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Will Healthcare Be the Sleeper 
Issue of the 2015 Campaign? 
Nik Nanos

As Canadians live through an 11-week federal election 
campaign whose marquee stump issues so far have been 
the economy and security, pollster Nik Nanos reminds us 
that voters tend to rate their concerns based on an issue’s 
immediate relevance to their daily lives. With Canadians 
living longer and governments both federal and provin-
cial pressed to reconcile the need for innovation and the 
imperative to cut costs, a campaign debate on healthcare 
may be unavoidable.  

S leeper issues, if activated during  
 campaigns, can make or break  
 the winnability of a party. Health-
care fits the bill of a sleeper issue. Al-
though the top-of-mind issue frame 
continues to be dominated by eco-
nomic issues, scratch the surface, and 
healthcare is lurking in the minds of 
Canadians and they are ready for a na-
tional dialogue on this critical issue.

Look at the long-term Nanos trend 

The economy may be the top of mind issue in the election, but healthcare is always a leading concern for Canadians. CPC photo, Jason Ransom
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[Question 1] on the top unprompted 
national issue of concern and it’s easy 
to see that when economic times are 
good (or perhaps we should say, not 
bad) healthcare dominates as the 
top national issue of concern. When 
healthcare is in the news, for instance, 
during the work of former Senator 
Michael Kirby or Roy Romanow un-
der the Liberals, it clearly dominated 
the attention of Canadians—who 
were open to solutions to make pub-
lic healthcare stronger. Prior to 2008, 
when the performance of the Cana-
dian economy was steady, there was a 
healthcare fixation. Even with the eco-
nomic focus now, the long-term trend 
is that on any given day healthcare is 
guaranteed to be either issue number 
one, two or three among Canadians.

The 2008 financial crisis and the en-
suing Great Recession were key pivot 

points which saw the economy over-
take healthcare as the top national 
issue of concern. Even though Ca-
nadians might be concerned about 
the wait time for their mother’s hip 
replacement or not having access to 
the latest medicines, not having a 
job or being worried about whether 
one’s children would get a job once 
they finished school trumped concern 
about healthcare.

W hen considering what  
 drives vote behaviour and  
 opinion, think in terms of 

proximity. That is the clear dividing 
line between what Canadians take an 
interest in and what actually influenc-
es their behaviour. When Canadians 
are worried about their job security, 
you have their attention. When the 
system has trouble approving and de-
livering the latest vaccines to fight the 
latest threat to the health of Canadi-
ans, you also have their attention. Of 
course, Canadians care about issues 
like the environment and are inter-
ested in the issue—but the environ-
ment does not have the same political 
punch in terms of proximity—because 

Weekly Tracking (Four week rolling average ending July 24th, 2015, n=1,000)

Chart 1 – Question: What is your most important NATIONAL issue of concern?
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Question 1: What is your most important NATIONAL issue of concern? [UNPROMPTED]

Source: Dual frame (land + cell) RDD telephone survey of 1,000 Canadians—four week rolling average of 250 interviews per week conducted between 
June 28th and July 24th, 2015. The margin of error for a survey of 1,000 Canadians is ±3.1 percentage points, plus or minus, 19 times out of 20.

Even with the economic focus now, the long-term 
trend is that on any given day healthcare is 

guaranteed to be either issue number one, two or three 
among Canadians.  
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issues like climate change are high-
level and not as directly connected to 
the immediate concerns of Canadi-
ans as the economy and healthcare. 
However, if girls and boys living in 
our communities start getting asthma 
because of poor air quality, expect 
the environment to rise as an issue 
as it intersects with healthcare and 
the ensuing need for our healthcare 
system to respond to our children’s 
wellbeing.

Asked about the future, only a minor-
ity of Canadians (27 per cent) think 
the quality of healthcare in the future 
will be better for their children. Cana-
dians are much more likely to think 
that it will be worse (39 per cent) or 
the same (20 percent). [Question 2] 
The kicker is that Canadians don’t 
think more money is the answer—the 
confidence in innovating is mixed 
[Question 3] with Canadians gener-

Chart 1 – Question: What is your most important NATIONAL issue of concern?
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*Note: Charts may not add up to 100 due to rounding

Putting more money into the healthcare system is more important 
than trying to find innovative ways to deliver healthcare.  

Canada is good at using innovation to make the healthcare system better.  

Question 2: Do you think that the quality of  
healthcare in Canada will be better, worse, or the same 
for your children?

Question 3: Do you agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree or disagree with the following 
statements related to innovation in healthcare.

Sources for Questions 2 and 3: RDD dual frame (land-and cell-lines) hybrid telephone and online random survey of 1,000 Canadians between 
September 13th to 16th, 2014 as part of a Canadian omnibus survey. The sample included both land-and cell-lines across Canada. The margin of 
error for a random survey of 1,000 Canadians is ±3.1 percentage points, 19 times out of 20. The research was commissioned by McKesson Canada.
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Challenge Frequency  
(n=254)

Lack of access / equal access to services and medicine (across geographic regions/for all) 20.5%

Sustainability/effective management of existing resources 18.9%

Lack of funding/rising costs for  healthcare services and drugs 16.9%

Aging population 9.4%

Lack of timely access/Long wait times 9.1%

Lack of focus on prevention and long term care 7.1%

Lack of innovation, change and aversion risk taking 4.7%

Increasing demand on an inefficient system 4.3%

Lack of/slow integration of new technologies/medicines 2.8%

Issues related to the cooperation or lack thereof amongst provincial governments and  
their relationship with the federal government

2.4%

Lack of leadership/ability to implement reform 2.4%

Inadequate integration between private and public systems/Lack of alternatives outside public system 1.6%

ally being divided as to whether they 
thought we were good at innovation 
according to a survey conducted for 
McKesson Canada. If we can’t agree 
on whether we are good at innovat-
ing in healthcare that likely means 
we are weak on innovation. This is 
where the importance of develop-
ing and getting access to the newest 
medicines and renewing our health-
care system with innovative ways to 
deliver care are key to the sustainabil-
ity of the system.

T his begs the question, “What  
 do Canada’s top thinkers in  
 healthcare believe are the key 
challenges?” In a recent study of Can-
ada’s top healthcare influencers con-
ducted for Canada’s Research-Based 
Pharmaceutical Companies we asked 
the question [Question 4], what is the 
number one challenge facing health-
care in Canada today. This elite sur-
vey of leading patient advocates, 
healthcare providers, policy makers 
and the like said that the number 
one challenge related to lack of ac-
cess, whether it be access to services 

or medicines (21 per cent). The next 
most important issue, sustainability/
need to manage resources better (19 
per cent) followed by lack of funding 
(17 per cent).

A look at the views of the gen- 
 eral public and healthcare  
 thought leaders suggests the 
possibility of an emerging innova-
tion nexus where new ideas to de-
liver healthcare and to access services 
and the latest medicines become the 
potential solution for making our 
healthcare system sustainable. There 
is one potential point of division 
and it relates to funding. Canadians 

are not as convinced as healthcare 
thought leaders that we need more 
funding. Perhaps the message from 
average Canadians is—spend within 
your means on healthcare but ramp 
up innovation—we want faster access 
and newer medicines.

The reality is that while both fed-
eral and provincial governments 
face a significant fiscal burden in 
uncertain economic times, the most 
prudent short term path forward is 
likely to focus on “innovation within 
our means” to manage the short-to-
medium-term situation. When the 
economy is stronger, government 
would then shift to an “aspirational 
innovation agenda” whereby govern-
ments strategically invest in health-
care in order to improve and enhance 
a patient agenda which is focused on 
quality and access.     

Nik Nanos is the Chairman of Nanos 
Research and the official pollster for 
CTV News and the Globe and Mail. 
nnanos@nanosresearch.com

Question 4: What would you say is the number one challenge facing healthcare in Canada today? 
[OPEN-ENDED]

Perhaps the message 
from average 

Canadians is—spend within 
your means on healthcare 
but ramp up innovation—
we want faster access and 
newer medicines.  

Source: Compiled views of 282 healthcare stakeholders between March 30 and April 30, 2015. Readers should note that the research is 
representative of the participants and should not be projected to any population, elite or general. The research was commissioned by Rx&D and 
independently administered by Nanos Research from research design through to administration and analysis.




