
 
 
PoliVolume is a joint initiative launched by Dr. Jared Wesley (University of Alberta, Political 
Science) and Darkhorse Analytics.  We measure the volume of tweets during an election 
campaign as a gauge of how well parties are setting the political agenda.  Here’s the theory and 
method behind our work. 
 
Election campaigns are seldom “great debates” over public policy. (1) 
 

Few elections feature battles over public versus private health care, for instance, or strict 
environmental conservation versus all-out economic development. (2) 
 
Society has reached consensus over how to address the biggest of these policy 
questions.  Political parties know this, and are highly unlikely to defend the unpopular 
side of the debate. (3) 

​
Instead, parties compete to set the political agenda - to focus attention on a favourable set of 
issues. (4) 
​  

The electorate has a firm sense of which parties they trust to handle particular issues. 
They may feel left-leaning parties are better at handling social issues, for example, while 
right-wing parties are better at managing the economy. This is known as “issue 
ownership”. (5) 
 
Parties compete to ensure their owned issues are talked about most often.  This 
increases the chance that voters will enter the ballot booth thinking about how their party 
can solve the most important challenges facing society. (6) 
 

For parties, success means people are talking about their owned issues. (7) 
 

By measuring which issues are being discussed most often, we can determine which 
party is most successful in setting the political agenda. (8) 
 
By observing which issues parties are emphasizing over the course of the campaign, we 
can tell who is winning this part of the contest. (9) 

 

https://www.ualberta.ca/arts/about/people-collection/jared-wesley
https://www.darkhorseanalytics.com/


The dials at PoliVolume.com show which issues are being talked about most on Twitter, over 
the course of the 2019 Alberta Provincial Election. 
 
​ We’re tracking all of the major hashtags (#ableg, #abvote, #abelxn). 
 

Every tweet is analyzed using the Policy Agendas coding scheme from Lexicoder.  This  
categorizes each tweet as belonging to one or more policy categories. (10) 
 
We test conventional assumptions about issue ownership in Canada.  In general, 
Canadian voters are viewed as trusting left-leaning parties to handle social and 
environmental issues, and right-leaning parties to handle the economy and public safety.  
 

If these assumptions hold true in Alberta, it means the New Democratic Party (NDP) has an 
edge when voters are talking about social and environmental issues, and the United 
Conservative Party (UCP) is successful when people are talking about the economy and 
budgets.  This is backed up by a GlobalNews/IPSOS poll at the outset of the 2019 provincial 
election campaign.  These assumptions are open to challenge, and will be tested through our 
research.  

 
Research suggests that Canadians’ views on issue ownership change periodically, and 
do not always follow the conventional left/right divide. (11)  This research has been 
completed at the federal level, where the presence of a strong centrist party (the 
Liberals) has complicated the picture considerably. 
 
Our own Alberta Provincial Election Project survey will assess which parties voters trust 
to handle which sets of issues. 
 
Many conversations on Twitter focus on things other than policy.  While the data below 
doesn’t touch on elements like leadership, it contributes to a broader picture about how 
each party is faring in the election campaign.​  
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