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Abstract: Building on in-depth case studies and extensive theory-building by
Canadian multilevel governance scholars, this article identifies and describes multilevel policy involvement by federal, provincial, municipal, private, and NGO actors in three policy phases and eighteen policy domains that specifically involve
local governments in Canada. Drawing from an original pan-Canadian survey of
municipal mayors and councillors, we show that municipal politicians see multilevel policy involvement as remarkably prevalent across many policy domains.
Using an original measure of multilevel policy involvement, we identify the policy
domains in which policy involvement is most concentrated or fragmented and
then describe the correlates of this measure. Multilevel policy involvement, we
argue, is more clearly associated with policy phase and policy domain than with
municipal population or region. We conclude with a discussion of implications for
future research.
Sommaire : En s’appuyant sur des études de cas approfondies et sur l’importante
élaboration de théories faite par des chercheurs canadiens sur la gouvernance
multi-niveaux, cet article détermine et décrit le degré d’implication d’intervenants
fédéraux, provinciaux, municipaux, privés et au sein d’ONG dans la politique
multi-niveaux, et ce, dans trois étapes d’élaboration de la politique et dans dixhuit domaines de politique impliquant les gouvernements locaux au Canada.
Nous nous inspirons d’un sondage pancanadien original, mené auprès de maires
et de conseillers municipaux, pour démontrer que les politiciens municipaux
considèrent l’intervention dans la politique multi-niveaux hautement répandue
dans de nombreux domaines de politique. Nous utilisons un outil de mesure
original pour l’intervention dans la politique multi-niveaux, afin d’identifier les
domaines de politique dans lesquels l’implication est la plus concentrée ou
fragmentée, et nous décrivons ensuite les corrélations de cette mesure. Nous soutenons que l’intervention dans la politique multi-niveaux est plus clairement
associée avec l’étape d’élaboration de politique et avec le domaine, qu’elle ne l’est
avec la population municipale ou la région. L’article conclut en offrant une discussion sur des pistes de recherches futures.
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Introduction
Public policy scholars with interests in the institutional dynamics of
Canadian public policy have typically focused on the role of federal and
provincial governments, and the relations between them, in the policy
process (Bakvis and Skogstad 2012, Wallner 2014). In recent years, however, a combination of factors – relative quiet on the constitutional file, the
heightened salience of “complex policy domains” in Canadian cities, new
attention to Indigenous governance and reconciliation – has prompted a
new interest in the role of other actors in the policy process, such as municipalities, private actors, Indigenous communities, and NGOs. While these
actors are hardly new policy players in Canada, sustained academic attention to their role in public policy development and implementation has
until recently been the preserve of a small number of pathbreaking scholars (Bradford 2002).
Nearly all of the work that has emerged from this new interest in the
multilevel dynamics of Canadian policymaking has focused on case
studies of policy domains in which multiple actors are clearly engaged
in the policy process, such as immigrant settlement (Good 2009, H. Smith
2004, Tolley and Young 2011), emergency planning (Henstra 2013), or
homelessness (Doberstein 2016, A. Smith 2016). What is less clear, at this
point, is how these policy domains fit within the broader spectrum of
activities in which non-constitutional actors such as municipalities are
involved. Are these domains typical of other areas of policy? Is intensive
involvement of multiple actors confined to a few high-profile domains,
or is it distributed more evenly across a range of policy areas? Is it possible to describe multilevel policy involvement more systematically across
policy domains?
Our goal in this article is to begin to address these questions. Drawing
from a new survey of more than 1,000 mayors and councillors from municipalities across Canada, we provide a big-picture overview of multilevel
policy involvement across eighteen policy domains that involve local governments to some extent. We then distill our data into a novel measure of
multilevel policy involvement, allowing for systematic comparison of multilevel policy dynamics across geography, phases of the policy process, and
policy domains. These measures provide us with a valuable first look at
multilevel policy involvement from the municipal point of view, and they
point the way toward a large-scale comparative approach to multilevel governance in Canada.

Background
The study of institutions and public policy in Canada has traditionally focused on federal and provincial governments. Many of Canada’s leading
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policy scholars have devoted themselves to the question of how policymaking works within federal and provincial governments, how the two levels of
government interact, and how policymaking authority has been distributed
between them. Well-established periodization schemes in the development
of federal-provincial interaction and policymaking have given way to approaches that are more sensitive to the ways that federal-provincial interaction has evolved differently across policy domains. In most of this work,
however – whether focused on identifying major “types” or “periods” of
federalism at an aggregated level or on more disaggregated analysis of specific domains – federal and provincial governments loom large as the major
institutional players in the analysis (Bakvis and Skogstad 2012, Schertzer
2015, Simeon 2002).
The tendency to focus on federal and provincial governments has in turn
led scholars to examine policy areas that involve these governments, such
as immigration, healthcare, and income security. When local actors such as
municipalities and non-governmental organizations are mentioned in these
studies of Canadian policymaking, if they are mentioned at all, they tend
to enter the narrative as advocates or in the implementation phase. The constitutional position of Canadian municipalities as so-called “creatures of
the provinces” plays a major role in these narratives; as Robert Young has
written, local authorities are “a competence of the provincial governments…
Provincial governments create them, regulate them, prescribe many of the
policies they implement, and, not infrequently, eliminate them through
amalgamation” (Young 2013: 1). This leads to a tendency to view municipalities, in Martin Horak’s words, as “policy takers, not policy makers, on the
intergovernmental stage” (Horak 2012: 350).
Yet, as both Horak and Young go on to argue, this constitutional picture
is too simple to capture the realities of Canadian policymaking. Canadian
municipalities are the sites of a vast array of complex policy files, some old
and some new, which are characterized by input and involvement by actors
outside the traditional federal-provincial nexus (Bradford 2005, H. Smith
2004). Of course, not all policy areas involve municipal governments (just
as not all policy areas involve federal or provincial governments). But the
lack of attention to the local perspective can lead to an incomplete picture of
policymaking in Canada. Canadian municipal politicians have the capacity
to leverage media profiles, electoral mandates, implementation responsibilities, and even infrastructure ownership (Sayers and Alcantara 2018) into
a level of involvement in public policy issues that goes well beyond what
one would expect from a “creature of the province.” Within this context,
the multilevel governance approach, which looks not just to formal jurisdiction but also to the complexities of actual policy involvement of state and
non-state actors, is increasingly valuable for understanding public policy
processes in Canada.
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Multilevel governance research brings local and non-governmental actors
directly into our understanding of Canadian policymaking. In policy areas
where there is some degree of local involvement, Bradford explains the importance of the multilevel approach to policy and research. He writes, “in
order to meet the policy challenges, new relations must be forged among
the state, civil society, and the economy, and within the different branches
and levels of government. These relations will be less hierarchical, more attuned to the needs and aspirations of diverse groups, and better able to use
different forms of knowledge” (Bradford 2005: 12). Putting this perspective
into a concise definition, Horak defines multilevel governance as, “a mode
of policymaking that involves complex interactions among multiple levels
of government and social forces” (Horak 2012: 339). Working from this definition, multilevel governance in this article refers not only to different levels
of government but also to different sectors; these sectors, notably the private
sector and the third sector, are generally conceived of as local (see Horak
and Young 2012), but can also span scales or jurisdictions themselves.
Studies of multilevel governance have tended to focus on specific policy domains, such as climate change adaptation (Bauer and Steurer 2014)
or emergency management (Henstra 2013). Outside Canada, a number of
researchers have begun to develop measures of key features of multilevel
governance, such as political authority, across countries and time. Led by
Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, these scholars have systematically tracked
the evolving authority of substate governments in 42 countries over nearly
60 years. Their findings demonstrate careful attention to the details of each
case while also identifying large-scale trends in the direction of increasing regional authority (Hooghe, Marks, and Schakel 2010). This attempt to
systematically measure and compare core aspects of multilevel governance
serves as a major source of inspiration for the approach that we develop
here.
A second source of inspiration for our approach in this article is Martin
Horak’s framework for understanding multilevel governance in Canadian
cities. In his informative and important concluding chapter to the 2012 edited volume Sites of Governance, Horak develops an exceptionally useful
framework for understanding both the actors (federal, provincial, municipal, and “social forces”) and the policy phases (policy advocacy, policy
development, resource provision, and policy implementation) involved in
multilevel governance processes. This framework enables a form of systematic mapping of multilevel governance that would previously have been lost
amidst the complexity of multilevel governance. “One of the most striking
aspects of multilevel governance in Canada’s big cities,” Horak concludes,
“is the tremendous variety of forms it takes” (Horak 2012: 341). In this article, we seek to build upon Horak’s analysis to outline this variety of forms
across an even larger array of policy domains and actors. We know that a
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number of actors are involved in policy areas such as climate change adaptation and immigrant settlement, but what about policy areas that are
more traditionally considered local? Is the involvement of multiple actors
only seen in certain policy areas or in certain phases of the policy process?
To answer these questions, we adapt Horak’s framework in this article
in three main ways. First, we add one new actor to our survey (regional
governments) and divide “social forces” into two new categories: private
businesses and non-governmental organizations. This allows us to more
precisely estimate the role of municipal governments (as distinguished
from regional governments in some provinces) as well as the role of social
forces in the policy process in Canadian municipalities. Second, we focus
on just three of Horak’s four phases of the policy process. We felt that our
survey instrument and sampling frame (described below) would be better
equipped to capture formal phases of the policy process (development, resource provision, and implementation), rather than the rather different aspects of policy agenda-setting and entrepreneurship associated with policy
advocacy. Finally, to bring additional comparative data into Horak’s analysis, we expand our focus beyond six important policy areas in Canada’s big
cities – the focus of the Horak analysis – to a larger list of eighteen policy
domains and all Canadian municipalities above 5,000 population.
A final note on our framework and argument. Martin Horak (2012) has
suggested that “academic definitions of multilevel governance often presuppose coordinated action. Yet the degree to which policy action is actually coordinated in multilevel governance varies widely” (p. 339). While we
agree with Horak, we do not address the extent to which actors at different
levels and in different sectors are coordinated in their policy efforts in this
article. Rather, we seek to explore, systematically and across an array of policy domains, the involvement of governmental and non-governmental actors
in policy areas that involve local governments to some extent in the policy
process.

Data and methods
As we have suggested above, our goal in this article is to begin to outline
large-scale comparative patterns of multilevel policy involvement in policy
areas that involve local actors, from the perspective of Canadian municipal
politicians. Our approach is simple: ask municipal councillors and mayors
from across Canada about their perceptions of multilevel policy involvement and report what they tell us. In this section, we outline the details and
motivation of this research design, including the survey frame, our measure
of multilevel policy involvement, and the strengths and weaknesses of the
approach.
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Sampling frame and respondents
Our findings are drawn from a survey of Canadian mayors and councillors.
In March and April of 2018, we distributed a survey invitation by email to a
population of 4,578 municipal mayors and councillors from across Canada.
To compile the invitation list, we collected the publicly available email addresses for all mayors and councillors in municipalities above 5,000 population, using census subdivisions in Statistics Canada’s 2016 census tables to
identify our list of municipalities.1 When email addresses were unavailable,
we requested them directly from city clerks. In a handful of municipalities,
officials did not respond to our request or (very rarely) refused to provide
email addresses. Overall, however, our population list includes nearly every
current municipal politician (well over 95 percent of the total) in Canadian
municipalities above 5,000 population. We collected data from municipalities in all provinces and territories; because of a very small number of responses from the North, however (just seven completed surveys), we exclude
the Territories from our analysis in this paper.
We chose to survey elected municipal politicians rather than other local
actors – such as senior municipal administrators – for three main reasons.
The first is practicality: while collecting the emails of 4,578 involved considerable effort, most of the email addresses that we needed were publicly
accessible, making it possible to compile our list of respondents without contacting hundreds of individual municipalities with email address requests.
The same would not be true for chief administrative officers or other senior
administrators, whose contact information is often much harder to access.
Second, we felt that a survey of elected politicians across Canada would
allow for comparability; unlike senior administrators whose roles and job
titles vary considerably across municipalities, mayors and councillors are
elected in broadly similar ways to serve broadly similar policymaking
functions across Canada. This allowed us to probe the association between,
say, population size and multilevel policy involvement without needing
to add controls for the job titles and roles of our respondents. Finally, and
perhaps most importantly, municipal politicians are important players in
Canadian multilevel governance; the informal, ad hoc, and non-institutionalized patterns of intergovernmental interaction that often characterize
multilevel governance in Canada mean that local politicians’ perceptions
provide a vital perspective on who is involved in multilevel policy processes
(Bramwell 2014; Miller and Smart 2012; Leo and August 2009). In addition
to the politician survey, however, we also received responses from 208 senior administrators whose email addresses were readily available in British
Columbia; we compare these responses to those of our main respondent
pool (elected politicians) in the section below.
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A total of 1,084 elected politicians consented to participate in the survey,
for an overall completion rate of 24 percent. As in many opt-in full-population elite surveys, we cannot know how representative our respondents are
of the population from which they are drawn. We can, however, check for
obvious sources of concern by comparing our respondents to the population on observable characteristics such as gender, province, and municipal
size. While we have no reason to expect that some of these factors, such as
gender, are related to opinions on multilevel policy involvement, we can
gain confidence about the representativeness of our sample on unobservable
characteristics of our respondents by comparing our sample to the population on characteristics that we are able to observe. Table 1 provides an outline
of these comparisons. Our respondents are very similar to the population
Table 1. Comparison of Sampling Frame and Respondents
Sampling Frame (%)

Respondents (%)

Men

67

64

Women

33

36

Alberta

14

16

British Columbia

11

8

Manitoba

4

3

New Brunswick

3

2

Newfoundland

2

3

Nova Scotia

5

5

Nunavut

0

0

Nthwest Territies

0

0

Ontario

30

26

Gender

Province

Prince Edward Island

1

0

Quebec

28

35

Saskatchewan

2

2

Yukon

0

0

Population
1st Quartile

24

26

2nd Quartile

25

25

3rd Quartile

25

25

4th Quartile

26

24
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from which they are drawn along most observable dimensions, including
gender and municipal population. Quebec respondents are somewhat overrepresented in our data than in the population, and Ontario politicians are
slightly underrepresented; online Appendix F thus reports regional breakdowns of our key results to confirm that the findings we report are not
driven by the Quebec respondents.2 While caution is always in order in
non-random elite survey research, the distributions in Table 1, combined
with the neutral tone of the survey questions themselves, provides little
reason to doubt that our results are broadly representative of the views of
Canadian municipal politicians.

Policy issues
As noted above, our goal was to move beyond areas of urban policymaking in which multilevel governance is prominent – such as climate change
policy or infrastructure – to outline broader patterns of policy involvement
across a wider array of local policy tasks. To assemble our preliminary list,
we collected all major reference texts and textbooks on Canadian municipal
politics and policy, compiled a list of policy tasks in which Canadian local
governments were described as being at least peripherally involved, and
then refined the list to exclude education policy (in which school boards,
rather than municipalities, are the most important local actor) and issues
that we considered too vague to be interpreted consistently by respondents
(such as “municipal development”). We then further refined the list by selecting at least one policy area from each broader policy domain (such as
“policing” from the larger domain of “protective services”). This helped to
narrow down the list of possibilities, but hard choices remained; we would
have liked to include many other issues in the survey – fire protection, sewage collection and treatment, public libraries, airports, and many others
– but had to balance comprehensiveness against the challenge of lengthening what was already a lengthy and demanding survey. Our approach was
thus to ensure that at least one issue was included from each general area
of municipal policy (excluding sewage collection but keeping solid waste
and water supply; excluding fire protection but keeping policing; excluding
public libraries but keeping culture and the arts) and that we covered as
many broad areas as possible. While our resulting list is by no means comprehensive, it includes a wide range of policy issues, covers a mix of “bread
and butter” municipal policy alongside more complex policy domains, and
includes many of the policy issues that we believe are salient in local communities across Canada (Table 2).3
Even after this fairly stringent winnowing-down process, asking our
respondents to provide detailed phase-by-phase, actor-by-actor, domain-by-domain detail on a list of eighteen policy issues would have made
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Table 2. Policy Issues Included in Survey
Climate change policy

Land use planning and regulation

Culture and the arts

Parks and recreation

Economic development

Policing

Electricity and Natural Gas Supply

Poverty reduction

Emergency planning

Public health

Homelessness

Public transit

Housing

Roads, Bridges, and Highways

Immigrant settlement

Solid waste (collection and disposal)

Indigenous relations / Indigenous
affairs

Water supply

for a long and tedious survey and very low response and completion rates.
We therefore asked each respondent about a random draw of half of the
issues in the list. This approach reduced our total pool of respondents for
each issue in the dataset, but it allowed us to gather data about a much larger
overall list of policy issues. Given our interest in broad patterns of involvement across a large array of issues, we believe this tradeoff was well worth
making.

Survey structure and questions
Following directly from Martin Horak’s framework, our survey was divided into three major parts: policy development, resource provision, and
policy implementation. In each part, we provided a very brief preface and
a clear, short, and easily visible definition of the relevant policy phase.4 We
then asked respondents to identify, for each actor (municipal, regional, provincial, federal, private, NGO) and policy domain, how involved the actor
was in that particular policy phase. Because the existence and structure of
regional and county government structures vary widely across Canada,
we allowed respondents to skip the regional question if it was inapplicable
to their local circumstances.5 We provide the full question texts in online
Appendix A.
In addition to each respondent’s responses in the survey, we matched a
number of contextual and demographic variables for each respondent, all
of which were collected by the research team while compiling the initial
email address lists. These include the respondent’s province and municipality, their position (mayor or councillor), their municipality’s population (2016
census), and the respondent’s gender.
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Measuring multilevel policy involvement
The basic raw data provided by our respondents is a series of 162 distinct
judgments about the level of involvement of each actor in each phase of each
of the nine policy domains to which they were randomly assigned. While
these “raw” judgments are very valuable and informative on their own, we
also want to use them to map overall levels of multilevel policy involvement
within distinct domains and policy phases. To do so requires a measure that
captures the extent to which multiple actors are perceived to be involved in
a particular phase of the policy process. If respondents’ involvement scores
indicate that multiple actors are involved in a policy domain, this should
produce a higher multilevel involvement score than if respondents indicate
that just one actor is involved in a specific domain.
Intuitively, then, most multilevel governance scholars operate on the assumption that policy domains in which one actor is primarily or exclusively
involved should receive a low score in a multilevel policy index, and domains in which several actors are equally involved should receive a high
score in such an index. The first situation might be characterized as one
in which policy involvement is “concentrated” in a single actor, while the
second situation is one in which policy involvement is “fragmented” across
several actors. We therefore use a well known measure of market concentration, the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI), to capture the concentration
or fragmentation of actors’ involvement in a particular policy domain. Since
the HHI captures the concentration of a market, we take the complement of
the HHI as our measure of multilevel policy involvement. A high score on
our index, which we will call the “Multilevel Policy Involvement Index”
(MPII), indicates a more fragmented involvement “market” in a policy domain, while a lower score indicates that involvement is more concentrated in
a smaller number of actors. We describe the MPII in more detail, as well as
the exact process by which we calculated it, in online Appendix B.

Findings
We begin with the “leaders table.” Table 3 displays the actor or actors with
the highest mean involvement score for each policy domain and phase. In
cases in which one actor was clearly predominant in the involvement scores,
we have included just one actor; in all other cases we have included the
two most prominent actors.6 A few features of the data are immediately
apparent in the table. First, local elected officials appear to see considerably
more variation across domains than across policy phases: in all but two cases,
the most important actor in a policy domain is consistent across all three
phases. Whether this pattern reflects our respondents’ lack of familiarity
with the distinction among the three phases, a genuine pattern of consistent
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Table 3. Most Important Actors, By Domain and Phase

Climate Change Policy
Culture and Arts
Economic Development
Electricity and Gas
Emergency Planning
Homelessness
Housing
Immigrant Settlement
Indigenous Relations

Development

Resource
Provision

Implementation

Federal

Federal

Federal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

NGO

NGO

Provincial

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Regional

Regional

Regional

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Regional

Regional

Regional

Provincial

NGO

Provincial

NGO

Provincial

NGO

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Regional

Municipal

Municipal

Federal

Federal

Federal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Federal

Federal

Federal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Parks and Recreation

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Public Health

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Planning

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Regional

Regional

Regional

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Police
Poverty Reduction
Public transit

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

NGO

NGO

NGO

Provincial

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Provincial

Provincial

Roads, Bridges, Highways Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Provincial

Provincial

Provincial

Solid Waste
Water Supply

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

Regional

Regional

Regional

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal
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policy involvement across phases, or – as we suspect – some combination of
the two, the variation across policy domains is clearly more obvious in the
table than is variation across policy phases.
A second notable pattern in the table is the dominance of municipal
government: municipalities are seen as the most important actor in more
than half of the cells in the table. Given that our policy domains were deliberately selected from among those in which local governments are often
involved, and given that our respondents are elected municipal officials,
this municipal dominance is hardly surprising. More interesting, perhaps,
are the instances in the table in which the municipality does not dominate.
In electricity and natural gas supply, housing, public health, and poverty
reduction, it is the province that is seen as most important, reflecting the
particular importance of Canadian provinces in areas of social, health, and
energy policy. In three domains, local officials see the federal government
as most important: climate change policy, immigrant settlement policy, and
Indigenous relations / Indigenous affairs. Given considerable recent interest in tri-level and federal-municipal interaction in Canadian multilevel
governance (Young 2006), these domains figure very prominently in recent
Canadian research on multilevel governance and Canadian urban policy.
We must remember, however that it is the distinctiveness of these domains
relative to the others, rather than their representativeness of urban multilevel governance more generally, that makes them interesting for multilevel
governance scholars.
This leaves just one domain - homelessness - in which the most important
actor is not a government but instead the non-governmental sector (community associations, charities, and religious organizations). Together with
arts and culture and poverty reduction, local elected officials see NGOs as
playing an important role in the homelessness sector, including in resource
provision. These results reflect the distinctive role of non-governmental
actors in social policy and cultural domains in Canadian municipalities
(A. Smith 2018). While federal and provincial governments are clearly involved in homelessness policy in a number of very important ways, such as
funding the construction of affordable housing, providing income supports,
and administering mental health policy, these interventions may be seen as
indirect by local politicians. Indeed, from the municipal perspective, they
may not be “seen” by politicians at all; many local councillors and mayors
may not be fully aware of the many indirect ways federal and provincial
actors are involved in homelessness policy. In this sense, this finding is noteworthy; even local politicians may be unaware of the complexities of who
is doing what in some of the most multilevel policy files, such as homelessness. On the other hand, NGOs may also be perceived to be playing a more
direct role in homelessness policy in terms of meeting the immediate needs
of the homeless through service provision, fundraisers and advocacy.7
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Table 4. Top Five Policy Domains by Actor
1. Municipal Gov.
Planning
Parks and Recreation
Water Supply
Roads, Bridges, Highways
Solid Waste
2. Regional/County Gov.
Planning
Solid Waste
Emergency Planning
Economic Development
Roads, Bridges, Highways
3. Provincial Gov.
Public Health
Roads, Bridges, Highways
Climate Change
Electricity and Natural Gas
Economic Development
4. Federal Gov.
Indigenous Relations
Climate Change
Immigrant Settlement
Economic Development
Roads, Bridges, Highways
5. Private Businesses
Economic Development
Arts and Culture
Electricity and Gas Supply
Housing
Solid Waste
6. NGOs

Involvement
Very
Very
Very
Very
Very
Involvement
Very
Very
Very
Very
Very
Involvement
Very
Very
Very
Very
Very
Involvement
Very
Very
Somewhat
Somewhat
Somewhat
Involvement
Somewhat
Somewhat
Somewhat
Somewhat
Somewhat
Involvement

Arts and Culture

Somewhat

Poverty Reduction

Somewhat

Homelessness

Somewhat

Housing

Somewhat

Immigrant Settlement

Somewhat
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Given the consistency of the “winners” across phases in Table 3, it is informative to collapse the three phases into a single measure to understand each
actor’s most important policy roles as perceived by local officials. Table 4
provides a list of the top five policy domains for each actor, along with the
average level of involvement for those domains. Overall, municipal officials
perceive governments – whether, municipal, regional, provincial, or federal – as the key players in nearly all of the policy domains in the survey.
For private actors and NGOs, even the most high-involvement policy areas
only rise to the average level of “somewhat” involved in our responses. By
comparing across the six lists, we also get a first glimpse of the multilevel
picture: planning, for instance, is on both the municipal and regional lists;
economic development appears in the regional, federal, and private lists;
and roads appears on the lists of all four government actors. These initial
patterns highlight the domain-specific character of multilevel involvement
– that is, the changing shape of multilevel policy involvement across policy
domains – a feature to which we will return in our analysis below.

Multilevel policy involvement:
a descriptive summary
Figure 1 allows us to dig deeper into the data, surveying the average level
of perceived involvement for each actor across each of the eighteen policy
domains in the dataset. As in Table 4 above, we have collapsed the three
phases into a single measure in this figure.
Figure 1 contains a wealth of domain-level detail about multilevel policy involvement in Canada. We will restrict ourselves here to a few notable
patterns. The first pattern to notice in Figure 1 is the simple presence of multilevel governance across all of the policy domains in the dataset. In fully
one third of our policy domains, respondents rank all six actors as at least
“slightly” involved, and in all but three domains, five or more actors are
at least “slightly” involved. This consistent multilevel policy involvement
is even clearer when we restrict our attention to the four government actors, the top four bars in each of the graphs: every level of government is
perceived to be at least slightly involved in all of the policy domains in our
dataset. From the perspective of municipal politicians, at least, multilevel
involvement in public policy issues is not a rare bird, appearing only in the
context of high-profile and complex policy problems. It is also readily apparent to municipal politicians in bread and butter policy domains like parks
and recreation, economic development, and public transit.
The relative absence of private businesses and corporations from Figure 1
– that is, the relatively small size of the orange bar in most of the subgraphs
– is also notable. Private businesses and corporations rise to the level of
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Poverty Reduction

Public Health

Public Transit

Roads, Bridges, Highways
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Figure 1. Policy Involvement Scores by Domain and Actor [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]

NGO

“moderate” involvement in just one instance, economic development, and
are considered to be at least “slightly” involved in fewer than half of our
policy domains. While there may be an important distinction to make between the involvement of private business leaders or local elites and actual
private businesses and corporations – our survey asked about the latter, not
the former – the common argument that local and urban policymaking is
dominated by private businesses and property developers is not a view that
is widely shared by elected municipal politicians in Canada. Indeed, in two
thirds of the policy domains in our dataset, our respondents believe nongovernmental organizations, such as charities and nonprofits, to be more
involved than private businesses, and in all but one domain (economic development), each of the four levels of government are seen as more involved
than private businesses.8

Multilevel policy involvement index scores
While Figure 1 provides a useful overview of perceived involvement by
policy domain, it does not lend itself to ready overall comparison of multilevel governance across the eighteen domains. We therefore turn now to the
multilevel policy involvement index (MPII) described above – our measure
of multilevel policy involvement for each of the eighteen domains. Figure 2
provides an overview of the MPII scores for each policy domain. The plot
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on the left-hand side of the figure provides an overview of MPII scores for
each policy domain when all six actors, including private businesses and
NGOs, are included in the calculation; the plot on the right-hand side of
the figure provides MPII scores when only governments (municipal, regional, provincial, federal) are included in the analysis. We have included
the “only governments” plot alongside the “all actors” plot for two reasons:
to illustrate, by way of comparison with the “all actors” plot, the domains
in which involvement by non-governmental actors tends to produce higher
MPII scores, and also to identify policy domains which may not involve
substantial non-governmental involvement but which nevertheless involve
high amounts of intergovernmental policy involvement. Recall that the MPII
score reflects the extent to which a single actor dominates the involvement
scores in a particular policy domain; higher scores reflect more fragmented
involvement across actors and thus a higher amount of multilevel policy
involvement in the domain. Each circle in the figure is a point estimate of
the MPII score for the domain; the black lines are 95 percent confidence
intervals.9
Perhaps the most important observation to draw from Figure 2, in keeping with the discussion above, is the simple presence of multilevel policy
involvement across all of the domains in our analysis. In the figure on the
left, the index ranges from a theoretical low of zero (in which one actor receives all of the involvement points and every other actor is seen as “not at

Figure 2. MPII Scores: All Actors and Only Governments
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all involved”) to a high of 0.83 (a case in which each of the six actors receives
precisely the same amount of involvement points); in the figure on the right,
the index ranges from zero to 0.75.10 Given these ranges, what is clear in both
figures is that multilevel governance scores are universally high; even the
lowest scores on both figures, for electricity and natural gas supply, are far
closer to the top end of the theoretical range than the bottom. As we have
observed above, our respondents see all actors as being at least somewhat
involved in nearly all of the policy domains in the dataset.
Within the general context of high overall multilevel policy involvement
scores, however, Figure 2 also reveals some interesting variation. Policy
domains in which one actor is perceived as dominant, such as electricity
and natural gas (provincial government) or water supply (municipal government), receive significantly lower multilevel scores when compared to
areas in which involvement is more evenly distributed across actors, such
as housing and economic development. Most of the policy domains with
high overall MPII scores will come as little surprise to Canadian multilevel
governance scholars: domains such as climate change, poverty reduction,
economic development, and housing have long been viewed as key cases in
the study of multilevel governance. However, the figure also reveals other
domains, such as arts and culture policy, in which high involvement by multiple actors suggests the potential, at least, for multilevel policy challenges
that have thus far gone largely unnoticed by multilevel governance scholars.
Since our general approach to multilevel policy involvement includes
both governments and non-governmental sectors, comparing the “All
Actors” plot to the “Governments” plot in Figure 2 provides an additional
useful perspective on the MPII scores. In some cases, such as electricity (at
the bottom end) and economic development (at the top), a policy domain’s
position in the overall ranking is relatively unchanged, indicating that these
domains are more or less “multilevel” regardless of whether we focus on
governments alone or on governments as well as private actors and nongovernmental organizations. In several other cases, however, we see distinct movement up or down the overall order. In the cases of immigration
and parks and recreation, the policy domain becomes much less multilevel
when we exclude businesses and NGOs from consideration and focus on
governments alone. For these domains, overall MPII scores are driven by
high levels of involvement from the NGO sector but a single government
(municipal for parks and recreation, federal for immigration) is perceived
to be dominant within the governmental portion of the involvement scores.
In other cases, the opposite is true: excluding businesses and NGOs from
the calculation makes water supply somewhat more multilevel and roads,
bridges, and highways much more multilevel: so much so, in fact, that it appears at the very top of the governments plot. While businesses and NGOs
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are seen as relatively unimportant in this domain, infrastructure spending
by Canadian governments at all levels, combined with more quotidian arrangements relating to municipal, regional, and provincial road and highway systems across Canada, make this policy domain distinctly multilevel
in character when our focus is on patterns of involvement among Canadian
governments.
As we have noted above, these results reflect perceptions about policy involvement on the part of 1,084 municipal elected officials across Canada. But
how distinctive are these perceptions? Since municipal politicians may have
less expertise and experience compared to other local actors, such as senior
municipal administrators, do their perceptions reliably capture a “municipal” perspective on multilevel policy involvement? Additional research is
necessary to fully answer this question, but a preliminary answer is available to us based on survey responses from 208 senior administrators in the
Province of British Columbia who also completed our survey.11 Comparing
MPII scores for these senior administrators against those of elected officials
in municipalities of similar size suggests that municipal politicians generally do not differ in systematic ways from their non-elected municipal counterparts. In a few instances – such as economic development and public
transit – elected officials tend to see particular actors as more involved in
the policy process than do senior administrators, but these differences are
more the exception than the rule. These findings, which we discuss in more
detail in online Appendix G, give us additional reason to believe that our
results reflect a broader municipal perspective on multilevel policy involvement in Canada.

Correlates of MPII scores
Thus far, we have described key actors and roles for each of the policy domains in the dataset and surveyed overall patterns of multilevel governance
across domains. But none of the tables or figures above have incorporated
the full range of variation in MPII scores within our data: variation across
policy domains, phases of the policy process, regions, and municipal populations. We therefore conclude with a brief analysis of the correlates of MPII
scores in our dataset.
Our dependent variable in the analysis that follows is the MPII score, calculated respondent-by-respondent for every domain-actor-phase combination in the survey. These scores are distributed across the full theoretical
range of the index, from zero (in which a respondent identified just one
actor as involved in a domain) to 0.83 (cases in which a respondent gave each
actor exactly the same involvement score). Most scores, however, are concentrated between 0.7 and 0.8.12 Our independent variables are four basic contextual factors that are potentially related to multilevel policy involvement:
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the policy domain, the policy phase, the population of the respondent’s
municipality (logged), and the respondent’s region (West, Ontario, Quebec,
Atlantic). Because we draw multiple judgments from each respondent, we
report standard errors clustered by respondent. For additional detail on the
analysis, along with alternative specifications and robustness tests, please
see online Appendix C.
Figure 3 provides a summary of the results of the regression analysis.
While the population coefficient is positive, it is not statistically significant
at conventional levels and its substantive size is small. The same is true of
the regional coefficients; while perceived multilevel involvement is lower in
Ontario, Quebec, and Atlantic Canada when compared to Western Canada,
the base category, these coefficients are substantively small and not statistically significant.
Both policy domain and policy phase, on the other hand, are clearly patterned and statistically significant. Policy implementation and resource provision are associated with lower MPII scores than policy development, the
base category. These differences are subtle – a shift of a little more than one
fifth of one standard deviation in MPII score – but very stable across alternative specifications. Much the same is true of policy phase variables; relative
to the base category with average overall MPII scores (roads, bridges, and
highways), some domains, such as economic development, are consistently
Figure 3. Correlates of MPII Scores
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higher, while others, such as electricity and natural gas, are consistently
lower. These differences are both statistically and substantively significant:
the difference between the estimates for electricity and economic development is a full standard deviation in MPII score.
What these findings mean, practically speaking, is that policy-related
variables appear to be much more useful for predicting MPII scores than
region or population variables. While perceptions of multilevel policy involvement may vary somewhat across municipalities and regions, the variation is much more pronounced across policy phases and especially policy
domains. Variation in multilevel policy involvement appears to be primarily
a domain-by-domain story.

Discussion
According to our respondents, multilevel policy involvement is surprisingly
pervasive: on average, nearly every actor is seen to be at least minimally
involved in every policy domain in our dataset. Even in the case of policy
areas that we tend to see as exclusively local, such as parks and recreation or
solid waste, every actor is seen to have a small but significant role in public
policymaking. These findings suggest that there is room for comparative
research by multilevel governance scholars on a much wider range of public policy domains than we tend to assume, ranging from well-established
“complex” policy files, such as housing or climate change, through to more
“bread and butter” policy domains like policing or water supply.
Still, our MPII scores do vary: there are higher levels of multilevel policy
involvement in some policy areas than others. Unsurprisingly, bread and
butter local issues do receive consistently lower MPII scores than their more
complex cousins, such as poverty reduction, housing, and climate change
policy. These findings serve to bolster the face validity of the index itself,
while also serving to validate the work of Canadian multilevel governance
scholars who have focused on these policy domains as areas of substantial
and pervasive multilevel policy action.
These findings might be interpreted in several ways. On one hand, local
political actors may be encouraged by these results, which appear to demonstrate that, for municipal elected officials at least, municipal governments
are involved in a wide range of policy activities in their local communities.
With municipalities identified as most involved in ten of eighteen policy
domains, including emergency planning, culture and arts, and public transit, municipalities are clearly major players in vital areas of public policymaking in Canada. Anyone who ignores municipalities, one might argue,
is missing a good bit of the action in major areas of Canadian public policy.
Another interpretation of these findings, however, is that Canadian local
governments are in fact merely one weak voice in the chorus, even in areas
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of public policy that are traditionally understood to be central to municipal policymaking in Canada. If municipal actors perceive other public and
private actors as “somewhat” or even “very” involved in their core areas of
public policy, this may point to a sense that nothing is really “owned” by
municipal elected officials alone. While this finding may not be bad news
for multilevel governance scholars, it may be interpreted negatively by municipal politicians looking to carve out some scope for meaningful policymaking in their communities.
If our findings suggest that Canadian multilevel governance scholars
might usefully expand the list of policy domains they study, we have also
discovered that the list of municipalities in which multilevel policy involvement occurs is also longer than we might have expected. Elected officials
in municipalities big and small tended to see multilevel policy involvement
very similarly: as we have noted above, the difference in MPII scores across
municipal populations is both substantively small and, in most specifications, statistically indistinguishable from zero. In contrast to “first-generation” research on Canadian multilevel governance (Bradford and Bramwell
2014, Horak 2012), which tended to assume that multilevel governance is a
distinctively big city phenomenon, our pan-Canadian survey demonstrates
that, at the very least, local elected officials perceive multiple actors as involved in the public policy process across municipalities of all sizes.
Much the same is true of Canadian regions. Despite regional differences
in political culture, provincial and municipal policy capacity, and provincial-municipal relations, responses were barely distinguishable from one region to another. Not only does this serve to illustrate that multilevel policy
involvement is the norm, rather than the exception, across Canada, it also
points to the need for increased research that adopts a domain-oriented rather
than region-oriented view of public policy processes (Lucas 2017, Wallner
2014). To understand how multilevel policy processes work in Canada, and
how they vary, our findings suggest that we would do well to focus first on
policy domains rather than municipal population size or regional variation.

Conclusion
Our work in this article stands on the shoulders of Canadian multilevel governance scholars, such as Neil Bradford and Martin Horak, who established
the concepts and frameworks with which to begin to systematically examine the seemingly impenetrable complexity of multilevel policy processes.
Our analysis contributes to this research by expanding the analysis beyond
a small group of policy domains and cities; using a survey of more than
1,000 elected officials from municipalities across Canada, we have identified
patterns of multilevel policy involvement across three policy phases and
eighteen policy domains involving local government and measured those
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patterns using a new index of multilevel policy involvement. We have discovered that multilevel policy involvement is more pervasive than expected,
and that this multilevel policy involvement varies much more distinctly by
domain and policy phase than by municipal size and region.
These findings represent the beginning, not the end, of a more wide-ranging analysis of Canadian multilevel governance. Above all, we need to
extend the analysis to actual multilevel interaction, rather than mere perceptions of policy involvement. Why does multilevel policy involvement produce shared governance arrangements and intergovernmental interaction
in some domains but not in others? Are patterns of intergovernmental interaction more regionally distinct than patterns of raw involvement? These
are important questions, and the patterns that we have identified will help
to identify appropriate cases with which to answer them.
We also need to know more about perceptions of multilevel involvement
and interaction among other actors in the multilevel system. Surveys of
elected and appointed officials at the provincial and federal levels, along with
surveys of Canadian NGOs and businesses, would usefully supplement the
responses from local elected officials that we have supplied here. Identifying
the relevant population among these other actors is somewhat more difficult
than in the case of municipal elected officials, but we believe that the patterns
we have identified here, in combination with more qualitative research on
multilevel interaction, may help to clarify who should be surveyed at other
levels of government and in the private and not for profit sectors.
Canadian multilevel policymaking takes a variety of forms, some of them
surprising. Our goal in this article has been to identify patterns within this
variety. We hope that these findings will enable future work on multilevel
policy involvement from other non-municipal perspectives, as well as more
focused research on intergovernmental interaction, multilevel institutions
and venues, and the responsiveness and effectiveness of Canadian multilevel policymaking.

Notes
1 This population threshold is arbitrary, but it is regularly used in Canada to exclude very
small, rural, and remote municipalities from analysis. More focused research on the multilevel policy challenges of very small municipalities in Canada would, however, be valuable.
See online Appendix A for more detail on the census subdivision types that were included
in the survey.
2 The Appendix also notes a few policy domains in which multilevel policy involvement in
Quebec appears somewhat distinctive relative to other regions in Canada.
3 Because our own research has been focused primarily on large Canadian cities, we also
interviewed a city councillor in a small Ontario municipality to ensure that our list was intuitive, reasonably comprehensive, and did not neglect issues that are particular to smaller
places.
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4 For instance, the preface for policy development was: “Academic researchers often divide public policy responsibility in Canada into three phases: (1) Policy development,
(2) Resource provision, (3) Policy implementation. Public policy development is defined
as the process of deciding on a course of action in a policy area.” See online Appendix A
for more detail on survey questions.
5 In a pan-Canadian survey, these institutional questions are bound to create some awkward
cases, such as the case of regional governance along with borough-level administration in
Montreal. While our data suggest that Montreal respondents were able to answer our questions despite the complexity of their regional institutions, we note this here as an acknowledgement that the municipal/regional distinction, while useful as broad pan-Canadian
categories, are likely to obscure as much as they reveal in some specific instances in Canada.
6 See online Appendix D for complete results by phase and policy domain.
7 Note that overall involvement scores in homelessness were low. Our respondents marked
NGOs as most involved in homelessness, but even so, NGOs were only considered “somewhat” involved.
8 Our analysis suggests that local politicians are also more uncertain about the role of private
businesses in local policymaking than any of the other actors. For more detail, see our analysis of “Don’t Know” responses in online Appendix E.
9 Some readers may notice that standard errors are larger for some issues than others; the
issues with the largest standard errors are electricity, waste, water, and Indigenous relations. In each case, this is caused by a very small number of respondents who identify
just one actor as involved in the policy domain, producing an MPII score of zero. In three
domains, these responses appear to be plausible, if perhaps extreme: only provincial governments in electricity (two respondents, one from Quebec and one from Nova Scotia);
only municipal governments in waste and water supply (one in waste, from Ontario; two
in water supply, also from Ontario). In only one case – one respondent from Alberta who
indicated that municipal governments are the only actor involved in Indigenous relations
– do these responses appear to have originated in error or misunderstanding on the part of
the respondent.
10 The range of the Herfindahl-Hirschman index is from 1/N to 1; the MPII index is the complement of this score.
11 Unlike in most other provinces, where contact information for senior administrators is very
difficult to compile, email addresses for these officials were available on the CivicInfoBC
website.
12 MPII scores are thus strongly left skewed. We discuss this in more detail and provide further analysis in online Appendix C.
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