

when the reference texts used to calculate the Word score 

estimates are the Manifestos for the “Yes” and for the “No” 

at the 1995 Referendum.  

To conclude this section of the paper, Wordscore 

results are more distinct than plausible, and the c hoice of 

reference texts has a powerful impact on the perfor mance of 

the Wordscore program. The choice of previous elect ion 

platforms as reference texts gives better results t han the 

choice of other texts. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 Existing comparisons of  approaches to measuring policy 

positions of political parties have mostly dealt wi th left-

right positions in Europe. In this paper, we have c ompared 

these approaches in a non European sub-national con text, 

and with respect to an entirely new issue: the Queb ec 

autonomy vs. Canadian unity cleavage. Such a compar ison has 

never so far been undertaken. Our analysis has focu sed more 

particularly on the validity  of these approaches to 

estimating the positions of the ADQ, the PLQ, and t he PQ on 

this issue, that is, whether and to what extent eac h 

approach measures the “true” position of each party , the 

most plausible and consistent one based on prior kn owledge 

of the Quebec party system.  

 Table 5 provides the answer. The table presents th e 

approaches so that they can be compared according t o 
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whether the results are entirely plausible, partial ly 

plausible, or not plausible at all, and entirely 

consistent, partially consistent, or not consistent  at all 

over time. A result is plausible if it orders the p arty in 

the same order as experts do, and it is consistent if 

variation in party positioning goes in the same dir ection 

as the other methods indicate.  

 

Table 5 about here 

  

 Plausibility is high for the Quebec autonomy vs. 

Canadian unity cleavage with every method, except t he mass 

survey method, where there is no difference between  the 

positions of the ADQ and the PLQ. On the left-right  

cleavage, Wordscore outputs are partially plausible , 

because the positions of the PQ and the PLQ are not  always 

statistically different. 

 On the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity axis, th ere 

is some inconsistency over time. The CMP and the Po sitional 

Word Count methods show a PLQ-ADQ leapfrog between 1994 and 

1998, but the other methods (CMP compatible, dictio nary, 

and Wordscore) don’t. On the left-right axis, parti es 

leapfrog continually in the CMP output. With Wordsc ore, 

consistency is highest when previous platforms are used as 

reference texts.  

 Consistency is higher for Quebec-Canada cleavage t han 

left-right. This is coherent with what we have foun d in 

outputs from different methods. That leads us to be lieve 

that the Quebec autonomy vs. Canadian unity is the most 

important cleavage in Quebec, the prime dimension o f 

political space. Left-right dimension is often ill- defined 



 40

in Quebec political space, as CMP and Wordscore out puts 

indicate.  

 There is no silver bullet. No method can, at this 

stage, provide us with valid, plausible, and consis tent 

results. We can’t assess consistency of the expert and mass 

survey methods, because there is no data prior to 2 007. 

Because it is impossible to survey retroactively, t his is a 

serious limit for future research. We will have to wait 2-3 

more elections to gather sufficient data to do this  kind of 

temporal analysis. Also, the lack of data makes cro ss-

provincial comparison impossible. This is why we wi ll focus 

on textual data for future research. Among the text ual data 

methods, Wordscore is the only method that has an 

uncertainty measurement. It is not surprising then to find 

out that it is also the most valid method overall. Result 

of dictionary and CMP methods are potentially inval id, 

because there is no clear way to make a difference between 

types of error: measurement error, random error, in valid 

data, etc. Wordscore output has a confidence interv al. If 

there is no overlapping, the parties are statistica lly 

different in their respective positioning on the sc ale. If 

there is overlapping, there is a chance that they a re not 

statistically different. This is a simple way to de termine 

the validity of Wordscore outputs. External validit y is 

high in this case.  

 There is a trade-off between internal and external  

validity. As we have seen, Wordscore outputs are no t 

particularly consistent over time, nor plausible. T he 

relative inconsistency of Wordscore results is the direct 

consequence of the a priori selection of reference texts. 

The choice of what is a reliable (or not) reference  text 

and the initial party positioning have a clear infl uence on 
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the output. Consistency is abysmal for Québec lucid e-Québec 

solidaire manifestos, and validity is very low. So the 

utilization of such reference texts is in questiona ble.  

 The same things can be said about the dictionary 

method. The choice of the words that will be includ ed in 

the dictionary is a subjective human intervention i n the 

process. Adding or subtracting a word can have a st rong 

impact on the final results, especially when there are few 

words in the dictionary, as it is in this case.  

 On the other hand, CMP outputs have lower level of  

external validity, yet they are more consistent. Th e 

definition of what is left or right, Quebec autonom y or 

Canadian unity issues is constantly redefined in a 

posteriori perspective. Interpretation of what is l eft or 

right, Quebec autonomy or Canadian unity is made af ter the 

analysis is made. It is a highly subjective process , but it 

leads to more consistent results. But external vali dity is 

not directly measurable. There is the inter-coder a greement 

rate, but it can’t be turned into a clear measure o f 

uncertainty as the confidence interval is. Applicab ility of 

the CMP grid in the Canadian provinces is also an i ssue. a

 Computer-assisted textual analysis is still a 

relatively new research avenue. While computerizati on may 

help eliminate time-consuming operations such as co ding, we 

conclude that they are far from being perfect. As d ifferent 

results with dictionary and Wordscore outputs show us, 

human intervention can’t be avoided and a priori se lection 

of reference texts and words is still a subjective process 

prone to human subjectivity, and of course human er ror.  
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Figures and Tables 

Figure 1. Perception of Which Party is Best to Defe nd Quebec’s 
Autonomy.  

What is the best party to defend Quebec’s interests ? 

 

 

What is the best party to defend Quebec’s identity and culture? 
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Table 1. Positions of six Quebec premiers on  scale  from 1 (left) 
to 9 (right) according to experts 

 

Premier Left-right 

score 

Jean Lesage (Liberal)   5.35 

Daniel Johnson (Union nationale) 1.63 

Jean-Jacques Bertrand (Union nationale) 1.52 

Robert Bourassa I (Liberal) 4.98 

René Levesque (PQ) 8.59 

Robert Bourassa II (Liberal) 4.60 

Source : Abizadeh and Gray (1992) 

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Party Positions on the Left 
vs. Right and on the Quebec Autonomy vs. Canadian U nity Cleavages 
from Expert Survey 

 

Question Party Mean    Std. 
Dev. 

Min Max 

Left-Right 

 

ADQ 16.4 1.65 13 20 

PLQ 12.7 2.08 6 17 

PQ 8.5 2.05 5 14 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

ADQ 8.8 2.81 4 18 

PLQ 13.9 3.26 7 20 

PQ 2.6 1.34 1 6 
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Figure 2. Party Positions on the Quebec Autonomy vs . Canadian 
Unity Cleavage from Expert Survey 

 

Quebec Autonomy Canadian Unity

ADQ PLQ
PQ

 

 

Figure 3. Party Positions on the Left-Right Cleavag e from Expert 
Survey 

 

RightLeft

ADQ PLQ
PQ
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Table 3. CMP Method Coding Results and Inter-coder Agreement 

 

Party Coded 
units 

Un-coded 
units 

Total % of un-
coded 
units 

Inter-
coder 
agreement 

PQ 279 21 300 7% >75% 

PLQ 192 15 207 7% >75% 

ADQ 126 4 130 3% >75% 

 

Figure 4. Party Positions on Quebec Autonomy-Canadi an Unity 
Cleavage from CMP 

 

 

 



 49

 

Figure 5.  Party Positions on Left-Right Cleavage from CMP 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Party Positions on Quebec Autonomy-Canadi an Unity 
Cleavage from Positional Word Count 
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Figure 7 . Party Positions on Quebec Autonomy-Canadian Unity 
Cleavage from CMP Compatible Coding 
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Figure 8. Predicting the Position of a Political Te xt with 
Wordscore  
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Figure 9. Party Positions on Quebec Autonomy-Canadi an Unity 
Cleavage from Wordscore  
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Table 4. Interpretation of Wordscore data on party positions on 
the left vs. right and on the Quebec autonomy vs. C anadian unity 
Cleavages (1994-2007) 

 

Cleavages Plausibility Distinctiveness 

Left-Right Low (Party 
ranking match 
expert survey 2 
times/7) 

Medium 
(Statistical 
difference between 
Party 4 times/7) 

Quebec Autonomy vs. 
Canadian Unity 

Low (3/7) High (6/7) 
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Table 5. Are the estimates plausible and consistent ? 

 

 Quebec 
autonomy 
2007 

Quebec 
autonomy over 
time 

Left-right 
2007 

Left-right 
over time 

Mass 
survey 

Partially 
plausible 
(ADQ and 
PLQ not 
different) 

n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Expert 
survey 

Entirely 
plausible 

n.a. Entirely 
plausible 

n.a. 

CMP Partially 
plausible 
(ADQ, PLQ 
and PQ not 
different) 

Consistent 
(ADQ and PLQ 
leapfrog 
between 94 and 
98) 

Entirely 
plausible 

Partially 
consistent 
(PLQ and PQ 
leapfrog 
continually)  

Positional 
Word Count 

Entirely 
plausible 

Consistent 
(ADQ and PLQ 
leapfrog 
between 94 and 
98) 

n.a. n.a. 

CMP 
Compatible 

Entirely 
plausible 

Partially 
consistent 
(ADQ and PQ 
leapfrog 
between 98 and 
03) 

n.a. n.a. 

Wordscore Entirely 
plausible 

Partially 
consistent 
(ADQ and PLQ 
leapfrog 
between 03 and 
07) 

Partially 
plausible (PLQ 
and PQ not 
statistically 
different) 

Partially  
consistent 
(previous 
programmes) or 
Non-consistent 
(Qc lucide-
solidaire) 
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Appendix A: Expert survey questions 

 

Please indicate on a scale of 1 to 20 where you wou ld place 
Quebec’s main political parties on five important 
ideological cleavages. The meaning of the scales is  
provided with each cleavage. 

 

Left-right scale  

1 to 5: Left 

6 to 10: Center-left 

11 to 15: Center-right 

16 to 20: Right 

 

Quebec-Canada scale  

1 to 5: Increase Quebec’s autonomy at the cost of b reaking 
up Canadian unity 

6 to 10: Increase Quebec’s autonomy but not at the cost of 
breaking up Canadian unity 

11 to 15: Strengthen Canadian unity but not at the cost of 
decreasing Quebec’s autonomy 

16 to 20: Strengthen Canadian unity at the cost of 
decreasing Quebec’s autonomy 

 

Please rate the relative importance of the five pre ceding 
cleavages to each of Quebec’s main political partie s on a 
scale of 1 to 20, where 1 means very little importa nce to 
the party and 20 means very high importance to the party. 
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Appendix B: Wordscore outputs 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Wordscore Statistics of Party Positions on 
the Left vs. Right and on the Quebec Autonomy vs. C anadian Unity 
Cleavages in the 2007 General Election 

 

Cleavages Party Mean    S.E. 95 % conf. 
Interval 

Min Max 

Left-Right 

(Qc solidaire 0 
;Qc lucide 20) 

ADQ -6,5 4,2 -14,9  1,9 

PLQ 19,5 3,0 13,6 25,4 

PQ 16,2 4,1 8,0 24,3 

Left-Right 

(PQ2003 0 ; 
PLQ2003 10 ; 
ADQ2003 20) 

ADQ 21,1 1,58 17,9 24,3 

PLQ 1,9 1,07 -0,3 4,0 

PQ 6,8 1,57 3,7 10,0 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(Yes manifesto 0 
;No manifesto 20) 

ADQ 3,8 6,0 -8,2 15,8 

PLQ 25,6 6,2 16,5 34,7 

PQ -0,9 4,6 -13,4  11,6 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(PQ2003 0 ; 
ADQ2003 10 ; 
PLQ2003 20) 

ADQ 12,1 1,76 8,5 15,5 

PLQ 18,4 1,39 15,6 21,2 

PQ -1,2 1,77 -4,7 2,3 

 

Light grey cells: two overlapping confidence interv als 

Dark grey cells: three overlapping confidence inter vals  
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Table 2. Descriptive Wordscore Statistics of Party Positions on 
the Left vs. Right and on the Quebec Autonomy vs. C anadian Unity 
Cleavages in the 2003 General Election  

 

Cleavages Party Mean S.E. 95 % conf. 
Interval 

Min Max 

Left-Right 

(Qc solidaire 0 
;Qc lucide 20) 

ADQ 9,8 7,1 -4,4 24,1 

PLQ -4,4 10,1 -24,6  15,8 

PQ 23,9 7,0 9,9 37,9 

Left-Right 

(PQ1998 0 ; 
PLQ1998 10 ; 
ADQ1998 20) 

ADQ 17,8 1,2 15,4 20,2 

PLQ 11,7 1,6 8,5 14,9 

PQ -1,7 1,1 -3,9 0,5 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(Yes manifesto 0 
;No manifesto 20) 

ADQ 24,6 2,5 19,6 29,7 

PLQ 7,6 3,7 0,3 15,0 

PQ -3,5 2,4 -8,3 1,4 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(PQ1998 0 ; 
ADQ1998 10 ; 
PLQ1998 20) 

ADQ 14,1 1,8 10,6 17,6 

PLQ 16,5 2,4 11,6 21,3 

PQ -1,9 1,7 -5,3 1,5 
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Table 3. Descriptive Wordscore Statistics of Party Positions on 
the Left vs. Right and on the Quebec Autonomy vs. C anadian Unity 
Cleavages in the 1998 General Election  

 

Cleavages Party Mean S.E 95 % conf. 
Interval 

Min Max 

Left-Right 

(Qc solidaire 0 
;Qc lucide 20) 

ADQ 22,1 12,1 -2,1 46,2 

PLQ -5,8 9,2 -24,2  12,6 

PQ 12,5 7,0 -1,5 26,5 

Left-Right 

(PQ1994 0 ; 
PLQ1994 10 ; 
ADQ1994 20) 

ADQ 20,9 1,4 18,1 23,7 

PLQ 6,9 1,1 4,8 9,1 

PQ 1,5 0,8 -0,1 3,1 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(Yes manifesto 0 
;No manifesto 20) 

ADQ 23,1 15,0 -6,8 53,1 

PLQ 10,1 11,6 -13,1  33,3 

PQ -5,1 8,9 -22,9  12,6 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(PQ1994 0 ; 
ADQ1994 10 ; 
PLQ1994 20) 

ADQ 20,1 2,6 14,8 25,4 

PLQ 9,7 2,1 5,4 14,0 

PQ 0,1 1,5 -3,0 3,2 
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Table 4. Descriptive Wordscore Statistics of Party Positions on 
the Left vs. Right and on the Quebec Autonomy vs. C anadian Unity 
Cleavages in the 1994 General Election  

 

Cleavages Party Mean S.E 95 % conf. 
Interval 

Min Max 

Left-Right 

(Qc solidaire 0 
;Qc lucide 20) 

ADQ 7,5 23,0 -38,5  53,5 

PLQ -3,1 21,7 -46,5  40,3 

PQ 24,9 21,0 -16,8  66,7 

Quebec Autonomy- 
Canadian Unity 

(Yes manifesto 0 
;No manifesto 20) 

ADQ 20,2 1,7 16,8 23,6 

PLQ 14,9 1,6 11,6 18,1 

PQ -6,5 1,5 -9.6 -3,5 

Past Platform 

(PQ1989 0 ; 
PLQ1989 20) 

ADQ 8,6 2,6 3,4 13,8 

PLQ 24,5 2,4 19,6 29,4 

PQ -3,7 2,4 -8,6 1,2 

 

 

 

 

 


