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Do Ideological Preferences Explain
Parliamentary Behaviour? 

Evidence from Great Britain and Canada 

CHRISTOPHER KAM 

Are parliamentary parties cohesive because leaders successfully impose discipline on
their MPs or because MPs prefer – hence support – the same policies as their leaders
do? If the latter is correct, and party cohesion is produced largely by members’
concordant preferences, then models that explain cohesion as a function of the
disciplinary mechanisms available to parties once the MP is in Parliament (for
example, the distribution of patronage or the threat of de-selection) are not useful. This
article uses British and Canadian MPs’ responses to candidate surveys to estimate
MPs’ positions on a variety of ideological dimensions and then shows that MPs’
preferences on these ideological dimensions only partially explain how often they vote
against their parties. Indeed, even after one controls for an MP’s ideological
preferences, party affiliation remains a powerful predictor of the MP’s loyalty or
dissent – suggesting that party discipline does, in fact, contribute to cohesion.
Additional tests indicate that these results are not spurious.

Political scientists tend to view legislative behaviour as the result of the
interaction of preferences and institutional rules.1 A great deal of the work
on party cohesion follows this analytical framework with electoral,
parliamentary and party rules being seen to play critical roles in
manufacturing cohesion.2 However, not all scholars agree that parties’ rules
matter. In particular, there is debate over whether parties constrain, or
indeed have the capacity to constrain, their members’ behaviour. Krehbiel,
for example, argues that it is not clear a priori whether party rules force
their members to vote together in spite of their disagreement about policy,
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or whether they vote together simply because they already agree over
policy.3 If the latter is true, then cohesion is largely independent of parties.
The immediate issue then, is whether parties alter their members’
preferences in ways that are observable and meaningful (that is, in ways that
alter legislative outcomes).4 At stake here is how – or perhaps even whether
– models of legislative behaviour should consider the institutional features
of political parties.

To date this ‘parties vs. preferences’ debate has centred almost
exclusively on the US Congress,5 for fairly obvious reasons. Compared to
parliamentary parties, American parties are not highly cohesive and this
relative lack of cohesion invites scepticism about their ability to compel
disciplined behaviour from their members. Conversely, the very high level
of cohesion displayed by parliamentary parties implicitly discourages
scholars from questioning their ability to enforce discipline among their
members, to wit: if parliamentary parties are highly cohesive, it must be
because they can and do enforce discipline.6 There are at least four problems
with this line of reasoning. First, parliamentary parties are less cohesive
than one might think;7 there is unexplained variance in the data. Second, it
ignores the fact that cohesion produced by members’ shared preferences is
observationally equivalent to cohesion produced by a party’s rules or
actions (that is to say, by discipline). Third, as a result of this observational
equivalence, the failure to test Krehbiel’s model carries with it potentially
high opportunity costs. If, for example, Krehbiel is correct and party
cohesion is produced largely by members’ preferences, then models that
explain cohesion as a function of the disciplinary mechanisms available to
parties once the MP is in Parliament (for example, the distribution of
patronage and the threat of de-selection) are not all that useful. Time would
be better spent thinking about how well pre-election mechanisms (such as
recruitment procedures and central office control of local pre-selections)
allow party leaders to weed out candidates with uncongenial preferences.
One could, of course, forgo testing Krehbiel’s theory altogether and explain
cohesion as a function of both pre- and post-election party mechanisms.
There is still an opportunity cost here, however: any effort expended
building complicated models of cohesion is wasted if a simpler model,
perhaps one that ignored parties entirely, produces identical results. Fourth,
and most importantly, the implicit belief that parliamentary parties can and
do compel or organise cohesion could just be wrong. However, in the
absence of considered evidence it is not clear whether this position or
Krehbiel’s is the correct one. 

It is for precisely these reasons that it is desirable to address the ‘parties
vs. preferences’ debate directly and comparatively and in a parliamentary
setting.8 This article takes up that task, assessing the degree to which
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parliamentary behaviour in Britain and Canada is consistent with a
preference-driven model of legislative behaviour. More specifically, the
article examines whether MPs’ decisions to dissent from or remain loyal to
their parties follow directly from their unconstrained ideological
preferences. In the aggregate this amounts to asking whether the high levels
of party cohesion that one observes in the British and Canadian parliaments
are simple functions of parliamentarians’ preferences. The article is divided
into five parts. The first section justifies the choice of countries. The second
section presents a short explanation of Krehbiel’s preference-based model.
The third section describes the data and methods used to test this model and
the tests themselves follow in the fourth section. The final section
summarises the results and presents the article’s conclusions. The general
result is that MPs’ behaviour – hence party cohesion – cannot be adequately
explained by their preferences alone. Parliamentary behaviour appears to
depend on preferences and parties. 

WHY BRITAIN AND CANADA – 

AND NOT GERMANY, FOR EXAMPLE?

There are several potential advantages to using a comparative research
design in place of a case study, among them greater variance in the relevant
variables, stronger statistical control and greater external validity. Whether
these potential advantages are realised depends heavily on the nature of the
sample from which any comparisons are drawn. For instance, it is generally
desirable to employ a sample that is representative of the population of
cases; this is what allows one to draw accurate inferences about the
population on the basis of the sample. Of course, ‘representativeness’ is
neither the sole criterion of a ‘good’ sample nor is it something found only
in large-N random samples. Comparativists also value samples that do not
invite ‘conceptual stretching’, that is variation in a variable’s substantive
meaning across cases.9 In Great Britain, for example, voting in a division
(Westminster terminology for a roll-call vote) involves having one’s name
checked off a list as one passes through a doorway from a lobby. The
procedure is similar in the German Bundestag save for the critical difference
that legislators’ names are not recorded. This means that in Westminster
voting is a public act while in the Bundestag it is an anonymous one.10 There
are further institutional differences: the Bundestag’s rules allow
parliamentarians to register formal abstentions while Westminster’s
standing orders do not. British MPs vote either ‘yea’ or ‘nay’ or absent
themselves from the division altogether.11 Absence is not equivalent to
abstention, however, because an MP’s absence may or may not be
sanctioned by the party whip. A naive comparison of German and British
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MPs’ voting behaviour risks disguising these important qualitative
differences. A simple solution is to adopt a ‘most similar systems’ approach,
limiting comparisons to culturally and institutionally similar countries.12

In this regard, Britain and Canada are an excellent sample. For historical
reasons the countries operate broadly similar systems of majoritarian
parliamentary government.13 In these systems majoritarian electoral rules,
constitutional conventions and standing orders make it possible for a single
party to form and control the Cabinet – providing that it votes cohesively in
Parliament. These institutional arrangements make party cohesion the
fundamental strategic problem of majoritarian parliamentary government.
Coalition and presidential systems present political parties with additional
strategic challenges, notably government formation and divided
government, but these problems are ancillary to the maintenance of party
unity. The notion of divided government presupposes the idea that one party
controls the legislative branch while another party holds the presidency.
Party cohesion supplies that control. In a coalition system, a party that is not
cohesive is unlikely to be considered a reliable coalition partner.14 From this
perspective the fundamental strategic problem of majoritarian
parliamentary government is a strict subset of the strategic problems of
coalition or presidential government. In this sense, majoritarian
parliamentary government is government stripped to its essentials, a fact
that allows one to study party cohesion free from the added complications
of coalition or presidential government, without making it irrelevant to
these two more complex forms of government.

A comparative research design certainly has its epistemological
advantages, but they do not come free of charge. In terms of time and data,
the marginal cost of adding an extra observation (for example, another
national parliament or an additional parliamentary term in each of these
countries) to the sample is extremely high. Consequently, attention is
limited here to just two Parliaments, the 35th Canadian Parliament
(1993–97) and 51st British Parliament (1992–97). These Parliaments were
attractive cases primarily because a good deal of data on MPs’ voting
records and policy opinions had already been collected by other scholars.15

Without these existing data sources the project would simply have been too
resource-intensive to carry out. 

A PREFERENCE-DRIVEN MODEL OF PARTY COHESION

Krehbiel’s contention is that it is not clear whether members vote with their
parties because of their preferences or despite them. The argument can be
illustrated with the aid of a simple spatial model. Suppose that MPs’
preferences over policy can be represented as points on the real line and that
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the densities of the ideal points of MPs of parties A and B are as shown in
Figure 1. Suppose further that MPs vote for the option closest to their ideal
point.16 Now, because the ideal point of every member of A is closer to party
A’s preferred policy of x, all members of A vote for x. All members of B
vote for y for exactly the same reason. (The cutpoint is the midpoint
between x and y, the point at which an MP is indifferent between the two
proposals.) It is unclear in this situation if party members are voting
according to their parties’ dictates or simply their own preferences. If,
however, the ideal points of some members of A and B are closer to the
opposing party’s position (those with preferences in the shaded area in
Figure 1b), then some pressure must be brought to bear on these outlying
MPs to force them to vote as the party wishes. Krehbiel’s concern is that
parties cannot, or at least cannot be shown to, do this. Indeed, unless
parliamentarians’ preferences are measured directly, one cannot know
whether cohesion results because of a congenial configuration of
preferences (Figure 1a), or because parties have managed to enforce
discipline despite their members’ preferences (Figure 1b).

Students of parliamentary politics and parties may see in Krehbiel’s
model an altogether fanciful description of how parliamentary parties
operate. Krehbiel’s model is certainly a very parsimonious – one might even
say spare – explanation of legislative behaviour and party cohesion.
Nevertheless, it does tell one what conditions are necessary and sufficient
for party cohesion (a certain distribution of preferences within and between
parties) and which others (party rules, for example) are unnecessary. In this
regard, Krehbiel’s theory is quite complete and indeed Krehbiel himself saw
no reason why his model could not be applied successfully to British
parliamentary politics.17 This is a significant claim to make of such a
parsimonious model – that it can explain not only US Congressional politics
but British (and by extension, Canadian, Australian, French, German and so
on) parliamentary politics too. This claim, or more precisely the model that
generates this claim, deserves to be confronted with evidence. 

DATA AND METHODS

In theory, only two things are required to test Krehbiel’s model: a measure
of parliamentarians’ behaviour (the dependent variable) and a measure of
their ideological preferences (the independent variable). (By assumption,
parties are not necessary for cohesion.) If MPs’ preferences are electorally
induced, as Krehbiel assumes them to be, then it should not be necessary to
take separate account of MPs’ electoral environments or circumstances.18

Presumably, preferences held at any particular time have been induced by –
and therefore reflect – the states of these other variables up to that time.
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Measuring Behaviour

At the outset of this section it is useful to differentiate between cohesion and
dissent. Cohesion refers to the degree to which members of the same party
can be observed to work together in pursuance of the party’s goals.19

Dissent, on the other hand, occurs when a party member acts against his or
her party. Dissent may be viewed as the inverse of cohesion, but it is so only
in a conceptual sense because cohesion and dissent are measured in quite
different ways. Cohesion, for example, applies to parties not individuals and
so is typically measured with Rice indices, counts of ‘party’ votes or some
other aggregate measure of a party’s voting solidarity. Dissent may be
measured at the party-level, but it is more naturally applied to individuals.20

Dissent encompasses a range of activities including speaking out publicly
against one’s own party, absenting oneself from a parliamentary vote
without permission, voting against one’s party and – at the limit – defection.
All of these measures can alter legislative outcomes, but dissent broadly
defined can have pernicious downstream effects on a party even if it does
not immediately alter legislative outcomes.21 John Major himself worried
that his government’s policy initiatives were drowned out by his party’s
internecine squabbles.22 The electoral demise of the Major government can
be taken as empirical evidence of the electoral consequences of backbench
dissent.23 Dissent can also re-ignite a collective action problem within the
party.24 All MPs have an electoral incentive to distance themselves from
unpopular party policies, but – particularly when their party is in
government and needs the confidence of the House, though also when it is
in opposition and trying to project itself as an alternative government –
would like their colleagues to remain loyal. Party discipline solves this
dilemma because it allows MPs to claim that their party compelled them to
vote the party line or that the vote was about the government’s survival.
When an MP dissents, s/he robs her colleagues of these excuses. This
undermines the electoral prospects of loyal MPs (hence the party at large)
and creates tension inside the party caucus. Dissent can also destabilise a
party’s leadership. Again, the experience of the Major government
illustrates this dynamic. Dissent is important then because it may lead to the
direct defeat or amendment of government bills, the replacement of one set
of leaders with another, or to electoral misfortune. 

The principal dependent variable of this analysis is the number of
dissenting votes that an MP casts against his or her party during the
observed parliamentary terms. An MP casts a dissenting vote whenever s/he
votes contrary to the instructions of his or her frontbench.25 However, at
various times the analysis also makes use of MPs’ rates of absenteeism and,
if applicable, their defections. Absenteeism is measured simply by noting
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whether or not a member votes on a whipped vote. (As noted above
sanctioned and unsanctioned absences are indistinguishable, but this
problem is dealt with below.) Defections, whether to another party or simply
to an independent status, are tracked through parliamentary and media
records. 

Measuring Preferences

Parliamentarians’ preferences are far harder to estimate than their
behaviour; the latter after all can be observed, but the former only inferred.
A common but problematic strategy is to use some type of statistical
technique to estimate legislators’ preferences from past votes.26 At the limit,
using votes to explain votes is, as Jackson and Kingdon note, simply
tautological.27 In addition, voting patterns may not be a good proxy for
members’ ideological preferences. If, for example, parties can and do
influence members’ votes, then votes reveal preferences that are
endogenous, not exogenous, to parties. Alternatively, party leaders may
only allow votes on which the parties occupy clearly divergent ideological
positions (as in Figure 1a). In either case, observed votes suffer from a
severe and pervasive form of selection bias, prompting doubts that unbiased
estimates of preferences can be recovered from voting records.28 There are
practical as well as theoretical problems with inferring members’
preferences from their votes. NOMINATE, and indeed other statistical
methods, require some variance in members’ voting records before they can
produce estimates of legislators’ ideological preferences. This is not a
problem when these techniques are applied to voting data from the US
Congress where party cohesion is low relative to most parliamentary
systems. However, in the British and Canadian parliamentary systems, this
sort of variance cannot be taken for granted.29

To avoid the problems associated with vote-based estimation techniques,
MPs’ ideological preferences are estimated from their responses to
candidate surveys conducted in each country in the elections just prior to the
parliaments that are examined.30 The great advantage of this method is that
MPs’ responses to surveys conducted just before the beginning of a
parliament are clearly exogenous to their subsequent behaviour and to
parliamentary and party institutions (including party discipline, agenda-
setting, log-rolls and the like).31 The surveys also contained many of the
same questions, further facilitating comparability across the two countries.
Preferences were dealt with as follows:

1. The responses to the policy question were factor analysed for all major
party candidates. Each national survey produced a clear left-right
dimension, but secondary ideological dimensions were also visible.32 In
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addition to the left-right dimensions, two of these secondary dimensions
were used, a constitutional dimension that taps British MPs’ attitudes
toward the devolution of power from Westminster and a social morality
dimension that taps Canadian MPs’ attitudes toward non-traditional
lifestyles.

2. The factor solutions were then used to construct additive ideological
scales. That is, items that loaded heavily on a factor were taken, each
item was scaled so that it ranged between zero and one from left to right
and then the items were added together.33

3. Finally, multiple imputation was used to impute the scores of MPs who
failed to respond to the candidate surveys. Imputed scores were not
constrained to fall on the scale intervals and so after imputation the
scales were, for all intents and purposes, continuous.34

Once MPs’ preferences were estimated, the party medians and the cutpoints
between the parties were calculated. The reality in these parliaments is that
the Cabinet – that is the leadership of the governing party – has a near
monopoly over the legislative agenda and policy-making. Opposition
backbenchers have somewhat more say in their party’s policy direction, but
their frontbenchers are still relatively powerful by comparison. Thus it can
be assumed that a party’s policy position (the empirical counterparts of the
xs and ys in Figure 1) is defined by its frontbench. A further assumption is
that within the frontbench, the collective policy choice is determined by the
median frontbench MP. Hence, a party’s policy positions (on the left-right,
constitutional, or social morality scales) are equal to the policy positions of
the median frontbench MP.35 Once party medians are defined, the cutpoints
(the midpoints between the parties) are easy to compute. The only difficulty
occurs when there is more than one opposition party. In these cases each
opposition parties’ cutpoint is defined with respect to the governing party
(not to another opposition party).

EMPIRICAL TESTS

An Initial Look at the Relationship between Preferences and Dissent

Scatter plots of dissent by ideological position in each parliament (Figures
2a and 2b) are a good starting point. The graphs convey to the reader a
number of useful pieces of information: the ideological distribution of MPs,
a rough sense of how often and how many MPs engage in dissent and the
overall nature of the relationship between preferences and dissent. Figure 2a
shows the situation in the British House of Commons. Just as one expects,
the Conservative MPs are on the political right and Labour MPs on the left.
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Almost 60 per cent of the MPs cast at least one dissenting vote, a little more
than ten per cent cast more than 20 (the right x-axis translates these numbers
into a percentage of all whipped divisions). Dissent is therefore a common
activity in the British Commons and indeed 20.8 per cent of all whipped
divisions in the 51st Parliament witnessed some degree of dissent. This
emphasises the fact that while cohesion is high in the British Commons, it
is not perfect. 

Insofar as Krehbiel’s hypothesis of preference-driven behaviour is
concerned, note that: 1) dissent in the Conservative Party is centred about
the party median, not about the cutpoint where Krehbiel’s theory predicts it
to be; and 2) that the bulk of dissent in the Labour Party occurs on the far
side of the Labour Party’s median. If Labour MPs vote their preferences,
that is for proposals nearest to them, then without question they should
prefer the Labour (median) position to the Conservative position. These
MPs should not then be dissenting – but they are. Moreover, the further left
the Labour MP, the more dissenting votes s/he appears to cast. Naturally,
there are ready rebuttals to these observations. First, a great many
Conservative MPs clustered together near the bottom of the party median
cast very few dissenting votes, a fact that fits a preference-driven model of
party cohesion. Second, one might argue that left-leaning Labour MPs are
voting against New Labour’s drive toward the political centre. That is to
say, on some issues the status quo may be at or just beyond the Labour
median and Labour leftists may simply be voting against efforts of both
right-leaning Labour MPs and the Conservative Party to move the status
quo on these issues towards the right. This is actually quite plausible. Very
frequently in the British Parliament the Opposition frontbench will simply
abstain from voting in a division and allow the Government to have its way
unopposed. It may be the case that left-leaning Labour MPs are defying
their frontbench by participating in these divisions (they may well be the
ones forcing them), but still voting against the Government.36 Under these
conditions, the evidence could fit a preference-driven model of behaviour.

Figure 2b is the Canadian counterpart to Figure 2a. Dissent is less
common than in the British Commons, but it is still observed frequently:
just over half of Canadian MPs cast at least one dissenting vote, a little more
than five per cent of MPs cast ten or more and in total 16.3 per cent of
divisions during the 35th Canadian Parliament witnessed dissent.37 The
party alignments appear sensible. The Reform Party is well off to the right
while the Liberals and Bloc Quebecois are just to the left of centre. Again,
it appears that the opinion data from candidate surveys and the multiple
imputation of missing data have not led us astray. There are three obvious
discrepancies between the data and the expectations of a preference-driven
model of parliamentary behaviour:
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1. Reform MPs tend to dissent more as they move closer toward the
political centre and get closer to the governing Liberal Party. This result
meshes with Krehbiel’s theory, but not perfectly because most Reform
dissidents do not fall beyond the Liberal-Reform cutpoint. In other
words, Reform MPs are cross-voting despite being ideologically closer
to their own party than any other.38

2. Many Bloc Quebecois MPs fall beyond the cutpoints (indicating that
they are closer to another party’s median position), but they rarely
dissent. Thus even though a preference-driven model would predict
these MPs to act against their party, for some reason most Bloc MPs do
not.

3. Finally, among Liberal MPs one observes many MPs who share the
same ideological position but behave in very different ways, some
dissenting a lot, others remaining very loyal. If only preferences guide
behaviour, and preferences are identical, then behaviour too should be
identical – but it is not.

One cannot rebut this evidence in the same way as the British evidence (that
is, by pointing to a pattern of Opposition abstentions). Canadian opposition
parties almost never abstain from voting in a division and so it is difficult to
argue that the dissenting votes of Canadian opposition MPs reflect only
dissatisfaction with the Government’s position.39

The overall impression that one gets from these scatter plots is that the
relationship between preferences and dissent is not as clear cut as one might
expect given a simple preference-driven model of behaviour. Measurement
error is always a possible explanation for these results and it could take
several forms. First, the candidate surveys and the multiple imputation
efforts may have provided inaccurate estimates of MPs’ ideological
positions. This is not likely, however. The estimates of party positions
(derived from MPs’ preferences) have considerable face validity insofar as
they closely resemble previous analyses of the ideological configurations of
these party systems.40 In addition, it is clear from Figures 2a and 2b that
dissent is not clustered near the cutpoints. Indeed, were one to move MPs’
ideal points (hence party medians and cutpoints) a point or a point and a half
to the left or the right, the general picture that emerges from these data
would not change substantially. Finally, previous research on multiple
imputation has shown that when the rate of missing data is low (as it is
here), even a few imputations will return unbiased parameter estimates and
confidence intervals.41 Nevertheless, there are additional, more
sophisticated, reasons as to why the scatter plots might constitute
misleading evidence against a preference-driven model of parliamentary
behaviour and so four additional tests have been considered. 

101DO IDEOLOGICAL PREFERENCES EXPLAIN BEHAVIOUR?

74jls05.qxd  19/04/2002  08:37  Page 101
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 [
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

T
or

on
to

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

4:
50

 2
1 

A
pr

il 
20

12
 



�
�
�

�
�

�
�
�

D
IS

S
E

N
T

 B
Y

 P
E

R
C

E
IV

E
D

 I
D

E
O

L
O

G
IC

A
L

 D
IS

T
A

N
C

E
 F

R
O

M
 O

W
N

 P
A

R
T

Y
 I

N
 T

H
E

 B
R

IT
IS

H
 H

O
U

S
E

 O
F

 C
O

M
M

O
N

S
, 

1
9

9
2

–
9

7

74jls05.qxd  19/04/2002  08:37  Page 102
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 [
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f 

T
or

on
to

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

4:
50

 2
1 

A
pr

il 
20

12
 



Dissent and the Subjective Perception of MP-Party Distance

A more plausible source of error than simple measurement error is the left-
right scale itself. Recall that party medians are assumed to be the ideal point
of the median frontbencher. This assumption is theoretically grounded, but
that does not mean that MPs see things this way. They may well perceive
parties to be located at somewhat different points on the scale. It is not
necessarily the case, then, that two MPs at the same ideological location see
themselves as equidistant from the parties’ medians. This could explain why
MPs at the same ideological position behave in different ways. 

Instead of locating MPs on the constructed left-right scale and setting the
parties’ medians equal to the frontbench median, it may be better to measure
how far MPs perceive themselves to be from the parties and then predict
their behaviour from the subjective assessments of their distances from each
party. A limited test of this sort is possible in the British case because the
British survey asked candidates to place themselves, their parliamentary
parties and their leaders on a seven point left-right scale. Unfortunately,
British candidates were not asked to place opposing parties or leaders on the
scale, so we cannot compute perceived cutpoints. Nevertheless, ceteris
paribus, the farther an MP perceives herself to be from her/his party, the
more likely it is that s/he will fall beyond her subjective cutpoint and the
more likely s/he is to dissent. If one assumes that all British MPs see the
Conservative Party to the right of the Labour Party, the hypothesis can be
stated more precisely: The greater a Conservative (Labour) MP’s perceived
leftward (rightward) distance from his party, the more likely s/he is to
dissent. Conservative (Labour) MPs perceiving themselves to be at or to the
right (left) of their party’s ideal point should not dissent.

To test this hypothesis we first subtract MPs’ placements of their parties
from their self-placements. As the scale runs from one on the far left to
seven on the far right, a positive score indicates that the MP lies to the right
of his or her party, a negative score, that he or she lies to the left of the party.
The larger the score in absolute terms, the further the MP perceives himself
or herself to be from his or her party. MPs’ scores are then plotted against
the number of dissenting votes that they have cast. Figure 3 shows the
resulting graph. Again, the expectation is that Conservative dissidents will
fall in the upper left quadrant and Labour dissidents in the upper right
quadrant. Non-dissenting MPs should fall along the horizontal axis;
Conservative MPs to the right, Labour MPs to the left. 

The graph does not conform to this pattern. Conservative dissidents are
scattered evenly on both sides of the zero-point, Labour dissidents are
more heavily concentrated in the upper left – not right – quadrant and the
bulk of Conservative loyalists (that is, MPs who never dissent) are to the
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left, not the right of the party. In addition, there is a noticeable
concentration of dissidents at the zero-point, the point at which the MP and
his or her party share ideal points. Regression estimates (not shown) back
up the visual data. In sum, this evidence, like the scatter plots presented
above, does not uncover a systematic relationship between MPs’
preferences and dissent. 

Alternative Dimensions of Political Conflict: Cross-voting on European
Union in the British House of Commons, 1992–97

A second plausible objection to the left-right scale is that it does not
accurately reflect the multi-dimensional nature of issues that come before
these parliaments. So far the tests have been based on MPs’ positions on a
left-right dimension. This approach is justified on two grounds: 

1. A left-right dimension centring on economic issues such as income
redistribution, privatisation, labour market flexibility and so on, is the
dominant political cleavage in these and many other countries.42

2. The issue space of most legislatures is typically of low dimensionality
and is often dominated by a single dimension.43

In tandem these facts suggest the left-right dimension is likely to be the
dominant issue dimension in any legislature. Nevertheless, there are
alternative dimensions of political conflict. The danger here is that we have
used MPs’ left-right positions to predict dissenting votes that may, in fact,
be related to an alternative dimension of political conflict. If many
dissenting votes are cast on issues that fall along this alternative dimension,
then to the extent that this dimension is weakly correlated to the left-right
dimension, the relationship between MPs’ left-right positions and dissenting
votes will appear to be random. One can imagine this sort of dynamic
occurring in the 51st British Parliament (the Parliament examined here)
because approximately a quarter of the divisions witnessing dissent
concerned the European Union (EU), an issue over which traditional left-
right political arguments run up against debates over the desirability of
ceding national sovereignty to Brussels. 

A clearer picture of the relationship between preferences and behaviour
might emerge if divisions were grouped by subject matter. One could then
examine the connection between MPs’ voting decisions in a particular
group of divisions and their scores on ideological scales designed to assess
preferences on that particular subject. In the British case (where, as I
suggest above, the problem is probably quite serious) this can be
accomplished by looking at how British MPs’ preferences over the
decentralisation of power from Westminster predict dissent in just those
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divisions that concerned the EU. We begin by locating British MPs on a
‘devolution’ scale that taps their resistance to the decentralisation of power
from Westminster (instead of their general left-right preferences).44 MPs’
‘devolution’ scores (my proxy for preferences) are then graphed against
their voting behaviour in 71 EU-related divisions (see Figure 4).45

Conservative MPs are generally more resistant to decentralising power from
Westminster than are Labour MPs, but there is quite a bit of overlap
between the two parties. The general pattern, visible among Labour MPs,
but certainly much stronger among Conservatives, is for dissenting votes to
increase as an MP becomes more resistant to decentralising power from
Westminster. 

If Conservative MPs are dissenting because of the temptation of
Labour’s position on the EU, then moderate, not extreme, Conservatives
should be casting the dissenting votes. Clearly, this does not occur. It may
be the case, however, that the status quo policy toward the EU under
Thatcher was to the right of the Major government’s position. If so, then one
may simply be seeing Eurosceptics – who are predominantly Conservatives
– resisting Major’s efforts to take a more moderate stance toward the EU.
This would still count as preference-driven behaviour. Of course, it does not
explain why so many Labour MPs to the left of the Conservative Cabinet’s
median cast dissenting votes. If the (Conservative) Cabinet is moving the
status quo from the right to its median (causing Eurosceptic extremists to
dissent), then every MP to the left of the Cabinet’s median should support
this. Indeed, the parliamentary voting records show that very frequently the
Labour frontbench did not oppose the Conservative government on
Maastricht Treaty divisions.46 That, however, implies that a fair number of
Labour backbenchers are (or at least seem to be) voting against policy
moves that make them better off! 

One possible explanation for this curious result is that the Maastricht
Treaty, the largest (and most contentious) piece of EU legislation considered
by this Parliament, tapped into two dimensions, one concerning the
devolution of power from Westminster, the other concerning left-right
issues. The Treaty moved Britain closer to Europe, it is true, but John Major
had secured an opt-out of the accompanying Social Chapter because he did
not want to move British labour market and social policy to the political left.
Perhaps Figure 4 simply reflects the fact that the voting behaviour of three
distinct groups was governed by their preferences on two ideological
dimensions, to wit:

1. Eurosceptics (mostly Conservatives) voting against the Treaty and their
party because of their preferences on the devolution of power from
Westminster.
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2. Labour frontbenchers frequently abstaining because even if they did not
get the Social Chapter, they did not wish to oppose legislation that
secured a closer relationship with the EU.

3. Labour leftists acting against their leaders’ instructions and opposing
ratification because of the omission of the Social Chapter. 

Indeed, Poole and Rosenthal explicitly connect this sort of ‘ends-against-
the-middle’ voting pattern with the presence of a two-dimensional issue.47 I
test this possibility by regressing the number of dissenting votes that an MP
cast on EU matters on his or her ideological preferences on devolution and
left-right issues. A party dummy and interactions allow the coefficients to
vary by party. The results (Table 1) indicate that preferences on devolution
of power are related to dissenting votes on EU matters, powerfully so for
Conservative MPs. Left-right preferences, however, have no statistically
significant effect on EU-related dissent.48 In the end, then, one cannot argue
that these unexpected voting patterns – especially of Labour dissidents – are
the result of two-dimensional preferences. 

Individual-level Analysis: Cross-voting on Bill C-41 in the Canadian
House of Commons

One of the difficulties of working with aggregate voting data is that in any
large group of divisions it is not clear precisely where the status quo points
and the alternatives are located. As a consequence, it is entirely possible
(and probably very likely) that dissent is a function of both extremists

107DO IDEOLOGICAL PREFERENCES EXPLAIN BEHAVIOUR?

TABLE 1
REGRESSION OF DISSENTING VOTES CAST BY BRITISH MPS ON EU ISSUES

CONSIDERED BY THE BRITISH PARLIAMENT, 1992–97

Dependent = Number of B SE B 95% Confidence
Dissenting Votes Cast by Interval*
MP on EU Matters 
During 1992–97 Parliament Lower Upper

Devolution (Low = pro-devolution) 5.61 1.32 2.73 8.49
Left-Right  (Low = Left) –.31 1.00 –2.69 2.06
Labour MP 15.07 5.75 2.89 27.25
Labour MP x Devolution –4.79 1.25 –7.27 –2.31
Labour MP x Left-Right –.78 1.14 –3.23 1.67
Constant –10.72 4.76 –20.68 –0.76

Adjusted R2 .08
N 618

Note: * Multiple imputation estimates follow a t-distribution with the degrees of freedom based
on the proportion of missing data. The displayed confidence intervals reflect these facts. 
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resisting their party’s moves to the political centre and moderates resisting
the party’s moves – in different divisions – to the political extremes. If this
is the case, then the aggregate-level relationship between dissent and
ideological preferences may appear random. The remedy is to delve beneath
the aggregate data and look at how more focussed ideological scales predict
dissent in a few specific divisions. The challenge is to find divisions (with
dissent) on matters that one can reasonably argue are closely connected to
one of the more focussed ideological scales (either the British devolution
scale or the Canadian social morality scale) and which consider clear-cut
alternatives so that it is possible to assess confidently whether the House is
considering a move from the extremes to the centre or the reverse. The set
of divisions that meet these criteria is very small. Three divisions in the
Canadian Parliament on bill C-41 have been chosen.

In June 1995 the Liberal government brought bill C-41 before the
House. The bill contained general amendments to the criminal code
including a controversial clause (clause 718) that sought to extend the
definition of hate crimes to include crimes committed against
homosexuals.49 Despite the moral overtones of this measure, the Prime
Minister and the Justice Minister refused to allow a free-vote on C-41 and
in response Liberal backbenchers tabled several hostile amendments of the
controversial clause at the report stage. Clause 718 contained two sub-
clauses. The first mandated stiffer sentences for crimes ‘motivated by bias,
prejudice, or hatred based on race, nationality, colour, religion, sex, age,
mental or physical disability, or sexual orientation of the victim’.50 The
second provided for harsher sentencing of those convicted of committing a
crime while in a position of trust vis-à-vis the victim. Three proposed
amendments are of concern here. The first (Motion 6) was the most extreme
relative to the government’s initial wording; it sought to delete entirely the
sub-clause that defined groups against which hate crimes might be
committed.51 The second (Motion 7) was less extreme in that it sought to
delete the list of victims’ characteristics and the word ‘hatred’ from the first
sub-clause. The third motion (Motion 8) was identical to the second, save
that it proposed only to delete the list of characteristics, leaving the word
‘hatred’ in the bill.52 Thus Motion 8 was the least extreme of the three
motions and the one closest to the Cabinet’s wording. The divisions on these
motions were taken one after the other.53

The divisions on these three amendments are excellent data on which to
test the ‘party versus preference’ hypothesis. Firstly, the Cabinet and a
number of Liberal backbenchers expressed strong preferences over the
content of the bill, so in a situation in which both party pressure and
backbench preferences are strong, we get to see which is the more powerful
force. Secondly, MPs’ preferences over social morality are far more likely to
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have governed their votes in these divisions than their left-right preferences.
A right-wing MP, for example, might be a libertarian who regards
homosexuality as an individual’s private affair, or he may be a religious
conservative who balks at recognising homosexuality in legislation.
Presumably, however, the more morally conservative the MP, the more likely
s/he was to have voted for the three amendments (that is against the Cabinet’s
position). Similarly, MPs with a liberal view of social morality should have
voted against the amendments. In short, it is reasonable to assume that the
social morality scale is a valid measure of MPs’ preferences on C-41 and its
associated amendments. Thirdly, when a median agenda is employed
alongside an elimination amendment procedure (the procedure used in the
Canadian Parliament), legislators with single-peaked preferences have little
incentive to vote strategically.54 A median agenda is one in which more
extreme proposals are voted on before less extreme proposals. Given that the
status quo in this instance is the Government’s original wording, and that
relative to this wording, the amendments are ordered from most to least
extreme (that is, there is a median agenda), voting on these three
amendments should be sincere.55 One can be fairly confident then that the
preferences that governed MPs’ votes in these three divisions are identical to
the (presumably sincere) preferences that they expressed over social morality
in the 1993 Canadian Candidate Survey.56

Now under a preference-driven theory of parliamentary behaviour,
parties are merely agglomerations of like-minded individuals, not
organisations capable of altering preferences. It follows that party affiliation
should be unrelated to voting behaviour in these divisions after one controls
for MPs’ preferences over social morality. Thus, if MPs’ votes on these three
motions are regressed on their preferences on social morality and their party
labels, the coefficient of the preference variable should be statistically
significant while those attached to the party dummy variables should be
insignificant.57 This hypothesis is tested with three ordered logit models of
vote choice, one for each amendment. The key independent variable is an
MP’s score on the social morality scale. This scale ranged from zero to seven
with high scores indicating moral conservatism. (See the Appendix for lists
of the survey items used to construct the social morality scale.) The Reform
Party voted for the amendments while the Bloc and Liberal parties voted
against the amendments, party dummies are included for the latter two
parties.58 Logit models are sensitive to mis-specification and so also included
in the model are the percentage of Catholics, immigrants and non-religious
people in an MP’s constituency and the MP’s age; all these variables can be
expected to influence MPs’ views on homosexuality and hate crimes.59

There is some question about what to do with MPs who did not vote in
some or all of the divisions on these three amendments. As mentioned
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above, the standing orders in these parliaments do not allow MPs to abstain
formally; if an MP wishes to abstain s/he has to miss the vote intentionally.
In the abstract, abstention, like any other form of legislative behaviour, is
motivated by preferences, the difference here being that the preferences of
abstaining MPs over social morality are not strong enough to induce them
to vote for or against these three amendments, but instead leave them
indifferent. An MP’s absence is therefore a potentially useful bit of
information. Unfortunately, it is very difficult to distinguish abstention
disguised as absence, from absence caused by prior commitments, travel,
illness and the like. Three pieces of information afford reasonable
assumptions in this area, however:

1. The 20 divisions at the report stage of C-41, including the three
considered here, were held in a single afternoon.60 A division on Third
reading was held the next day.61

2. The Government signalled its intention to pass C-41 before the
summer break by passing a time allocation motion a week before the
report stage.62 The House also set the time and order of voting the day
before the report stage divisions were actually taken.63 The bill’s
journey through the House also garnered considerable media
attention.64

3. Four MPs who were interviewed described intentional absenteeism as a
popular means of avoiding votes on unpopular issues, with one talking
about C-41 specifically, saying that many MPs left their seats and retired
to the members’ lounges as controversial amendments were called.65

One MP publicly stated that he intended to skip the Third reading vote
as a sign of his disapproval for the bill.66

These facts suggest that the MPs who were absent from these three divisions
knew when and what they were supposed to vote on and by all accounts
intended to be absent. It seems reasonable, therefore, to count as abstaining,
MPs who missed these three divisions but who voted in at least one of the
20 report stage divisions or in the Third reading division taken the next day.
These MPs were in or about the House when the divisions occurred but did
not vote on the three divisions examined here. Thus we code ‘No’ votes as
0, absences as 0.5 and ‘Yes’ votes as 1.67 The results are shown in Table 2.68

MPs’ social morality – their preferences on this issue – has a statistically
significant impact on how they voted. All else equal, the more morally
conservative an MP the more likely he or she is to vote for these
amendments (that is, against the Liberal Cabinet’s original bill). That being
said, party affiliation also affects MPs’ voting choices. If party is little more
than a voluntary agglomeration of like-minded individuals, then controlling
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for MPs’ preferences over social morality should rob the party variables of
any explanatory power. That does not happen: Bloc and Liberal MPs were
far more likely to vote against these amendments all else (including
preferences) being equal. The marginal effects of party and preferences are
not obvious in these sorts of non-linear models. Table 3 shows the
probability of a Liberal and Reform MP voting for or against or abstaining
on Motion 7 given varying levels of moral conservatism. Values of the other
variables in the model are held at their means, so what one sees are the
marginal effects of party and preferences on the vote choice of an MP who
represents an average riding. The levels of moral conservatism correspond
to the values of the tenth, fiftieth and ninetieth percentiles in the Liberal and
Reform Parties. Table 3 sets in sharp relief how much more powerful party
is relative to preferences. The probability that even the most morally
conservative Liberal MP will actively or passively resist his party’s position
(by cross-voting or abstaining) is just 22 per cent (Absent = 14 per cent +
‘Yes’ = eight per cent); s/he is over three times as likely to vote the party
line (78 per cent). Change that same MP’s party affiliation from Liberal to
Reform, however, and s/he is almost certain (95.7 per cent) to vote against
the (Liberal) Cabinet. (In the event 26 of 152 Liberal MPs abstained or
cross-voted.) Party, it would seem, not only matters, but matters a great deal
relative to preferences.

The Voting Behaviour of Deserters

In all of the above tests MPs’ preferences are estimated from their survey
responses. In light of this, one might well argue that the preferences tapped
by the surveys and those that guide MPs’ voting decisions are two entirely
different things. An MP could, for example, privately believe that abortion
should be legal and say so on the survey. Nevertheless, given years of
correspondence with his/her constituents the MP may be acutely aware of
the fact that a large majority of his constituents oppose legalised abortions
and hence s/he may vote against it in the division lobbies. In other words,
the surveys may tap MPs’ sincere policy preferences while their votes are
guided by their electorally induced preferences. Under these circumstances,
it would not be surprising to find little connection between MPs’
preferences and their voting behaviour; one has simply measured the wrong
preferences.69 One way to respond to this argument is to examine the voting
behaviour of MPs who left their parties either to join another party or to sit
as independents. The test is simple: MPs’ voting behaviour prior to their
departure is compared to their voting behaviour after their departure. If
party is simply a label rather than an organisation capable of altering
preferences, then pre- and post-departure voting records should be very
similar.70 The advantage of this test relative to the others is that it does not
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rest on any survey data whatsoever. Thus, worries about the discrepancies
between MPs’ sincere and induced preferences, the temporal distance from
the application of the candidate surveys to the act of voting in the division
lobbies, the inherent measurement error of survey instruments and any
doubts about the multiple imputation of missing survey responses are all
addressed by this simple test. Table 4 shows the percentage of votes that the
eight party-leavers in this sample cast for (that is, with) and against their
original parties before and after their departure. The table also shows the
percentage of divisions missed by the MP and the number of votes on which
these percentages are based.

The results are striking. In every single case there is a marked change in
voting behaviour. The within country and overall means indicate that party-
leavers are far less likely to vote for their original parties (65.4 per cent to
8.5 per cent on the overall mean) and were far more likely to miss divisions
altogether (31.2 per cent to 66.1 per cent on the overall mean) after their
departures.71 It is hard to square these results with a model in which
preferences are unaffected by party.72

CONCLUSION

Krehbiel’s simple preference-driven model of legislative behaviour is
designed to drive home two points: 1) parties are not necessary for
cohesion; and 2) party-based models of legislative behaviour do not
produce unique observable implications vis-à-vis a naive spatial model
driven solely by the preferences of individual parliamentarians. From this
perspective parties are not essential elements of legislative theories. The
implications for empirical research are clear: pay attention to legislators’
preferences and legislative rules – the things tell us which legislator is the
median voter, veto point and so on – but, do not worry too much about
political parties. The evidence presented here suggests that this null model
(as far as parties are concerned) can safely be rejected. MPs’ ideological
preferences affect their behaviour, of course, but one cannot go beyond this
and declare that parties do not matter once individual preferences have been
taken into account, or – stated more bluntly – that parties are no more than
shared preferences. An extreme statement of this sort is demonstrably
untrue: even after one controls for MPs’ ideological preferences, an MP’s
party membership tells us a good deal about how that MP is likely to behave
(see Tables 2, 3 and 4). This is, in fact, an understatement. An MP’s party
affiliation provides vastly more information about his or her behaviour than
do his or her preferences (see especially Table 3 and 4). Preferences are,
nevertheless, still part of the overall picture and in this light the position that
MPs’ behaviour is driven by preferences that are constrained by both party
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and legislative rules appears quite reasonable. Again, the implications for
empirical research are clear: in addition to legislative and electoral rules,
pay careful attention to the ways in which parties condition and constrain
their members’ preferences.
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matters which they are sure will not split their parties (as in Figure 1a). (See H. Berkeley,
Crossing the Floor [London: Allen and Unwin, 1972], p.125.) In this instance, free votes
would suffer from a form of selection bias.

• Free votes typically involve moral issues (for example, abortion and capital punishment).
It is not clear how well MPs’ preference on these matters help one predict their
preferences on broader economic and social issues.

30. I employed the following candidate surveys: Canadian Candidate Study, 1993, Principal
Investigator: L. Erickson; British Candidate Study, 1992, Principal Investigators: P. Norris
and J. Lovenduski (ESRC Study No. 3287). These surveys polled the attitudes of all major
party candidates in the elections just prior to the parliaments that I examine here. MPs are
obviously a strict subset of parliamentary candidates. The response rates for these surveys
were 53.1 per cent for the Canadian survey and 69 per cent for the British survey. See L.
Erickson, ‘Might More Women Make a Difference? Gender Party and Ideology Among
Parliamentary Candidates’, Canadian Journal of Political Science, 30/4 (1997), p.666; and
P. Norris and J. Lovenduski, Political Recruitment: Gender, Race and Class in the British
Parliament (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).

31. A disadvantage of survey-based estimates of MPs’ preferences is that they are coarse
relative to the complete preference orderings that NOMINATE can produce. Left-right self-
placement scales, for example, provide an obvious measure of MPs’ ideological
preferences, but force MPs to cluster on only seven or ten points (as the case may be),
thereby obscuring connections between ideology and behaviour. This problem is not
entirely avoidable, but was ameliorated by constructing more finely grained scales from the
survey items.

32. My approach is very similar to the ‘vanilla’ approach used by Gabel and Huber, that is factor
analyse all issue items (the source here being candidate surveys not party manifestos) via
principal components and take the factor that explains the most variance in the data as the
left-right dimension. The difference between my method and Gabel and Huber’s is that I do
not constrain the factor analysis to return just one factor. See M. Gabel and J. Huber,
‘Putting Parties in Their Place: Inferring Party Left-Right Ideological Positions from Party
Manifestos Data’, American Journal of Political Science, 44/1 (2000), pp.94–103.

33. Under this re-scaling rule a five-point item (strongly agree, agree, … strongly disagree)
would be coded 0, .25, .5, .75, 1 from left to right; a three-point item would be coded 0, .5,
1. Additive scales were used in place of factor scores because non-responding MPs were (by
definition) omitted from the factor analyses and I did not think it reasonable to assume that
the factor scores would be exactly the same had non-responding MPs’ (unobserved) answers
been part of the analysis. I make the weaker assumption that the rotated factor solutions
would still show the same variables loading on the same factors, albeit with different (and
unobservable) weights, had non-responding MPs’ answers been included in the factor
analyses. 

The British left-right scale was based on nine items and had 37 intervals. The
Canadian left-right scale was also based on nine survey items but it had only 23 intervals.
The British devolution scale was created from five items and had 15 intervals. The Canadian
moral conservatism scale was built from seven items and had 27 intervals. MPs were
assigned scores on these scales based on their responses to the relevant questions.

A chief advantage of this construction is that it is possible to say in a concrete fashion
that MP answered ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ to more rightist policy items than MPj.
Moreover, if one also considers the high degree of ideological constraint exhibited by MPs
and their shared political culture, comparisons across individuals on these scales (but not
countries) would seem to be meaningful. A high degree of ideological constraint, after all,
implies that MPs are not answering questions randomly, and a shared political culture, that
they are placing similar weights on similar policy items. Thus, there is a sound basis for
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taking the difference in the number of rightist responses given by any two MPs as indicative
of the true ideological distance between these individuals.

34. I used NORM 2.2 for Windows to generate six British data-sets and ten Canadian data-sets.
NORM 2.2 for Windows is written by Joseph Schafer and is available on-line at
www.stat.psu.edu/˜jsl/. For information on multiple imputation, see D. Rubin, ‘Multiple
Imputation After 18+ Years’, Journal of The American Statistical Association, 91/434
(1996), pp.473–89; D. Rubin, Multiple Imputation for Nonresponse in Surveys (New York:
Wiley and Sons, 1986); D. Rubin, ‘Formalizing Subjective Notions About the Effect of
Nonrespondents in Sample Surveys’, Journal of the American Statistical Association,
72/359 (1977), pp.538–43; R. Little and D. Rubin, ‘The Analysis of Social Science Data
with Missing Values’, Sociological Methods and Research, 18/2 & 3 (1989), pp.292–326; J.
Schafer, Analysis of Incomplete Multivariate Data (London: Chapman & Hall, 1997).

The percentages of data missing in the data-sets were 11.0 per cent for Britain and 8.2
per cent for Canada. The percentage of missing data should not be confused with the
response rates of the surveys (on which see note 30 above) or the rate of missing
information in any particular variable (on which see Rubin, Multiple Imputation for
Nonresponse in Surveys). To conceive of the percentage of missing data the reader should
imagine the data-set as a matrix of n cases by k variables. For every one of the nk cells in
the matrix a datum is observed (that is, the cell contains some realisation of the kth variable
for the nth case) or missing, in which case the cell is empty. The percentage of missing data
is just the percentage of the nk cells that are empty. There are two reasons why the
percentage of missing data is far lower than the non-response rates of the candidate surveys
might lead one to expect. First, some variables such as the MP’s age, educational
background, party affiliation, parliamentary rank, date of first election and the like were
available from public sources such as the Canadian Parliamentary Guide or Dod’s
Parliamentary Companion. In these cases, a missing cell could be filled with the observed
datum. The second reason is technical, but put very simply, the more observed data one has
on hand, the better one does at estimating values for the missing data. This does not occur
because of a larger sample size (though that helps), but because the addition of fully
observed background variables makes it more likely that one has accounted for unobserved
differences in the survey responses of respondents and non-respondents (Rubin,
‘Formalizing Subjective Notions About the Effect of Nonrespondents in Sample Surveys’,
p.540). The aim then is to include in the matrix vectors of observed data that are thought to
be related to the missing data (see Rubin, Multiple Imputation for Nonresponse in Surveys
and ‘Multiple Imputation After 18+ Years’, pp.478–9). As the number of fully observed
vectors are added to the matrix, the percentage of cells with missing data necessarily
shrinks. I used three sources of information to help impute survey responses for non-
responding MPs: 

• Survey responses from all other major party candidates (as per X. Meng, ‘Multiple 
Imputation Inferences With Uncongenial Sources of Input’, Statistical Science, 9/4
[1994], p.541, with a dummy variable to identify winners [that is, MPs] and losers). With 
the addition of these cases non-responding MPs comprise 19.8 per cent of available 
British observations and 21.5 per cent of available Canadian observations.

• Socio-economic profiles of every constituency garnered from recent census data.
• The electoral histories (that is, party vote shares) of every constituency over the past three 

elections in each country. 

Once these data are included in the data matrix, the percentage of missing data due to non-
responding MPs is quite small.

35. This operational decision has little if any impact on the article’s results because there is not
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much difference between the ideological medians of the parties’ front and backbenches.
36. It should be noted that Norton (Dissension in the House of Commons: Intra-Party Dissent

in the House of Commons’ Division Lobbies, 1945–1974 and Dissension in the House of
Commons, 1974–1979) still counts votes cast in this fashion as instances of dissent. This is
quite sensible: even though these votes are not cast against party policy, they are cast against
the instructions of the party whip and the latter, not the former, is the standard by which a
dissenting vote is defined.

37. Wearing (personal communication, 1999) lists dissent on 160 of 735 total divisions (21.8
per cent). However, 32 of the 160 divisions with dissent were on Private Members’ Bills
where it is not clear if the whips were on. An additional eight divisions saw dissent only by
members of the minor New Democratic Party. Data on dissent in the British Commons do
not include the Liberal Democrats or the nationalist parties (for example, Norton,
Dissension in the House of Commons, 1974–1979). Excluding the dissenting divisions on
Private Members’ Bills and divisions that saw only New Democrats dissent leaves major
party dissent on 120 of 735 (16.3 per cent) divisions.

38. Norton (Dissension in the House of Commons: Intra-Party Dissent in the House of
Commons’ Division Lobbies, 1945–1974, p.xi) defines a cross-vote as a vote cast by an MP
against his or her party in a division in which the two main parties oppose one another (as
opposed, in particular, to a division in which the Opposition front bench abstains). This
definition is not well-suited to the Canadian case where there are two main opposition
parties, so consider a cross-vote here as simply a vote cast by an MP against his or her party
in a division in which his or her party participates. Almost all dissenting votes in the
Canadian Commons are cross-votes because Canadian opposition parties almost never
abstain from divisions.

39. Wearing, ‘Guns, Gays, and Gadflies’. 
40. Gabel and Huber, ‘Putting Parties in Their Place’; J. Huber and R. Inglehart, ‘Expert

Interpretations of Party Space and Party Locations in 42 Societies’, Party Politics, 1/1
(1995), pp.73–111; M. Laver and B. Hunt, Policy and Party Competition (London:
Routledge, 1992).

41. Rubin, Multiple Imputation for Nonresponse in Surveys, pp.114–15.
42. Huber and Inglehart, ‘Expert Interpretations of Party Space and Party Locations in 42

Societies’; Gabel and Huber, ‘Putting Parties in Their Place’.
43. Poole and Rosenthal, Congress, pp.252–8.
44. In this context, the term ‘devolution’ refers simply to the handing over of some measure of

authority by one body to another and not to the recent constitutional changes in Scotland and
Wales. ‘Devolution scale’ is simply more concise than ‘decentralisation of national
sovereignty scale’. The devolution scale and the British left-right scale are correlated at r = .4.

45. The sample of EU-related divisions included 64 divisions on the European Communities
(Amendment) Bill, two on the Treaty of Maastricht (Social Protocol), two on the European
Communities (Finance) Bill, one on European Communities, one on the European Union
and one on Europe and a Referendum. See Dissension in the House of Commons 1992 to
1997 Codebook (ECSR Study No.4055).

46. It would be difficult to footnote each and every division where this occurred, but two
prominent examples are the Second (Parliamentary Debates [Hansard] 21 May 1992,
pp.597–600) and Third (Parliamentary Debates [Hansard] 20 May 1993, pp.469–71)
readings of the Maastricht Treaty.

47. Poole and Rosenthal, Congress, p.228.
48. An F-test failed to reject the null hypothesis that the LEFT-RIGHT and the LEFT-

RIGHT×LABOUR MP coefficients were jointly insignificant.
49. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada (Hansard) (Ottawa: The Queen’s Printer, 20

Sept. 1994), p.5871. Volumes used here are available on-line at www.parl.gc.ca/cgi-
bin/hansard/e_hansard_master.pl.
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50. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 22 Sept. 1994, p.6029.
51. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 13 June 1995, p.13769.
52. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 13 June 1995, p.13770.
53. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 14 June 1995, pp.13837–9.
54. B. Rasch, ‘Parliamentary Floor Voting Procedures and Agenda Setting in Europe’,

Legislative Studies Quarterly, 25/1 (2000), pp.16–17.
55. The bill, moreover, was not an omnibus bill of the sort encountered in the US Congress, full

of sub-clauses designed to dole out particularistic benefits to MPs’ constituencies. It is
unlikely then that MPs’ preferences over social morality were trumped by strategic
considerations over the distribution of political pork. Nor is it possible to argue that the
votes on these amendments were matters of confidence. The confidence convention in the
Canadian Commons is not nearly so strong that a Government would be forced to resign
upon losing divisions on amendments to a bill, even an important one. On this last point, see
C. Franks, The Parliament of Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), p.139.

56. There would seem to be little incentive for respondents to misrepresent their preferences in
an anonymous survey. Of course, one might argue that the surveys are simply poor
instruments for measuring preferences, sincere or not.

57. Hagar and Talbert, ‘Looking for the Party Label’, p.81.
58. I omit independent, Conservative and NDP MPs from the analysis. Independents and

Conservatives are excluded because it is nonsensical to talk of dissent when a member
belongs to no party or when only one party member votes. The small size of the NDP (five
of nine NDP MPs voted in these amendments) severely limits their contribution to the
analysis from a statistical and a substantive standpoint.

59. P. Kennedy, A Guide to Econometrics (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 3rd Edn. 1992), p.236.
The hypothesis is that younger MPs are more willing to accept alternative lifestyles.
Variables such as the MP’s sex and educational level did not have any impact on the models.
The percentage of rural polls in a constituency, a good indicator of how urban and
cosmopolitan the constituency is, also had no effect. This may be because the percentage of
immigrants is already an excellent indicator of those characteristics. The general hypothesis
is that a high level of immigrants and non-religious constituents are negatively correlated to
votes for these amendments (both because these variables mark a constituency as
cosmopolitan and also because immigrants were protected under the government’s original
wording). A large Catholic presence, on the other hand, should be positively correlated with
support for the amendments given the Catholic Church’s opposition to homosexuality. It is
conceivable, however, that the percentage of immigrants is positively correlated to support
for the latter two motions. These motions attempted to remove references to sexual
orientation while leaving untouched references to crimes motivated by bias and prejudice.
Morally traditional immigrant or ethnic communities might well want this protection
without having to recognise sexual orientation as a legitimate object of hate crimes.

60. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 14 June 1995, pp.13760–95.
61. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 15 June 1995, pp.13978–9.
62. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 8 June 1995, pp.13448–9.
63. Debates of the House of Commons of Canada, 13 June 1995, pp.13760–95.
64. See, for example, ‘Internal Party Fight Over Bill Sputters: Solidarity Reigns’, Globe and

Mail (24 Nov. 1994), p.A6; ‘Liberals face rough ride in House Explosive issues top agenda
as MPs return to Ottawa’, Toronto Star (6 Feb. 1995), p.A9; ‘Liberals expected to pass 3
thorny bills within a week: “The longer they let things drag on the more difficult it would
be to control their backbenchers”’, Vancouver Sun (13 June 1995), p.A7.

65. See also Franks, The Parliament of Canada, p.105.
66. ‘Iftody to Rebel Again’, Winnipeg Free Press (15 June 1995), p.A1.
67. Only 16 per cent of MPs missed all 21 divisions. A vast majority (76 per cent) of MPs voted
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in 11 or more of the 21 divisions. Two hundred and thirty-five MPs are counted as
participating in the divisions on Motion 6, 7, and 8, implying that 60 MPs were excluded
from the analysis either because they missed all 21 divisions or because they were not
members of one of the three major parties. The results of the divisions were as follows:
Motion 6: 52 Yes, 16 Absent, 167 No; Motion 7: 58 Yes, 17 Absent, 160 No; Motion 8: 63
Yes, 20 Absent, 152 No.

68. My coding and sample selection rules are defensible. I used a logistic regression to discern
statistical differences between MPs who missed all report stage motions but attended the
Third reading division the following day. The dichotomous dependent variable was Third
reading but not report stage attendance (1) versus some report stage attendance (0). The
independent variables were exactly the same as those in the voting models shown in Table
3 plus a variable indicating the MPs parliamentary rank (whip, minister, shadow minister,
and so on). These are variables that are hypothesised to lead MPs to resist the Government’s
bill, either by voting against it or (of greater concern here) by avoiding intentionally the
divisions on C-41. The only variable that even approached statistical significance was rank,
with those attending only the Third reading division being of higher rank. This is a sensible
result given that ministers and party leaders typically miss many more votes than
backbenchers. With the dependent variable changed to differentiate between those who
attended at least one division (that is, my sample) and those who missed all 21 divisions
(that is, those dropped from the analysis), the same model found virtually no differences
between the two groups. (Only the percentage of non-religious constituents approached
statistical significance.) Therefore selection bias does not seem to be a problem. 

Finally, I altered the dependent variable so that it separated those who voted only in
the Third reading division (but missed all report stage divisions) from those who missed all
21 divisions (and who were dropped from the analysis). The former were included in the
analysis and counted as abstaining. Given the evidence from the interviews and media it is
not hard to believe that MPs who had, in fact, voted during the report stage, that is, who
were demonstrably in the House the afternoon these motions were voted on, absented
themselves intentionally. It is more difficult to accept that MPs who showed up only the next
day for the Third reading vote did the same thing. However, the selection model not only
uncovered statistically significant differences between the two groups, but showed that
these differences occurred on many of the same variables that were correlated with
abstention or ‘yes’ votes in the voting models, that is, percentage of immigrants, Catholics,
non-religious people and the MP’s age. In other words, the variables that separate
abstentions and ‘Yes’ votes from ‘No’ votes are exactly those that separate those who voted
only in the Third reading division from those who missed all 21 divisions on C-41. This last
result in particular would seem to justify my decision to count as abstaining those MPs who
missed all 20 report stage divisions but who attended the Third reading division. 

69. The argument and example were suggested by an anonymous referee. 
70. Hagar and Talbert, ‘Looking for the Party Label’; G. Cox, ‘On the Effects of Legislative

Rules’, Legislative Studies Quarterly, 25/2 (2000), p.182. Whether the MP leaves or is
expelled is moot. In either case, the null hypothesis is that a change in party affiliation does
not lead to a change in voting behaviour.

71. The means are just the simple means across members; they are not weighted by the number
of divisions. Within countries, the simple and weighted means are very similar.

72. One might argue that MPs’ simply changed their preferences. This could happen, for
example, if MPs’ preferences are electorally induced and their electorate undergoes a
significant change during the parliamentary term. This hypothesis can, in fact, be rejected.
A substantial redistribution was conducted in Britain in 1995 and Butler and Kavanagh (The
British General Election of 1997 [New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997], p.258) record an
index of change measuring the inflow and outflow of voters relative to the size of a
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constituency’s electoral base. If changes to MPs’ electorates motivate changes in their
behaviour, then one would expect to see relatively large indices of change for the electorates
of the four British party-leavers. This is not the case. The average index of change among
Conservative constituencies was 25; among the defectors, only Body’s constituency
experienced greater than average change (62) – and his behaviour changed the least. I also
compared the defectors to six loyal Conservatives whose constituencies experienced large
changes. The pre- and post-redistribution voting patterns (in the same divisions) of these six
MPs were almost identical: Pre-redistribution: 70.5 per cent For, 0.7 per cent Versus, 29.2
per cent Absent; Post-redistribution, 69.4 per cent For, 0.0 per cent Versus, 30.7 per cent
Absent. In addition, the political impact of the redistribution was similar across both
defectors’ and loyalists’ constituencies. 

APPENDIX

IDEOLOGICAL SCALES

Tables A1–A4 list the survey items that are used to create the ideological scales used in this paper.
Items’ response categories (Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, Strongly Disagree) are
also noted.

TABLE A1

SURVEY ITEMS USED TO CONSTRUCT BRITISH LEFT-RIGHT 

IDEOLOGICAL SCALE

LEFT–RIGHT SCALE Categories

1. Do you think the government should or should not encourage the growth 
of private medicine? 5

2. Do you think the government should or should not introduce stricter laws 
to regulate trade unions? 5

3. Do you think that trade unions in this country have far too much power, 
too much power, etc…? 5

4. And do you think that business and industry have far too much power, 
too much power, etc…? 5

5. There is one law for the rich and one for the poor (Agree/Disagree). 5
6. There is no need for strong unions to protect employees’ working conditions 

and wages (Agree/Disagree). 5
7. Private enterprise is the best way to solve Britain’s economic problems 

(Agree/Disagree). 5
8. Major public services and industries ought to be in state ownership 

(Agree/Disagree). 5
9. It is government’s responsibility to provide a job for everyone who wants one

(Agree/Disagree). 5
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TABLE A2

SURVEY ITEMS USED TO CONSTRUCT BRITISH DEVOLUTION 

IDEOLOGICAL SCALE

DEVOLUTION SCALE Categories

1. On the whole do you think the UK’s interests are better served by closer 
links with Western Europe, America, or both equally? 3

2. How would you like to see the EC develop: a) a fully integrated Europe 
with most major decisions taken by a European government … 
d) complete British withdrawal from the EC? 4

3. Which of these statements comes closest to your view: 
a) Scotland should become independent, separate from the UK and the 
EC … d) There should be no change from the present system? 4

4. Which of these statements comes closest to your view: a) Wales should 
become independent, separate from the UK and the EC … 
d) There should be no change from the present system? 4

TABLE A3

SURVEY ITEMS USED TO CONSTRUCT CANADIAN LEFT-RIGHT 

IDEOLOGICAL SCALE

LEFT–RIGHT SCALE Categories

1. Do you think government should see to it that everyone has a job or leave 
people to get ahead on their own? 2

2. Capital punishment is never justified no matter what the crime (Agree/Disagree). 5
3. The welfare state makes people nowadays less willing to look after themselves

(Agree/Disagree). 5
4. We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country (Agree/Disagree). 5
5. Which of these statements comes closest to your view: a) we can only be sure 

everyone’s needs are meet if the government provides the same services to all; 
b) the government should not provide services to those who can afford them. 2

6. Which of these statements comes closest to your view: a) government should 
control inflation even if it means higher unemployment; b) government should 
control unemployment even if it means higher inflation? 2

7. The government must do more to reduce the income gap between poor and 
rich Canadians (Agree/Disagree). 5

8. We must crack down on crime, even if it means that criminals lose their rights 
(Agree/Disagree). 5

9. Do you approve or disapprove of party quotas and affirmative action for 
women candidates? 4
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TABLE A4

SURVEY ITEMS USED TO CONSTRUCT CANADIAN SOCIAL 

CONSERVATISM IDEOLOGICAL SCALE

SOCIAL MORALITY SCALE Categories 

1. Which of the following positions on abortion is closest to your own: 
Never permitted… A woman’s personal choice. 3

2. People today don’t have enough respect for traditional values 
(Agree/Disagree). 5

3. The banning of pornographic films and magazines is necessary to uphold 
moral standards? (Agree/Disagree). 5

4. Society would be better off if more women stayed home with their children 
(Agree/Disagree). 5

5. Homosexual couples should be allowed to get legally married? 
(Agree/Disagree). 5

6. Only people who are legally married should be having children 
(Agree/Disagree). 5

7. Respect for authority is one of the most important things that children 
should learn? (Agree/Disagree). 5
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