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Standard Error: The Polls in
the 2019 Alberta Election and
Beyond

Brooks DeCillia

The TV stations’ election calls, with their dramatic music and fancy anima-
tion declaring a United Conservative Party (UCP) majority government,
came quickly after the polls closed on 16 April 2019. It was not even close.
The UCP—a party that hadn’t even existed two years before election day—
captured 55 per cent of the vote, ousting Rachel Notley’s New Democratic
Party (NDP) after a single term in power. The nascent UCP, a party created
when the old Progressive Conservative (PC) Association and the Wildrose
Party merged, captured sixty-three of eighty-seven seats in the prairie
province’s Legislative Assembly. The NDP only captured 33 per cent of the
popular vote and twenty-four seats. Yet, you could be excused for thinking
the results would be much closer if you only got information about the
2019 campaign from the Alberta news media’s reporting of polls. Nine
public opinion polls released during the campaign—half the total released
during the campaign—suggested a single-digit gap between the NDP and
UCP. The news media narrative suggested a much closer race than what
voters ultimately decided at the ballot boxes. The coming pages analyze
the publicly released polls in the 2019 campaign and critically examine the
news media’s reporting about them. This chapter also explores the short
honeymoon the UCP government had with Alberta voters.
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Critiques of public opinion polls are not new. French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu famously declared that “public opinion does not exist” in 1979.
In a similar vein, German philosopher Jirgen Habermas charged that
polls are used to manufacture public opinion, preventing a deliberative
democracy.! Scrutiny of polling is not only philosophical, but practical
as well. Some high profile misses abroad and at home in the last decade
have undermined confidence in the accuracy of polls. Pollsters in the UK
underestimated the British public’s desire to Brexit and most US pollsters
failed to see Donald Trump’s narrow path to electoral victory in 2016.
Pollsters have produced some spectacularly bad predications in Alberta,
too. Notably, during the 2017 municipal election in Calgary, Mainstreet
Research, a national public opinion and market research firm, released
three polls on behalf of Postmedia, which owns the Calgary Sun and
Calgary Herald, that wrongly forecast that the incumbent—and popular—
Calgary Mayor Naheed Nenshi would lose to a relatively unknown chal-
lenger. The polls upended the tone and tenure of Calgary’s municipal cam-
paign.? After the election that Nenshi won handily, Mainstreet Research
admitted to “big polling failures.” Five years earlier in the 2012 provincial
election, many polls were also off the mark, with several surveys during
the campaign predicting the upstart Wildrose Party would sweep away
the PC government that had ruled Alberta since Peter Lougheed came to
power in 1971.* While pollsters patted themselves on the back four years
later for correctly predicting that a strong Orange Chinook, led by the
NDP’s Rachel Notley, would blow away the formidable PC dynasty,” an
analysis of the 2019 polls found they were “only marginally better” when
compared to polls about other provincial elections around the same time
that were labelled “failures” and much worse than the error rate of the
polls in the 2015 and 2019 Canadian federal elections.®

When it comes to public opinion polls, accuracy can be defined in
several ways. Polling should not only be reduced to forecasting the winner
in a political campaign. Polls come with caveats, including a margin of
error and the assumption that they are a snapshot in time.” Accurate polls
also correctly gauge the difference between each party’s measured level of
support and their actual level of support on election day, while not exceed-
ing the polls’ stated margin of error. While all the publicly available polls
released during the 2019 Alberta provincial election campaign predicted
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a UCP win, a close examination of all surveys show the polls displayed
the “standard” or typical error (pun fully intended) seen historically in
Alberta polling—the underestimation of conservative support.

As the number of public polls have grown, so too has the news media’s
insatiable appetite for public opinion data. In 2019, Alberta’s news or-
ganizations chewed through the vote preference and leadership approv-
al numbers, spitting out a constant stream of “horserace journalism.”
While political journalism is obsessed with public opinion data, a recent
study suggests journalists are incapable of comprehending the numbers.’
Dubbing the phenomenon the “Nate Silver Effect,” the research questions
the news media’s traditional role as an independent “gatekeeper,” poli-
cing the standards and release of polling data. Defenders of political polls
argue that the information is invaluable to the public, fuelling a lively
democratic debate, and stressing that political parties won’t stop polling.
If parties have the polling information, the argument goes, so, too, should
the public. And polls do matter. They can affect elections. Some research
even suggests that voters “jump on the bandwagon,” casting their ballots
for the party or candidate that pollster predict will win."

Data and Methods

To quantify the extent of the “horserace” news media narrative during the
2019 Alberta provincial election, I conducted a classic content analysis of
the reportage of all public polls."" An exhaustive corpus of every article in
the mainstream news media or on political blogs about opinion polls dur-
ing the four-week provincial election campaign was compiled. The online
news archives Factiva and Infomart and news aggregator Google News
were used to compile the comprehensive corpus of sixty-nine articles and
posts to evaluate variables, including, among other things, (1) which party
was in the lead, (2) if the race was static or dynamic, (3) how the poll was
characterized, (4) and if polling methodology was included.

This work’s analysis of polling accuracy relies on a list of polls released
publicly during the four-week provincial campaign in 2019—19 March to
16 April.”* There are eighteen polls from a dozen companies in the data set,
as detailed in Table 3.1. The polling firms used a range of methods from
online panels, interactive voice response (also known as IVR, or robocal-
ling), and traditional random telephone dialling by human interviewers to
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survey Albertans during the 2019 provincial election. IVR gauged public
sentiment by randomly dialling numbers (land and cell phone lines) and
eliciting responses to a pre-recorded voice. Online panels, on the other
hand, surveyed eligible Alberta voters using their internet-based panels.
These online panels usually consist of people who have agreed to complete
surveys using the internet.

Recruitment for these online panels varies. Sixty per cent of Leger’s
panel, for instance, was recruited randomly over the phone. EKOS’ meth-
odological description emphasizes that its respondents to online/telephone
research panel are “recruited by telephone using random digit dialling and
are confirmed by live interviewers.”* Nanos’ random telephone survey of
500 Albertans used a live operator to ask people about their vote intention.
Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend also used random dialling of land
lines and cell phones to measure public opinion. Respondents were given
a choice of being interviewed by a live telephone operator or completing
an online survey later online. Sample sizes in all the 2019 election cam-
paign polls ranged from about five hundred to more than fifteen hundred.
Margins of error varied from a high of 4.4 percentage points to a low of
2.7 percentage points."”” While online surveys are technically convenience
samples and not truly random samples, polls conducted through online
panels do aim to be representative of the population. In turn, these firms
often provide a credibility interval or an equivalent margin of error that
approximates the range of values if the online panel data were drawn from
a truly random probability sample of the same size.

The dataset complied for this research was used to evaluate several
considerations, including whether'

(1) the poll correctly identifies the winner;

(2) the poll’s stated margin of error correctly encapsulates
the actual vote for each party;

(3) the poll’s stated margin of error correctly encapsulates
the actual vote for the NDP and UCP; and

(4) the poll’s total absolute polling error.”
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Table 3.1. Polling Summary by Firm

Polling Firm Release Sample Marginof Random Interview Mode
Date Size (n) Error +/-

EKOS Politics March 31 1015 3.1 Yes! Online Panel
Research Co. April 2 600 4 No Online Panel
Janet Brown April 3 900 3.3 Yes Phone/Online
Opinion Research /
Trend
Leger April 6 1003 3.1 No Online Panel
Forum Research Inc.  April 6 132 3 Yes IVR
Mainstreet Research  April 8 876 3.3 Yes IVR
ThinkHQ Public April 9 1n39 2.9 No Online Panel
Affairs Inc.
Ipsos April 9 800 4 Partially® Online Panel/Phone
Angus Reid Institute  April 12 807 3.5 No Online Panel
Innovative Research  April 12 500 4.3 No Online Panel
Group
Pollara Strategic April 12 859 3.3 No Online Panel
Insight
Nanos Survey April 15 500 4.4 Yes Phone
Leger April 15 1505 2.5 No Online Panel
Ipsos April 15 1202 3.2 Partially Online Panel/Phone
Pollara Strategic April 15 898 3.3 No Online Panel
Insight
Mainstreet Research  April 15 1288 2.7 Yes IVR
Research Co. April 15 542 4.2 No Online Panel
Forum Research Inc.  April 16 1140 3 Yes IVR

Note:

' Of note, some of the online panels recruit respondents using random telephone dialing. That is, respondents do
not opt themselves into the panel. EKOS, for example, stresses its “panel offers exhaustive coverage of the Canadian
population (i.e., internet, phone, cell phone), random recruitment.” In fact, most of the polling companies included
in this research describe their online panels as representative of the Canadian population.

i This category reports how respondents were interviewed. That is, how the polling firms asked vote intentions
during the 2019 campaign. Recruitment for online panels is different—and varied. Some firms, such as EKOS,
recruited their internet-based panel using random dialing. Leger reported recruiting 60 per cent of its panel
randomly using the phone. Ipsos reported interviewing its respondents “online via the Ipsos I-Say Panel and non-
panel sources.” Other firms that used online panels to gauge vote intentions during the 2019 provincial election did
not detail in their news releases or public-facing documents how their online panels were recruited.

ii Ipsos’ survey combined a mixture of online interviews and random computer-assisted telephone interviewing
(CATT), calling a mix of cell and landlines.

¥ Innovative Research Group does not report a margin of error, noting that the firm’s representative online survey is
“not a random probability-based sample.” The firm notes: “a margin of error cannot be calculated. Statements about
margins of sampling error or population estimates do not apply to most online panels.” For comparison purposes,

a probability sample of this poll’s size would have a margin of error +/- 4.3 percentage points at the 95 per cent
confidence interval.

Sources: Table compiled by author.
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How the Media Reported on the Polls

Towards the end of the campaign, some news media highlighted public
opinion polls with a single digit spread between the UCP and NDP, sug-
gesting the race was tightening.'® Global News, for example, relying on an
Ipsos poll, suggested an eight-point spread between the UCP and NDP,
was evidence of a “tightening” race with the “NDP gaining ground” seven
days before the UCP crushed the New Democrats.”” As Figure 3.1 illus-
trates, the extent to which news media characterized the race as dynamic,
in fact, grew at a statistically significant level from zero in the first week of
the four-week campaign to 45 per cent in week two, peaking at 76 per cent
in week three, before dropping oft to 53 per cent in the final week. On elec-
tion day, for example, the online news source DailyHive’s headline read
“Mainstreet poll shows UCP and NDP within 2% of each other in YYC.”*°
The UCP beat the NDP by 19 percentage points in Calgary in 2019. Only
slightly more than a third of the news coverage (36 per cent) mentioned
the poll’s methodology, including important information such as margin
of error, sample size, field dates, etc.

How Accurate Were the Polls?

Table 3.2 outlines, for all eighteen public opinion polls during the 2019
election campaign, how accurate the surveys were in (1) estimating actual
support on election day, (2) predicting the correct winner, (3) correctly
anticipating each parties’ support within its stated margin of error, (4) ac-
curately estimating the correct level of support for the NDP and UCP on
election day within the poll’s stated margin of error, and (5) getting it right
over all (or total absolute error). All the polling firms correctly predicted
the UCP would win the election. No polls ever showed the NDP in the
lead. The public opinion polls did not, as conventional wisdom holds, be-
come more accurate close to election day. The total absolute error (15.3) for
the eight polls taken within a week of the 16 April vote is the same as the
total absolute error (15.3) associated with the ten polls conducted earlier
in the campaign. Two of the most accurate polls—Forum Research’s first
poll (3.8 total absolute error) and Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend*
(7.3 total absolute error)—came early in the campaign. Forum Research’s
second campaign poll, with a total absolute error of 9.1, completed its data
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Figure 3.1. A “Dynamic” Race by Campaign Week
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Week Four  JeRA

Created with Datawrapper

Source: Brooks DeCillia

collection the day before the 16 April vote. As Table 3.2 details, the total
absolute error for all eighteen polls in the 2019 campaign was an average
of 15.3.

Only two of the polls—Forum Research’s first poll and Janet Brown
Opinion Research/Trend—correctly anticipated the level of support for
the four main parties within the firm’s stated margin of error (criteria
two). Most of the polls accurately predict the support for the Alberta Party
and the Liberals within their stated margin of error but did not get it right
when it comes to the only two parties that had a viable chance at forming
government—the UCP and the NDP. Only Forum Research’s first poll
and Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend hit the mark when it came to
predicting the UCP and NDP’s support within their firm’s stated margin
of error (criteria three). It is particularly notable that all the polls, except
Forum Research’s first survey, underestimated UCP support. On average,
all the public opinion polls during the 2019 Alberta election campaign
underestimated the conservative party’s support by about seven per cent.

While the total absolute error for all the Alberta election polls in 2019
shrunk from 18.7 points in 2015 to 15.3 points in 2019, all the polls—ex-
cept for three—produced a total absolute error rate above ten. The total
absolute error ranged from a low of 3.8 points in Forum Research’s first
poll to 22.3 points in both the EKOS and the Research Co. public opin-
ion surveys. As noted above, the total absolute error does not diminish
closer to the election. The two most accurate polls—Janet Brown Opinion
Research/Trend and Forum Research’s first poll—were in the field sur-
veying Alberta voters in the last week of March and first week of April,
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Table 3.3. Average Error in 2019 Alberta Election (by Time,
Period) Comparison with Other Canadian Polls

TIME PERIOD AVG. TOTAL ERROR
Alberta 2012 All polls 23
Alberta 2015 All polls 18.7
Alberta 2019 Election All polls 15.3
Last six polls average 13.9
Canada 2015 All polls 6.7
Canada 2019 Final 12 polls 8.5
Canada 2021 Final 15 polls 9.1

Sources: Table compiled by author.

well before the 16 April vote. By means of an example, research evaluating
the 2015 Canadian federal election polling concluded that the public polls
were fairly accurate, with an average total absolute error of 6.7 points.*
Four years later, the total absolute error for the final twelve polls in the fed-
eral election was 8.5 points.?® The fifteen polls in the 2021 federal election
had a total absolute error of 9.1 points.** For comparison, Table 3.3 details
the notable total absolute error of public opinion polls in recent federal
and provincial elections.”

While the total absolute error for all the 2019 Alberta election cam-
paign polls (15.3 points) was better than the 2015 campaign (18.7 points),
it is not much better. Additionally, the average error rate in 2019 in Alberta
was not much better than the total absolute error (17 points) in the 2013
British Columbia polling debacle that wrongly predicted the Liberals with
Christy Clark were tracking to lose to the NDP in an election the gov-
erning party won handily. The 2019 Alberta election campaign polls all
predicted the right winner, but they did not, for the most part, perform
well when it came to estimating the final proportion of votes that both the
NDP and UCP earned from voters in the prairie province. Of particular
concern, most of the polls did not accurately capture the true extent of the
UCP’s strong support amongst Alberta voters. Since the UCP’s command-
ing performance on election day in April 2019, however, the polls suggest
the governing UCP has lost considerable support amongst Alberta voters.
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Jason Kenney and the United Conservative Party’s
Brief Honeymoon

Jason Kenney was at the height of his popularity on the day that he was
sworn in as Alberta’s eighteenth premier. His honeymoon, according to
the polls, was brief, and ended amidst the global pandemic. Kenney’s elec-
tion win, it is worth stressing again, was impressive. The UCP’s 55 per
cent of the popular vote bested Ed Stelmach’s landslide victory in 2008,
where the PCs captured 53 per cent of ballots cast. Even before Kenney
became premier, the former federal Conservative cabinet minister was
not the most popular political leader in Alberta. Polling data during the
2019 election campaign suggested voters liked NDP leader Rachel Notley
(even after she had been premier for four years) more than Kenney, in
fact.?® Kenney’s April 2019 election victory glow faded less than a year
after his election as Figure 3.2 illustrates. According to survey research
conducted by Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend almost a year after
the UCP swept to power, the governing party had dropped twelve points
in popular support.”’

By the spring of 2021—a year into the government’s controversial
handing of the pandemic—support for the governing UCP had dropped
by another ten points, below the NDP.?® By the time Kenney announced
his intention to step down as party leader in May of 2022, polls consistent-
ly showed the UCP trailing the NDP in public opinion. Kenney’s critics,
in fact, frequently used the premier’s unpopularity to argue his continued
leadership all but assured an NDP victory in the next provincial election ex-
pected in May of 2023. Former Wildrose Party leader Brian Jean—arguably,
Kenney’s biggest critic—returned to politics in the winter of 2022, running
successfully for the UCP in the Fort McMurray-Lac La Biche by-election
on a “brass knuckles” promise to overthrow Kenney as leader of the UCP.”
Two months later, Kenney resigned as party leader after receiving a luke-
warm endorsement of his leadership from UCP members, telling his party
that the bare majority was not “adequate support to continue as leader.”

Jason Kenney’s approval ratings also dropped significantly from a
high of nearly 50 per cent in 2018 to below 20 per cent in the aftermath of
his controversial handling of the pandemic in 2021. Figure 3.3* illustrates
Kenney’s drop in voters’ estimations and NDP leader Rachel Notley’s
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Figure 3.2. Vote Choice (United Conservative Party & New
Democratic Party), 2018-2022
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Sources: Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend Research, created with Datawarpper.

Figure 3.3. Approval of Provincial Leaders, 2018-2022
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higher favourability since the spring of 2020. By the time Kenney made
his surprise announcement to step down as party leader, less than a third
of Albertans approved his leadership, while nearly double that (54 per
cent) of Albertans approved of opposition leader and former NDP premier
Rachel Notley.

Discussion

All the 2019 polls got the winner right. But predicting which party was go-
ing to come out on top was hardly a high bar for polls to clear. At best, the
2019 polls were only marginally better than 2015. Importantly, the 2019
election campaign polls persisted in systematically underestimating con-
servative support in the province of Alberta. Brown and Santos, in their
examination of the 2015 polls, highlight how conservative support typical-
ly came up short in that campaign’s survey. Pollsters, as Brown and Santos
suggest, largely “got a pass” for underestimating PC’s support because that
election ended the party’s more than four decades in power.*> With no
single party dominating Alberta politics anymore® polling accuracy is
increasingly important. More competitive elections—and even a minority
government, which Alberta has never had—are possible. Estimating party
support is important. Yet, Alberta political surveys traditionally under-
estimate conservative support in the heartland of Canadian conservatism.
It is increasing clear that any read of an Alberta provincial poll should
proceed carefully and assume that no poll probably captures the true ex-
tent of conservative support in the prairie province.

In Alberta in 2019, neither the interview mode (how people were asked
who they planned to vote for) nor the method of coming up with the sam-
ple of people (random digit dialing [RDD], online panels) guaranteed that
the poll accurately captured voters’ intentions. Let’s put the three surveys
that came close to predicting the UCP’s actual vote under the microscope.
Forum Research’s first poll, which correctly pegged UCP support at 55 per
cent, used IVR to ask voters who they planned to vote for in the provin-
cial election. Janet Brown Opinion Research/Trend also came close, pre-
dicting UCP support at 53 per cent. Its sample was collected using RDD.
Respondents could choose either to share their vote intention with a live
telephone interviewer or receive an email to do the survey online. A vast
majority (90 per cent) chose to talk with a human. Four days before the
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16 April election, the Angus Reid Institute’s survey estimated UCP sup-
port at 52 per cent. This prediction came from an online survey panel.
These three different polls achieved similar results despite using different
methods. It is worth emphasizing that most of the polls did not predict
the UCP’s commanding lead. But underestimating conservative support
is not new—and it is not an Alberta anomaly either.

So-called shy Tories or reluctant Republicans perplex pollsters.
Surveys around the world have failed to adequately gauge conservative
support. At the national level in Canada, polls collectively underesti-
mated Conservative support in Canada’s 2019 federal election.** In the
UK in 2015, most pre-election polls predicted a hung parliament. David
Cameron’s Conservatives won a majority. In Australia four years later,
horse race polls there also underestimated conservative support in that
country’s federal election.” Polls in 2016 and 2020 underestimated sup-
port for Donald Trump in the US presidential election. Polling experts
have offered a few theories for why polls underestimate conservative vot-
ers, including (1) these voters refuse to participate in surveys; (2) conserva-
tive voters, fearing retribution for their views, hedge or lie about who they
intend to vote for; (3) pollsters do not reach enough conservative-leaning
voters (unrepresentative samples); (4) the people who take polls are dif-
ferent than the people who vote; and (5) the voter models used by polling
firms are possibly flawed.

On top of not wanting to share how they vote, some experts have hy-
pothesized that these elusive conservative voters simply slip the pollsters’
sampling net. The thinking is that these voters do not answer or hang up on
pollsters, especially when IVR or robocall polls reach them. These voters
simply mistrust pollsters. There is, of course, a long history of conserva-
tives casting doubt on public opinion polls. President Richard Nixon often
described a “silent majority” that pollsters were not hearing. Post-truth
politics accelerated the already declining trust and cynicism that many
voters, especially conservative ones, have in institutions.’® This overarch-
ing lack of trust in institutions has also tarnished polls.”” The mistrust is
particularly pronounced amongst Republicans in the US. Donald Trump,
after all, frequently challenges the accuracy of polls, calling the ones
predicting his loss “fake.”® There also may be an out-and-out difference
between the people who participate in polls and the people who eschew
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them, resulting in a systematic bias. Robert Putnam in 2001, in fact, found
that people who have low levels of trust in people and institutions are less
likely to participate in phone surveys.** Veteran pollster and Obama presi-
dential campaign advisor David Shor echoes Putnam, noting that people
who are more likely to participate in polls in the US are more agreeable,
and have higher levels of trust, which, in turn, results in a partisan non-re-
sponse bias being baked into polls.*

Polling leading up to the UK general election in 2015 systematically
under-represented conservative supporters.* The polling experts who re-
viewed what went wrong with the UK polls concluded the industry needs
to shift its “emphasis away from quantity and towards quality” and to be
“more imaginative and proactive” in their efforts to find elusive conserv-
atives.*” The final report for the British Polling Council and the Market
Research Society recommended pollsters work harder to recruit samples
that mirror the makeup of the population.*” American pollster David Shor,
on the other hand, is not so sure that traditional survey methods can over-
come the partisan non-response that results in undercounting Republican
support in the United States. Weighting results against census data, he
contends, will not fix the problem. “There used to be a world,” he said in
a 2020 interview with Vox, “where polling involved calling people, apply-
ing classical statistical adjustments, and putting most of the emphasis on
interpretation.”* Shor advocates getting more sophisticated by combining
polling data with voter files and proprietary first-party data, and using
machine learning to interpret the combination of data points. Shor’s solu-
tion may work in the United States, but in Canada, voter information does
not include the party identification or voting history that Shor suggests
incorporating into polling analysis.

Some Humility about Polling Results

Polls matter.” They can shape public discourse, influence campaigns, and
motivate parties and caucuses to overthrow their leaders. Voters—espe-
cially those looking to vote against an incumbent—sometimes turn to
polls to see who or what party has the best chance of winning. Pollsters—
and the news media—need to be much more mindful about the potential
influence of polls. Transparency about the limits of polls is needed now
more than ever, from both the pollsters and the news media that report
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the data. In the wake of the British polling failure in 2015, Sturgis urged
the public—and the news media—to recognize that polls are not perfect.
“Even if we move to the most expensive random survey that you can pos-
sibly imagine,” he told the Guardian, “there would still be a chance that
you would get it wrong.” No pollster, of course, wants to get it wrong. But,
after all, the probability theory on which polling rests suggests there is
a chance it can happen from time to time. Poll aggregators and election
forecasters also need to be interpreted with a critical eye. News organiz-
ations and poll aggregators frequently predict the outcome of races, even
attaching probabilities to certain outcomes. There is a difference between
polls and predictors.

The News Media’s Addiction to Polls

Every day, journalists assess the veracity of sources and information. They
sort fact from fiction in an ocean of misinformation and disinformation.
Journalists seek out the truth, guided by principles such as accuracy;, fair-
ness, balance, impartiality, and integrity. Yet, as the evidence presented
in this chapter clearly shows, Alberta journalists did not train their usual
skepticism on the public opinion polls during the 2019 provincial election
campaign. The polls got a pass. A tightening horse race is a better story
than UCP cruising to an expected easy victory. A tight race is a better nar-
rative. Considerable evidence from journalism sociology highlights the
news media’s proclivity to seek out and highlight tension and conflict.*
It makes for a better story. This bias, arguably, blinded Alberta journal-
ists. Sure, campaigns can matter, but polls consistently—since at least a
year ahead of the election—showed the UCP on track to win big.”” Some
research suggests news organizations are incapable of comprehending the
data.*® Perhaps, news executives need to build that expertise into their
newsrooms. At a minimum, they need to do a better job of detailing the
polls’ methodology they report. Maybe, having to think about the margin
of error and the probability of incorrect estimations might spark some
caution in political journalists’ minds. As well, it might help their audi-
ences interpret the results more critically. In addition, journalists need to
become more reflexive about Alberta’s history of flawed polls.

It is, indeed, remarkable that journalists were so uncritical of the
campaign polls in 2019. Alberta journalists had been burned by bad polls
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in recent elections. Remember, rogue polls in Calgary’s municipal elec-
tion with its “catastrophic polling failure” should have made journalists
more skeptical of horse race survey data. CBC News in Calgary, of note,
conceded it should have been more circumspect of Mainstreet Research’s
perplexing polling numbers.* As well, only seven year earlier, all the polls
in the 2012 provincial election pointed towards a Wildrose Party win that
never materialized. As this chapter makes clear, Alberta polls consistently
underestimate conservative support. Journalists need to incorporate that
knowledge into their reporting on polls.

The Unpopular United Conservative Party

Since the spring of 2020, polls have suggested an uncertain future for the
UCP. As detailed above, the NDP overtook the governing UCP in public
opinion surveys in late 2020. As well, Jason Kenney’s personal popular-
ity plummeted alongside his party’s precipitous drop in public support.
Many long-time political watchers blamed Kenney’s controversial hand-
ing of the devastating fourth wave of COVID-19. Dubbed the “Kenney
effect,” analysts suggest Kenney’s personal unpopularity even hurt federal
Conservative at the ballot box in the 2021 national election. The UCP lead-
er faced down a caucus revolt just days after the federal vote.® As Duane
Bratt and Bruce Foster have highlighted, “big tent” conservative parties
are “fragile,” and Canada’s political history is filled with right-wing parties
splintering and merging.”' The pandemic exposed real and pronounced
divisions in the UCP over how best to handle COVID-19. Duane Bratt
argues convincingly that while Kenney’s underlying conservative ideol-
ogy—and its emphasis on personal responsibility, individual freedom, and
small government—underlies his controversial response to the pandemic,
his worldview is, nevertheless, “out of touch with Alberta values.”* No
matter what his reasons, the response appears to have hurt Kenney and
his party politically. In response, the opposition NDP attempted to frame
Kenney’s handling of the pandemic as politically motivated and not aligned
with the public health measures most Albertans support. Unlike the PC
dynasty, the UCP faces a single and capable opposition party led by a for-
mer premier. In the truest sense of the concept, the opposition NDP are a
government in waiting. Only four years ago, the New Democrats held power.
Alberta politics is decidedly more competitive, and this viable alternative
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for voters has complicated Kenney’s political fortunes. Detractors in his
own party, in fact, used Kenney’s vulnerability to attack him.

Kenney’s biggest threat turned out to be within his party. While the
premier managed to stare down caucus critics such as MLAs Todd Loewen
and Drew Barnes and fend off a full-fledged caucus revolt in September of
2021, he could not escape the wrath of his party’s members. The melodrama
associated with the internal skirmishes and infighting also, arguably, tar-
nished the UCP’s image as the no-nonsense, hard-working, pro-business
government that would stand up for everyday Albertans. Caucus revolts
and bruising leadership battles, especially during a crisis-filled global pan-
demic, likely did not instill confidence in many Albertans’ minds. On top
of that, the UCP seemingly stumbled from one crisis or gaffe to another.
From 2020’s Alohagate, where UCP MLAs and staffers jetted off to inter-
national Christmas vacation destinations after telling Albertans to hunker
down for the holiday, to Premier Kenney’s prolonged holiday absence as
a fourth wave of COVID-19 surged in August of 2021, the UCP’s political
communication was often tone deaf. Repairing that damage falls to the
party’s new leader. It will not be easy.

The governing party faces many challenges. The UCP was largely
elected on a promise to get Alberta’s economy cooking with oil and gas
again. But the province still faces tough economic challenges and volatile
forces outside its control.® On top of that, health care—with the lingering
effects of the pandemic and the political headache of clearing the backlog
of delayed medical procedures and cancelled surgeries—will challenge
the UCP. The NDP, with its history of being the first North American
government to establish universal single-payer medical insurance in
Saskatchewan in 1962, tends to own health care as an issue in many vot-
ers’ minds. The issue could play a big role in the coming 2023 provincial
election. What comes next will be fascinating to watch. Gone, it seems,
are the days of political dynasties in Alberta, making the need for accur-
ate polls even more important in assessing what is important to Alberta
voters and how they feel about the public policy politicians propose. Let’s
hope during the coming 2023 election campaign pollsters do a better job
of capturing a truly representative sample of Albertans, and journalists
and consumers of polls approach the numbers with some caution and hu-
mility when interpreting them.
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