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RETlHNKING GOVERNMENT n 
(August 1995 to April 1996) 
A YEAR-END REVIEW 

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 rethinkmq 
government against the backdrop of national 
rupture. Yet il is possible to locate the unit y 
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. 

Ouebeckers are struggling with many of the 
same questions about the relevance of 
government faclng other Canadians. The 
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 Ouebeckers' sense of what it should 

be providing. Although there is an important 
laver of complexity added by Ouebec's 
hi~torical pursuit of recognition as a people, 
the underlying strains on the federal model in 

. Ouebec are precursors of pressures which are 
beginning to affect other parts of the country. 
As the ongoing Rethinking Government project 
unambiguously reveals, there is deep 
dissatisfaction with the current system of 
government, declining expectations and a 
corresponding loosening of national integrity. 

The Rethinking Government project is a major 

research initiative aimed at~al #- \ 
perspective into the debate 0111 gO\lP.U1LO.8.Qt 
renewal in Canad_'3.:-lhe first year of the study 
(Rethinking Government 1994) focused on 
defining a role for government and describing 
the chang mg relationship between government, 
business and citizens. The second year of the 
study (Rethinking Government Il) continued to 

examine the R_lJ._bji,Ç__ger l2ective Q..cUb.ê.LillYL@ .. QL:il.1 
government. We tried to move to more 
co7re~es such as preferred divisions of 
roles and responsibilitias and "defining results". 
The purpose of this essay is ~ 

overview of the.!s.ê..:i themes in this secoo~r Il 3 --------------- of Rethinking Government. 

Ekos Research Associates lac, 1996 
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Project Methodology and 
Process G 

The Rethinking Government project was 
formally launched early in 1994. 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 ovor al! 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 
1995). A total of 1,006 Ouebec 
respondents were interviewed in this first 

wave. 

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

questions. 'Si\: '2.- 

A panel-based survey of some 1,200 
Canadians (400 in Ouebec) for Citizenship 
and Canadian ldontity (CCI) concerning 
their attitudes about diversity, tolerance, 
and unity. This survey was conducted 
during the referendum campalgn. The 
data was linked to the August Rethlnking 
Government findings. S~ ') 

q. Follow-up focus group sessions with 
respondents from both Rethinking 
Government and CCI. F IÔ ~1 1 

A survey of the top governing and 
oconorruc dacision-rnakers in Canada. 

S 11 4- 

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). 

S~< 

Peroœsiue Dissarisfaction with 
Govern.ment 

There is little evidence that governments are 
recovering from the broad based public 
hostility of the past few years. Overall ratings 
of federal performance are mixed at best, 
dropping from a split rating for ove rail 
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. 

ln 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). Ironically, 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 un~~ 
critical of government performance. Perhaps 
this is why we encounter the seemingly 
paradoxical finding that the public's rating of 

lederal priority for jobs and unemployment 
issues has dec/ined while fears of job loss 

Ekos Research Associates lnc. 1996 
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_EXHIBIT 1 
Performance of Government 

"Reted pertormence of the current tederet qovemment ln the a-se 01 the 
~"(n=3021) - 

·.·.iii· •••• ••••••••• ••• ·f~l lJsj 
l 'Ra/ad performance 01 cutreru tederel qovetnment in the area of ~ tinf/nî:AS 

and debt manaq8manl" (n= 1283) 

rsf i&! r§ 
20 50 80 

• Negaliv9 D Nai1h9l" 0 POSllrv& 

Re!:"nlc.mg Go,"emmenIAugusl 1995 
qepenserle go,,~ememenlaout 1995 

Shifting Priorities and 
Expectations 

Once again we asked Canadians 
to rate a broad set 01 priorities 
which they tclt should guide the 
federal government over the next 
five years. The pattern 01 public 
priorities has remained relatively 
stable over the last year. 
Investment in people themes 
continue to have great resonance 

among the public. Four 01 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' r atrnqs 01 priorities for the lederal 
government Those who are less economically 
secure tend to be more pro-actrvist, providing 
hiqher ratings for priorities overall. The 
exception is the rated priority for the debt and 

deficit where the economically 
secure rate this priority higher 
than the economically distr essed 

have increased It is not that the problem IS 

going away, rather it is people's conlidence 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 ditterent reasons, these three 
groups pose formidable challenges for the 
federal government in the next couple of years. 

EXHIBIT 2 
Satisfaction with Current System 

"Ov erelt, in the area of ... how would you rate the performance 
of the current system?" 

Ekos Reseorch Associoles lnc., 1996 

The most siqnificant changes in 
the societal context are not 
always the most dramatic or 
obvious. Although the over al! 
public hierarchy of federal 
priorities rarnams remarkably 
stable, there is an important hllt 
subtle shitt. For virtually every 
area we tested, rated priorities 
this year are slightly lower than 
for last year's sample Some 
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prionties achieve almost the same pnority 
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 ln 
a "third sector" solution is an interesting trend 
which has yet to clearly define itself. 

The dstericraticn ln faith in the redera! 
government may reflect Canadians' newfound 
belief that the federal government is financially 
incapable of making a difference any more. 
The irony is that atter ysars 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 shitted 
to other players' and sectors but the net 
impact is a generalloosening of attachment to 
the federal government. This trend is relatively 
modest in scale and not rsadily 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 ta Goals of 

Government 

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 

rasistance to further reductions in program 
areas. Only three of 18 tested priorities are 
rated below at least a "rnodsrate" 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 ex1ent of public ambivalence to debt and 
government activities is evident elsewhere in 
our research. Across ail tested federal priority 
areas only 25 per cent of respondents want to 
see a reduction or olirnination of the federal 
role (Exhibit 3). About three ln 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 wordinqs and tests, 
undsrline 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 coste which are troublesome. 

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

Ekos Reseorch Associates Ine.. 1996 
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EXHIBIT 3 
"Ov erell, what would you like to see the federal 

government do in the future?" 

; 

tnc easa ,Is mvotvarnem J9% 
M,unlalll HS cU/Jenlln~ol~emenl )4Y. 
Heducerts ervotvement 180/. o EI,mlf1i1lerls,nvolvemenlilllog6Iher "/. 

campaign, and in the current 
data. 

ln 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 
catalyst to counteract the 

centrifugai forces produced by diverse ethnicity 
and geography. 

Relhmk,ng CovemmenlAugusl ,gg~ 
s-eceosee 'e goC;yernemer:/ ilOUI 1995 

decentralization and government withdrawal. 
ln the rush to meet the imagined public thirst 
lor devolution it might be helpful to pause and 
reflect carelully on the hard public evidence. 
Even in Ouebec, the designated vanguard of 
decentralization, we lind strong rnajority 
support for increased or maintained lederal 
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 program mers. There is 
also residual concern about where equality 01 
access and standards will appear 
in the reconstructed world 01 
decentralization. As an 
illustration of the importance 01 
equal access, we note that in a 
lorced choice between costs, 
quality and equal access, the 
clear majority select access as 
the sine qua non lor the health 
care system. Il is important to 
understand, as weil, that the 
country provides a crucial source 
01 belonglng for Canadians - a 
point vividly illustrated in the late 
stages 01 the referendum 

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

EXHIBIT 4 
Federal Programs and Canadian Identity 

"Canada 's quallty oillfe has oeen enrtcn oa 
by our socIal programs ln the eres of .. " 

"{ r9ally worry thal as tho todoret qov ornmo nt 
wttnorews Iradillonal programs and 59rv;CfJS 

our Cene dte n Idonfity wif/ oe week e ne a" 
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Canadians and those with less education and 

income are particulariy concerned about 

government withdrawal. 

This is not to argue that there is no search for 

change; in fact, it is the profound 

dissatisfaction with the status quo which drives 
newfound receptivity to alternative models of 
government and partnership. Citizens are 
looking for real change but this does not m ean 
federal withdrawal. Federal presence and 
authority should not be reduced to spending - 
a conclusion supported by our detailed 
analysis of public preferences on divisions of 

roles and responsibilities. 

On an overall basis (i.e., summing across ail 
activities and priority areas), the federal 
go\!ernment is chosen mas! otten (27 per 
cent), followed closely by the provincial 
government (25 per cent) (Exhibit 5). The 
federal government is assigned a preferred 
role in areas of setting policies and goals and 
providing funding. As one shifts from the 
abstract to more concrete - such as providing 
services - there is more emphasis on 
provincial and local governments. 

The narrowness of the federal preference, and 
the considerable responsibility assigned to 

non-traditional playsrs'' reflects the dlminishing 
expectations of the federal government. This 
finding also underlines the general public's 
preference for the federal government to 

realign its role from parent to partner 

Canadians' attitudes toward health care are 

illustrative of their demand for cooperation over 
confrontation While 89 per cent of 
respondents agree that the federal govern ment 
should work with the provinces to help improve 
the health care system, only 26 per cent agree 
that the federal government should withdraw 
from health care and have the provinces run 
the system themselves. On the other hand, 
only 16 per cent favour the federal government 
running the health care system without the 
provinces. These findings are typical of 
Canadians' insistence that both the provinces 
and federal government learn to cooperate in 
real partnership. The discrete division of 
responsibility being championed in many 
circles is simply and fundamentally at odds 

with public preferences 

The real trouble with the current debate on 
decentralization is that the relative advantages/ 
disadvantages of renewed federalism versus 
alternatives are not being carefully examined 
from the perspective of the overall public 
interest (and public preferences). Answers to 

questions concerning the relative 
advantages surrounding the 
issues of devolution and EXHIBIT 5 

"Who should be primarily responsible for ... ?" 
(across ail areas and activities) 

(fl .. 'lJ 055 .esccoses! 

decentralization look quite 
different through a public lens. 

The aftermath of the narrow No 
victory has produced accelerated 
pressures to further devolution 
This impulse to devolve 15 

supportee by tlle crisis of results, 

legitimacy and costs of the 
current system. If government 18 

broken then we must make 

changes. The federal 
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