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RETHINKING GOVERNMENT 11
(August 1995 to April 1996)
A YEAR-END REVIEW

23

&

Background

It is difficult to consider the issue of rethinking

government in isolation from the broader

question of rethinking Canada. Even a
discussion of such major reforms as social
program renewal seem insignificant in light of
the more fundamental question of the very
survival of the country. Hence the difficulty of
discussing the continued evolution of rethinking
government against the backdrop of national
rupture. Yet it is possible to locate the unity
crisis within the context of the problem of
rethinking government. In fact, the current
crisis vividly underlines some of the central
themes evident in our broader research on

Rethinking Government.

Quebeckers are struggling with many of the
about the
government facing other Canadians. The

same questions relevance of
sense of what the federal government now
seems able to provide, and what it will be
capable of providing in the future, is clearly at
odds with Quebeckers' sense of what it should

Ekos Research Associates Inc.,

be providing. Although there is an important
layer of complexity added by Quebec's
historical pursuit of recognition as a people,
the underlying strains on the federal model in
Quebec are precursors of pressures which are
beginning to affect other parts of the country.
As the ongoing Aethinking Government project
unambiguously reveals, deep
dissatisfaction with the current system of
government, declining expectations and a

corresponding loosening of national integrity.

there s

The Rethinking Government project is a major
research initiative aimed at injecting a societal
perspective into the debate abo,ui,go,y,éfhment
renewal in Canada. The first year of the study
(Rethinking Government 1994) focused on
defining a role for government and describing
the changing relationship between government,
business and citizens. The second year of the
study (Aethinking Government I1) continued to
government.  We tried to move to more
concrete issues such as preferred divisions of
roles and responsibilities and "defining results".

RETE P

overview of the key themes in this second year

of Rethinking Government.

1996

examine the public perspective on the future of
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Project Methodology and
Process

The Rethinking Government project was
formally launched early in 1894. The study is
a horizontal partnership of a number of
government and private sector organizations.
The idea was to provide a research vehicle for
examining overall and client-specific issues
about the future of government. The project
also involves a commitment to public reporting.

The methodology for the second year of the
study involved the following components:

. A detailed telephone interview (over 200
questions) with a random sample of 3,000
Canadians 16 years and over (August
19956). A total of 1,006 Quebec
respondents were interviewed in this first
wave. {l: \

. A re-survey of some 400 Quebec
respondents 48 hours after the
referendum. The survey consisted of 30

i Cl
questions. <4

. A panel-based survey of some 1,200
Canadians (400 in Quebec) for Citizenship
and Canadian Identity (CCIl) concerning
their attitudes about diversity, tolerance,
and unity. This survey was conducted
during the referendum campaign. The
data was linked to the August Aethinking
Government findings. i %

. Follow-up focus group sessions with
respondents  from both  Rethinking
Government and CCl. o i |

A survey of the top governing and

economic decision-makers in Canada.

L

Approximately 600 self-administered
questionnaires  were returned  from
elected, bureaucratic and corporate elites
in Canada.

. A second detailed telephone interview
(over 150 questions) with approximately
1,400 of the original 3,000 public survey
respondents (April 1996).

Pervasive Dissatisfaction with
Government

There is little evidence that governments are
recovering from the broad based public
of federal performance are mixed at best,
dropping from a split rating for overall
performance to predominantly negative ratings
for economic and fiscal management
(Exhibit 1). Canadians continue to be
underwhelmed by the federal government.
Other levels of government do not escape
these negative views although the hostility is
strongest at the most senior level of
government.

In considering the overall performance of the
current systems for delivering selected key
public services across the two senior levels of
government, only one area produces positive
satisfaction (Exhibit 2). lronically, health care
is seen as the one winner at a point in time
when it is increasingly obvious that
governments will be very hard pressed to
maintain current levels of services. In crucial
labour market areas such as unemployment,
job creation and skills, the public is universally
critical of government performance. Perhaps
this is why we encounter the seemingly
paradoxical finding that the public's rating of
federal priority for jobs and unemployment
issues has declined while fears of job loss

. Ekos Research Associates Inc., 1996
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"EXHIBIT 1

Performance of Government

erformancs of current federal governmant gverall” (n=3021)

&

Shifting Priorities and

= Expectations

|
| "Rated performancs of the current federal government in the area of the
i scanomy” (n=3021)

Once again we asked Canadians

and debt management” (n=1283)

| "Rated parformance of current fedsral government in the area of public financas

@, to rate a broad set of priorities
which they felt should guide the

@] federal government over the next

i B Negatve [J] Nether [] Positve I

Ebo 5 e sarch A s s00iote s Ino.
NOREPACOUS NION WITHOUT PERMISSION

Ceoyght 19960 Aettunking Govemmen! Augus! 1995
Sepenserle gouvernement aoul 1995

five years. The pattern of public
priorities has remained relatively
stable over the last vyear.
Investment in people themes

have increased. It is not that the problem is
going away, rather it is people’s confidence in
government to solve the problem which is
declining.

Negative ratings of the federal government are
higher amongst younger Canadians,
Quebeckers and the economically distressed.
For somewhat different reasons, these three
groups pose formidable challenges for the
federalgovernment in the next couple of years.

continue to have great resonance
among the public. Four of the top six priorities
for the federal government are related to
human investment: education, health care,
unemployment and job creation. The evidence
also suggests that the public’s resolve to get
the debt under control is strengthening. Lower
priorities for the federal government include:
defence, arts and culture, and foreign aid.

There is a strong class split underlying
Canadians’ ratings of priorities for the federal
government. Those who are less economically
secure tend to be more pro-activist, providing
higher ratings for priorities overall.  The
exception is the rated priority for the debt and

deficit where the economically

EXHIBIT 2

of the current system?"

Satisfaction with Current System
"Overall, in the area of ... how would you rate the performance

Health care

Consumer protecton

Cnme

Education

Environment

Pnvacy

Cultral life
Informaton highway
Housing

Economic cimate
Job training
Unsmploymant

Job creaton

Percantage

(n=5%5 responsas)

earc h A 3ol s o,
NOREPACOUC NON WITHEAT PERMISSICH

secure rate this priority higher
than the economically distressed.

The most significant changes in
the societal context are not
! always the most dramatic or
obvious.  Although the overall
public  hierarchy of federal
priorities  remains remarkably
stable, there is an important hut
subtle shift. For virtually every
area we tested, rated priorities
i this year are slightly lower than

for last year's sample. Some
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priorities achieve almost the same priority
ratings as last year (i.e., health, deficit) but the
overall pattern is towards diminished ratings.

Sadly, our preliminary conclusion cannot be
that declining priorities are a signal of
improving social and economic circumstances;
in fact, the evidence shows otherwise. Rather,
this reduction is conditioned by declining
expectations of governments in general, which
is more pronounced in the case of the federal
government. Canadians are investing less
faith in the federal government and greater
hope in the provinces and the non-
governmental sector. The growing interest in
a "third sector" solution is an interesting trend
which has yet to clearly define itself.

n in faith in the federal
government may reflect Canadians’ newfound
belief that the federal government is financially
incapable of making a difference any more.
The irony is that after years of effort to
convince Canadians that the deficit is a real
crisis, the government may have been too
successful in selling this notion. The
predominant image of the federal government
as tax collector and (not terribly competent)
debt manager is quite disconnected from the
public's core expectations of government.
Some of these expectations are being shifted
to other players' and sectors but the net
impact is a general loosening of attachment to
the federal government. This trend is relatively
modest in scale and not readily obvious from
casual observation. When coupled, however,
with the fact that the loosening attachment to
federal government is considerably more
advanced amongst younger Canadians, we are
not optimistic about the future prospects for
federalism.

Continued Ambivalence and
Public Attachment to Goals of
Governmernt

There continues to be considerable evidence
of ambivalence in the public's reconciliation of
fiscal and social priorities. The public believe
the debt and deficit should be a top priority,
but at the same time express considerable
resistance to further reductions in program
areas. Only three of 18 tested priorities are
rated below at least a "moderate” priority (viz.
defence, arts and culture, and foreign aid). In
recent years, however, we have tracked a
steady rise in debt concern, and a slight
lessening of public expectations of the federal
government. Canadians are also showing
growing approval of real cuts as the reality of
the deficit and associated economic
insecurities grow. For example, a (slight)
majority of Canadians now approve of a
clawback on Old Age Security whereas the
majority opposed this same reform in last

year's study.’

The extent of public ambivalence to debt and
government activities is evident elsewhere in
our research. Across all tested federal priority
areas only 25 per cent of respondents want to
see a reduction or elimination of the federal
role (Exhibit 3). About three in four select a
maintained or increased role (with a plurality of
39 per cent selecting increased). These
findings, which are consistent with a broad
range of alternative wordings and tests,
underline Canadians’ continued attachment to
a strong central government. Once again, we
find the public reasonably committed to the
current form (and goals) of government. It is
the results and costs which are troublesome.

This strong evidence from the public is an
important antidote to the new received wisdom
that Canadians are demanding devolution,

Ekos Research Associates Inc., 1996
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EXHIBIT 3

Ingeass ils nvolvemen! 33%
Mainiain i1s curtent involvemen! 34%

Reduce i1s nvolvemen!, 18%
[J Eimnale i1s involvemenl allogether %

Cooyrgnt 19960 (n=5.003 respanse
P o - (n=5.009 responses)
NOREPRCOUC NON WITHOUT PEAMISSION

"Overall, what would you like to see the federal
government do in the future?”

Reihinking Govemmenl Augus! 1995
Fecenserle gouvernementaoul 1395

campaign, and in the current
data.

In a country with such enormous
geography and so little history,
government has served to
provide some of the social and
cultural cement usually provided
by a common ethnolinguistic
nationality and or strong shared
history/mythology. The
somewhat unstable character of
Canadian society has always
relied on government to act as a

decentralization and government withdrawal.
In the rush to meet the imagined public thirst
for devolution it might be helpful to pause and
reflect carefully on the hard public evidence.
Even in Quebec, the designated vanguard of
decentralization, we find strong majority
support for increased or maintained federal
role in most areas tested.

Canadians’ reluctance to approve a broad
retrenchment of the federal role may reflect a
number of issues. Perhaps the public are
sceptical about how provinces or local
governments are going to be more efficient or
effective spenders and programmers. There is
also residual concern about where equality of
access and standards will appear

catalyst to counteract the
centrifugal forces produced by diverse ethnicity
and geography.

Canadians indicate that the country's identity is
strongly linked to traditional government
programs and services. A large plurality
(48 per cent) worry that as the federal
government withdraws traditional programs
and services our Canadian identity will be
weakened (Exhibit 4). Moreover, the majority
believe that social programs have enriched
Canada's quality of life. This positive
sentiment towards the federal government is
much weaker amongst younger Canadians.
Residents in the Atlantic, allophones, older

in the reconstructed world of
decentralization. As an
illustration of the importance of
equal access, we note that in a
forced choice between costs,
quality and equal access, the
clear majority select access as
the sine qua non for the health
care system. It is important to
understand, as well, that the
country provides a crucial source
of belonging for Canadians — a
point vividly illustrated in the late

Federal Programs and Canadian Identity

“Canada's quality of llife has been enriched "I really worry that as the federal government
by our social programs in the area of .."

(n=295) All programs (16-24)
(nN=2431) All programs (25-54)

[n=288) All programs (35. )

"’ B Osagiee [ Newher [ Aoee

EXHIBIT 4

withdraws traditional programs and servicas
our Canadian Identity will be weakened"

-
{4

0 20 4c kD

- - 2R
0o Disagres Neither Agree
- n=2021

stages of ' the referendum
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