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Since Angus Campbell and colleagues introduced the Levels of Conceptualization (LoC)
framework as a measure of political sophistication, only a very small number of scholars
have applied this approach to understanding how electors view political actors. In 2008,
Michael Lewis-Beck and colleagues replicated this foundational study and found similar
results using much more recent data on American national elections. In this brief research
report, we replicate the work of Lewis-Beck and colleagues in the Canadian municipal
context. Using survey data from the Canadian Municipal Election Study, we make use of
open-ended responses about attitudes towards mayoral candidates to conduct a
qualitative examination of the manner in which survey respondents from eight
Canadian cities view mayoral candidates. Despite the relative dearth of ideological
cues at the local level, we nevertheless find that a noteworthy portion of the electorate
views candidates in ideological terms. Like previous work on the subject, we find that high
levels of conceptualization are positively associated with turnout, education, political
knowledge, and ‘political involvement’.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of ideology is central to our collective understanding of the political world. It has long
been, and continues to be, a subject of intense study and debate among scholars (see Freeden and
Stears 2013). The standard conceptualization of the left-right or liberal-conservative continuum is as
a logical and convenient way to think about politics and elections. Indeed, ideological compatibility
between voters and candidates is a well-known correlate of vote choice at multiple levels of
government (Scotto et al., 2004; Sances, 2018). There is no doubting the relevance of the (albeit
somewhat vague and occasionally contested) concept of ideology to our understanding of political
attitudes and behaviours.

At the same time, we know that not everyone views politics through a primarily ideological lens.
This much was observed in some of the earliest works in the field of voting behaviour. Campbell et al.
(1960) introduced the Levels of Conceptualization (LoC) framework as a measure of political
sophistication in American national elections. Within this framework, political sophistication is not
centrally a question of the volume of political knowledge a citizen possesses, nor of the intellectual
subtlety, or even accuracy, of the political ideas the citizen expresses (Lewis-Beck et al., 2008, p. 259).
Rather, sophistication speaks principally to the degree of organization or structure that exists among
the citizen’s political cognitions. From this view, the significance of ideology in citizens’ thinking
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about politics is that it implies the use of “high-order
abstractions” (e.g., liberal, conservative, socialist, fascist) and
the presence of a wide-ranging and integrated political belief
system (Luskin, 1987).

The LoC approach, accordingly, classified electors on the
basis of the types of factors—including ideological
considerations and other abstract standards—that came to
mind when survey respondents were asked what they liked
and disliked about political parties and presidential candidates
in open-ended questions. While some respondents did
reference ideological considerations, others mentioned a host
of different factors, such as the potential benefits (or harms)
that groups within society might gain (or suffer) under
alternative governments, or the previous performance of
contenders for office (including changes in society that
might be attributed to candidates or parties). Campbell et al.
also found that many respondents did not make reference to
any of the above considerations, perhaps mentioning only
partisanship, the personal characteristics of candidates, or
indicating they had no likes or dislikes at all. Such
individuals were considered the least sophisticated,
occupying the “lowest” LoC category. In summary, then,
from highest to lowest, the LoC categories identified by
Campbell et al. (1960) were: 1) Ideology (which, as we
discuss below, was broken into two sub-categories), 2)
Group Benefits, 3) Nature of the times, and 4) No issue content.

Because Campbell et al. (1960) understood the LoC to be an
indicator of political sophistication, they also explored the
correlates of the measure. In particular, they focused on two
measures that ought to relate to political sophistication: education
and political involvement. As expected, they found that
placement in an LoC category, when the categories were
ordered from least to most ideological, did correlate positively
with the other measures.

A modest number of more recent studies on American
national elections have conducted similar analyses (Field and
Anderson 1969; Verba et al., 1978; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008),
demonstrating clearly that electors can experience the same
political environment, but focus on very dissimilar factors
when thinking about political actors. Though some have
disputed its value as a valid indicator of political sophistication
(Smith 1980; Cassel 1984), the LoC framework can nevertheless
provide invaluable insight into how electors view politics and
politicians. A particularly noteworthy modernization of
Campbell et al.’s work is Lewis-Beck et al. (2008). In The
American Voter Revisited, the authors update and replicate
much of the original analysis from The American Voter,
including the LoC. In that work, the authors outline the logic
of the LoC, describe its distribution within the population, and
consider its relationship with a number of political attitudes and
behaviours. Their findings largely mirror those of Campbell et al.
from decades earlier.

There is, however, a noteworthy limitation in the relatively
small existing literature on the LoC: it is overwhelmingly based
upon American national elections. That the approach has been so
rarely applied is understandable, given that the data collection
involved is time- and labour-intensive. Relatedly, the

measurement approach is qualitative in nature: whereas
quantitative approaches dominate in the field of political
behaviour, Campbell et al. used trained human coders’
qualitative assessments of electors’ responses to assign them to
LoC categories. Nevertheless, there are valuable reasons to invest
resources in the approach. At the most basic level, it is critical to
establish LoC’s correlations with its presumed surrogates, such as
education and political knowledge, in contexts beyond the
United States and below the national level. These variables
substitute for political sophistication in countless pieces of
political behaviour research. The value of political knowledge
measures, for instance, is partially premised on their assumed
association with the organization of citizens’ political beliefs (cf.,
Barabas et al., 2014, p. 840). Yet, while the assumption that
political sophistication and knowledge are closely entwined has
travelled widely, direct evidence of the connection is mostly found
in a handful of analyses of American samples. Thus, an
examination, in a novel setting, of the correlations between
LoC and its presumed correlates will help establish more
broadly the construct validity of these correlates as measures
of political sophistication. More generally, developing an
understanding of the type of factors that voters focus on in a
variety of contexts can have implications for the study of many
important topics, including but not limited to vote choice and
election outcomes, campaign strategies, (social) media use, and
political heuristics.

This brief research report replicates the work of Lewis-Beck
et al. (2008) in the Canadian municipal context, using data from
the CanadianMunicipal Election Study (CMES), a large-N survey
of electors in eight major Canadian cities. While replication
studies can be worthwhile for their own sake, the unique
nature of Canadian local elections means that there is
particular value in adapting this approach here. There are
many ways in which these contests are different from national
elections, but two features make the study of the LoC at the local
government level in Canada especially worthwhile. First, local
elections tend to be low information affairs; media and voters
alike devote less time and energy to local contests than they do
provincial and federal affairs (Lucas and McGregor 2021;
McGregor et al., 2021). As a result, there tends to be
significantly less information readily available for electors to
collect and process when formulating opinions of candidates.
Second, politics in most Canadian cities is non-partisan in nature.
Where parties do exist, they tend to be either leader-centric or
short-term in nature, and municipal parties do not match those
that exist at other levels of government. The absence of a
traditional partisan heuristic, coupled with a generally low-
information environment, means that there is a scarcity of
ideological cues for voters to pick up on.1 Understanding how
the LoC framework applies in this context will therefore shed

1Two cities in our sample do have parties, but even then, we expect party cues to
play less of a role in both cities than they would in more established party settings.
In Vancouver the mayoral election was won by an independent candidate,
Kennedy Stewart. In Montreal, the incumbent mayor led an eponymous party,
Equipe Denis Coderre, that was established to support his political agenda.
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light on several aspects of local politics, non-partisan politics, and
the Canadian political environment. In particular, in the LoC
framework, ideological evaluations are considered to be the
‘highest’ level of conceptualization. The absence of ideological
cues might conceivably have a significant effect upon the way
local candidates are evaluated, and thus upon the distribution of
the LoC in the population. At the same time, there is value in
considering who, in the relative absence of such cues, is able to
evaluate candidates in terms of ideology. With low information
levels and a lack of partisan cues, discussing candidates in
ideological terms is undoubtedly more challenging than in other
settings. Put another way, Canadian local elections provide a
unique context in which to evaluate the relationship between
the LoC and the aforementioned correlates of sophistication.

After detailing our methodology for operationalizing the LoC,
this replication study performs two tasks. First, it maps out the
distribution of LoC among Canadian municipal electors. Second,
we consider whether the LoC are related to the same politically
relevant variables considered by Lewis-Beck et al.: turnout,
education, knowledge, and involvement (all of which might
reasonably be expected to be related to a measure of political
sophistication). We find that voters are indeed relatively unlikely
to refer to candidates in ideological terms in the local context.
However, the relationships between the LoC and the other
variables of interest hold in this new context.

METHODS

In this replication study we use Lewis-Beck et al. (2008) work as a
point of comparison, given it is much more recent than the
original work on the subject. Using data from the 2000 and 2004
American national elections, the authors found that the smallest
LoC group contained ideologues, at 19.9%. The “group benefits”
category was the largest, at 28.2%, followed closely by the “nature
of the times” category. The “no issue content” group made up the
remaining 24.1% of respondents. Lewis-Beck and colleagues also
found that respondents with higher levels of conceptualization
were relatively more likely to vote, and that the LoC was positively
correlated with education, political knowledge, and political
involvement. Our goal here is to see how these findings
compare to what we find in the Canadian municipal context.

Similar to Lewis-Beck et al., we make use of a set of open-
ended qualitative questions from the Canadian Municipal
Election Study. The large-N survey includes responses from
electors in eight large Canadian municipalities (Vancouver,
Calgary, Winnipeg, London, Mississauga, Toronto, Montreal
and Quebec City). Two-wave surveys were fielded during the
municipal elections in these cities in 2017 and 2018.2 The average

number of respondents in each city was just over 1,800, for a total
sample size of 14,438. Due to the time and resource intensive
nature of our coding process, 500 cases were sampled randomly
from each city for this study, for a total N of 4,000.

Respondents were asked if there was anything that they liked
about the top two mayoral candidates in each city, and they were
presented with an open-ended text box in which to type their
answer (they could also reply that there was nothing that they
liked). They were also asked if there was anything that they
disliked, again with an open-ended box provided. These
questions were intended to approximate the American
National Election Study interview questions, although we
recognize that online survey questions are quite different from
the in-person interview responses that were utilized by Lewis-
Beck and colleagues. While we concede that this has the potential
to influence the estimated distribution of the LoC in our sample,
we see little reason why this methodological difference would bias
any observed relationships between the LoC and our other
variables of interest.

To categorize responses according to the LoC framework we
designed a coding protocol based upon discussions in Campbell
et al. (1960) and Lewis-Beck et al. (2008)—see Supplementary
Appendix S1 for the protocol provided to the coders.3 Consistent
with past research, our LoC coding consists of four categories,
with the highest level, ideology, being broken into sub-categories.
We provide a brief description of each group here, as well as
sample entries from actual respondents (all responses are from
the Toronto study and refer to candidate Jennifer Keesmaat):

A1: Ideology: References to ideological concepts or a “broad
abstract judgmental standard” (Lewis-Beck et al., 2008, p. 261)
that are clearly connected to “issues”, whether policy
controversies or performance considerations.

Example: [Like about Jennifer Keesmaat?] Her planning
platform is progressive and would encourage modern
transit and development befitting a world-class city.

A2: Near ideology: References to ideology or abstract
standards that are not explicitly connected to issues.

Example: [Dislike about Keesmaat?] to far left [sic]

B: Group benefits: Associations between the candidates and
perceived benefits (or costs) they are expected to deliver to (or
impose upon) particular social groups.

Example: [Like about Keesmaat?] She is committed to
LRTs instead of overly expensive and unnecessary short
subway lines in the suburbs. She is committed to gender
parity.

C: The Nature of the Times: Associations between the
candidates and past performance, or expected future

2Data were collected on our behalf by Forum Research Inc. Most respondents
(roughly 75%) were recruited using random digit dialing and then sent invitations
to complete the survey online while the rest are recruits from an existing panel. The
first surveys were completed in roughly the month prior to election day, while the
post-election surveys were fielded for about the same amount of time following the
election. The return to sample rate in our sample is 70.9%. 3Portions of this and the next paragraph draw on (Matthews et al, 2021).
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performance based on past experience, either generally or with
respect to specific issues or issue themes.

Example: [Like about Keesmaat?] Decent city planner.
Good housing plan.

D: No issue content: Valid responses that contain no
identifiable issue or performance content.

Example: [Dislike about Keesmaat?] argumentative

To ensure comparability between cities, we consider two
candidates from each municipality.4 We therefore evaluate
data from four questions for each respondent: two “like”
responses and two “dislike” responses. Trained coders assigned
each open-ended response to one of the five LoC categories, using
the aforementioned coding protocol. We then combined these
results to assign an overall level of conceptualization to each case.
Respondents were assigned to the “highest” level (where A1 > A2
> B > C > D) observed across their four responses. Three coders
(each of whom coded roughly half of the responses) worked
separately to place CMES respondents into the various levels of
conceptualization. To test inter-coder reliability, two coders
independently classified 160 of the same respondents. Their
classifications agreed or were just one category apart in 95
percent of cases.5

The explanatory variables we employ are all fairly standard
in the voting and political behaviour literature. Turnout is
based upon a standard turnout recall question. Education is
operationalized by comparing those with and without a
university degree. Knowledge is based upon an index of
political knowledge questions (respondents are categorized
as being either above or below the median). The measure of
involvement is based upon an index created from two
questions, divided at the median value, following the
procedure used by Lewis-Beck et al. The two questions
probe how much attention a respondent paid to the mayoral
election and how much of an impact respondents believe local
politics has upon their lives. Note that the full text of all survey
questions employed here can be found in Supplementary
Appendix S2.

There are almost always limitations to replications, and while
our measure of LoC is faithful to past usage, we note certain

important differences between our approach and earlier work.
First, as mentioned above, our data were collected online, whereas
Lewis-Beck et al. used data from face-to-face surveys. Moreover,
while the American National Election Study asks about both
candidates and parties, we asked only about candidates. Our
approach therefore might be described as what Monroe (1992)
would call a “conceptual replication”, whereby we faithfully
replicate some aspects of the original study but allow for some
minor differences in procedures and the manner in which
variables are operationalized.6

RESULTS

The first step in our replication is to describe the overall
distribution of LoC in our sample, comparing the distributions
of voters and non-voters. These results are shown in Table 1,
where entries report column percentages.7

With respect to the overall distribution of LoC in the
population, several noteworthy results emerge. First, we find a
slightly smaller percentage of respondents in the ideological
categories (15.9%) than in Lewis-Beck et al. (19.9%). If
anything, it is perhaps a bit surprising that the drop is so
modest, given the comparative lack of ideological cues in the
local context. The second finding is that the “group benefits”
category is considerably smaller here, at only 4.1%. Lewis-Beck’s
analysis of ANES data found this to be the largest group, making
up 28.2% of the population. Just as ideological cues are in short
supply for municipal voters, so too may be cues about how
various groups might fare under different leadership. Finally,
we see that the “no issue content” category is the largest in the
local setting. The relative size of this category seems a natural
complement to the dearth of ideological and group-centered
content, and likely reflects that municipal electors focus on
candidates’ personalities and other non-political characteristics
(Matthews et al, 2021).

TABLE 1 | Distribution across the levels of conceptualization, by turnout.

Entire sample Non-voters Voters

A1: Ideology and Issues 3.3% 1.3% 4.2%
A2: Near ideology 12.6% 9.1% 13.71%
B: Group benefits 4.1% 3.1% 4.7%
C: Nature of the times 38.0% 37.3% 40.1%
D: No issue content 42.0% 49.2% 37.4%

N 3,896 2,451 319

4In many cities, there were only two credible candidates, but in others, more than
two candidates received noteworthy segments of the vote. In one city (Mississauga),
only one mayoral candidate ever had a credible chance at victory. To ensure
comparisons between cities are valid, however, we consider the top two candidates
in all cities. The candidates considered in each city are: Kennedy Stewart and Ken
Sim (Vancouver), Bill Smith and Naheed Nenshi (Calgary), Brian Bowman and
Jenny Motkaluk (Winnipeg), Ed Holder and Paul Paolatto (London), Bonnie
Crombie and Kevin Johnson (Mississauga), John Tory and Jennifer Keesmaat
(Toronto), Valérie Plante and Denis Coderre (Montreal), and Régis Labeaume and
Jean-Francois Gosselin (Quebec City).
5Assuming ordinal measurement, Krippendorff’s α (a standard reliability statistic)
for the full measure is 0.72. A binary measure distinguishing the ideological
categories from all others is even more reliable: α � 0.82. Further details are in
Matthews et al (2021), Supplementary Appendix S2.

6One other noteworthy difference between our approach and that of Lewis-Beck
et al. is that ANES interviewees probe respondents several times for additional
responses, whereas we provided respondents with only one chance to provide
answers. This means that the textual material we are working with is comparatively
limited. For further discussion of the significance of these methodological
differences, see Matthews et al, (2021), pp. 13–14.
7The combined sample size for the analyses of voters and non-voters is smaller than
the entire sample because turnout is measured in the post-election wave, which has
a lower response rate than the pre-election wave.
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As has been the case with existing work, we also find that turnout
is positively associated with “higher” levels of conceptualization.
Voters are more likely to be ideological thinkers (categories A1 and
A2 are both larger compared to non-voters), and they are
significantly less likely to fall into the “no issue content” category.
A chi-square test reveals that the difference between these
distributions is significant at p < 0.001.8 If the LoC is viewed as a
measure of sophistication, then it would seem that voters are more
sophisticated than their non-voting counterparts.

In the next stage of our replication, we consider the
relationship between the LoC and education, knowledge and
involvement (see Table 2). All explanatory variables are coded
as dummies (0–1). The education variable compares those with a
completed university degree to those without, while the median
values are used as cutoffs for both knowledge and involvement. If
our results replicate those of Lewis-Beck et al., we should find that
higher levels of conceptualization are positively associated with all
three factors.

The LoC are indeed positively correlated with all three
measures in the table. Respondents with high levels of
education, knowledge, and involvement are comparatively
likely to view candidates in ideological terms, and unlikely to
fall into the “no issue content” category. All differences are
significant at p < 0.001.9 The effects observed for knowledge
are perhaps somewhat stronger than for education and
involvement, but we are hesitant to make too much of this
difference without further study.

One final note is worthy of mention, given the nature of our
data. There is some variation in turnout, education, knowledge
and involvement by city. The patterns observed in Tables 1 and 2,
however, continue to hold when fixed effects for city are added
(refer to Supplementary Appendix S3 for details). We can state
with great confidence, therefore, that the general findings of
Lewis-Beck et al. have been replicated in a low-information,
less partisan, local government setting in Canada.

DISCUSSION

Replication studies are an important step in the scientific process
for the sake of confirming findings, but also to see whether results
from one context extend to another. In this brief research report,

we have shown that the findings of Lewis-Beck et al. (2008) about
the levels of conceptualization of voters, based upon American
national elections, largely travel to the Canadian municipal
context. Despite some modest differences in method
(including survey mode and question content), we have
demonstrated that the LoC framework can be adapted to this
new, very different, environment. Further, our analysis validates,
in a novel national and political context, key variables in political
behaviour research—particularly, education, political knowledge
and interest—as indicators of political sophistication.

More substantively, even in the absence of strong ideological
cues (due to the less partisan and low-information nature of
Canadian local elections), we see that a sizable portion of the
electorate nonetheless views mayoral candidates in ideological
terms. These findings confirm that, regardless of context, ideology
is central to politics for a noteworthy segment of society.

Replication is just the first step in the application of this
method to the study of local elections. Given that we know
much less about how electors reason and act at this level of
government than we do for federal and provincial elections,
and due to the unique nature of local elections and politics,
new methods of studying local electors are particularly
valuable. The LoC framework is a powerful, yet largely
overlooked, approach to studying how electors view politics
and politicians, and can potentially be used to study a variety
of questions that can add to our understanding of Canadian
local elections, and indeed elections and voting more
generally, in ways that standard quantitative methods of
studying this field may not.
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