
 
 

 
Page 1 of 10 

United Right: Who will be the UCP’s Stephen Harper? 

By Ian Holliday, Research Associate 
 
With Alberta’s Progressive 
Conservative and Wildrose parties 
formally joining forces to become the 
United Conservative Party, the 
conventional wisdom is that the days of 
Premier Rachel Notley’s NDP 
government are numbered. 
 
But a lot could happen in the roughly 
two years between now and the next 
provincial election in 2019. That’s more 
than enough time for Notley’s 
government to improve its standing with 
Albertans. It’s also enough time for 
other parties to emerge as potential 
spoilers. Speculation has already begun about challenges to the UCP’s dominance both to the right and 
to the left of the new party. 
 
The first order of business will be for the United Conservatives to pick a permanent leader – someone to 
keep their provincial union together and growing the way former Prime Minister Stephen Harper did after 
uniting the federal Conservatives in 2003. 
 
Candidates for UCP leader begin their campaigns with economic issues squarely at the top-of-mind for 
most Albertans, where they have been since before the NDP victory in 2015. 
 
In the Angus Reid Institute’s most recent quarterly analysis of provincial politics – conducted June 5 – 12 
by MARU/Matchbox, which donated the data to the Angus Reid Institute – respondents were asked to 
name the single most important issue facing their province. In Alberta, a full majority (56%) chose “the 
economy.” No other issue topped the list for more than 11 per cent of residents (perhaps worryingly for 
Notley, the second-most-chosen option is “leadership,” which rarely registers in provinces with popular 
premiers). 
 

  
A NOTE ON METHODOLOGY: 
 
This analysis is based on data donated to the Angus Reid Institute 
by MARU/Matchbox. The survey was conducted from June 5 – 12, 
2017, among a representative, randomized sample of 5,406 
Canadian adults – including 599 Alberta residents – who are 
members of the Angus Reid Forum. The sample plan included large 
oversamples in some provinces, which were then weighted down to 
provide a national snapshot. For comparison purposes only, a 
national probability sample of this size with this sample plan would 
carry a margin of error of +/- 2 percentage points, 19 times out of 
20. The Alberta results would carry a margin of error of +/- 4 
percentage points, 19 times out of 20. Discrepancies in or between 
totals are due to rounding. Detailed tables are found at the end of 
this document. 
 

http://angusreid.org/our-team/ian-holliday/
http://calgaryherald.com/news/politics/braid-new-parties-looming-in-opposition-to-united-conservatives
http://angusreid.org/premier-approval-june2017/
https://marumatchbox.com/
https://www.angusreidforum.com/
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The denizens of Wild Rose Country are three times more likely to say their standard of living has 
worsened over the last year (41% do) than they are to say it has improved (14%; the remaining 43% say 
it has remained the same). Likewise, they’re tepid about whether their standard of living will improve over 
the next 12 months (20% say it will, but 26% say it will worsen; 47% say it will remain the same). 
 
Albertans are bullish about the future of the provincial economy, however, and with good reason. In May, 
Canada experienced its fastest GDP growth in two decades, largely on the back of strong growth in the 
oil and gas sectors. 
 
Some 44 per cent say the Alberta economy will improve over the next 12 months, compared to 31 per 
cent who say it will worsen and one-in-four (25%) who say it will stay the same. For context, it’s worth 
noting that in every other province except Saskatchewan, residents are more likely to think their provincial 
economy will worsen over the next year than to think it will improve: 
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What do you think is the most important issue facing Alberta today? 
(Choose only one; those receiving 3% or more shown)

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/oilsands-gdp-growth-may-2017-1.4225955
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*Note: Responses from Prince Edward Island not shown due to small sample size. 

 
This optimism doesn’t reflect faith in the NDP government’s management of the economic file, however. 
Albertans are nearly twice as likely to say they are dissatisfied with the provincial government (61%) as to 
say they are satisfied (33%). On the provincial government’s handling of the economy, specifically, 
dissatisfaction rises to nearly three-quarters (74%). 
 
What remains to be seen is whether the provincial economy continues to prove the optimists correct. And, 
if the economy does continue to improve, will Albertans see that as happening because of the NDP 
government’s efforts, or in spite of them? 
 
Into this situation step the would-be leaders of the United Conservative Party. While other candidates will 
no-doubt announce campaigns to be leader of the fledgling party, the conventional wisdom is that the 
race is destined to be between the two men who guided their parties into the union – Progressive 
Conservative leader Jason Kenney and Wildrose leader Brian Jean. 
 
If those are the two candidates, recent ARI analysis suggests that Jean begins the race with a slight edge 
in favourability. He had a marginally higher job approval rating as Wildrose leader than Kenney did as PC 
leader, and a lower disapproval rating, though it should be noted that both men were considerably more 
popular than Notley in ARI’s June analysis: 
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Over the next 12 months, do you think the economy of [Province] will improve, 
remain the same, or worsen? (remain the same responses not shown)

Improve Worsen

http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/race-on-for-leadership-of-alberta-s-new-united-conservative-party-1.3517162
http://calgary.ctvnews.ca/race-on-for-leadership-of-alberta-s-new-united-conservative-party-1.3517162


 
 

 
Page 4 of 10 

 
 
In a similar vein, Jean is more likely than Kenney to be seen as the provincial party leader best suited to 
deal with each of the issues canvassed in the survey, including the economy: 
 

 
 
Indeed, on three issues – the environment, health care, and education – Kenney is running third, behind 
Notley as well as his conservative rival. 
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26%
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Wildrose Party leader Brian Jean Progressive Conservative leader
Jason Kenney

Premier and New Democratic Party
leader Rachel Notley

Do you approve or disapprove of the performance of each of the 
following people?

Approve Disapprove Not sure
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Which of these leaders is best suited to deal with each of the following issues?

Wildrose Party leader Brian Jean Progressive Conservative leader Jason Kenney
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Of course, the relevance of these issues to Alberta voters is debatable. None of them come close to the 
level of importance Albertans attribute to the provincial economy, and it’s questionable as to whether the 
other issues are driving voting intention in the province today. 
 

 
 
The slight advantage Jean enjoys on each of these issues may be a product of goodwill he has built up 
among right-leaning Albertans since taking over as Wildrose leader and leader of the opposition in 2015. 
While Kenney returned home recently, with the explicit goal of uniting the right and ousting the NDP, Jean 
has been “fighting the good fight” in Edmonton in the eyes of partisans for years. 
 
Kenney is, of course, a familiar face for Albertans. He was arguably the most prominent Alberta MP in 
Stephen Harper’s cabinet other than the former PM himself. But Kenney hasn’t been in the legislature in 
Edmonton on a day-to-day basis during the Notley government the way Jean has. 
 
That said, the largest group of responses on each of these questions is “not sure” – ranging from 29 per 
cent on the economy question to 35 per cent on crime. This suggests that there is significant room for 
Kenney, Notley, and even the leaders of other parties to state their cases to Albertans in the coming 
months. 
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It’s also notable that these responses come from all Albertans, not from party members. Jean’s higher 
favourability with the general public might not be an indication of his popularity among those who will 
actually cast ballots for UCP leader. 
 
Who ultimately gets to fill the Stephen Harper role in this merger of Canadian conservative parties 
remains to be seen, as does whether that person, like Harper, will have to wait more than one election to 
return the right to power. 
 
 
Editors’ note: The stories in this Analysis section are opinion pieces. They reflect the views of their 
authors, not those of the Angus Reid Institute as an organization. 
 
 

Summary tables follow.  

 

All things considered, do you think your current standard of living is better or 

worse now than it was a year ago? 

(unweighted sample size) 
Alberta 
(599) 

Better now 14% 

The same as a year ago 43% 

Worse now 41% 

Not sure 3% 

 

And a year from now, do you think your standard of living will be better or 

worse than now? 

(unweighted sample size) 
Alberta 
(599) 

Better a year from now 20% 

The same as now 47% 

Worse a year from now 26% 

Not sure 8% 
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What do you think is the most important issue facing Alberta today? 

(unweighted sample size) 
Alberta 
(599) 

The economy 56% 

Health care 8% 

Leadership 11% 

Poverty 3% 

Energy/Electricity 1% 

Housing 1% 

Tax relief 2% 

Environment 5% 

Education 2% 

Crime/Public safety 3% 

Drug traffic/Drug use 2% 

Municipal funding, services, and powers 0% 

Homelessness 1% 

Aboriginal affairs 0% 

Day care/Child care 1% 

Other 3% 
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All things considered, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the performance 

of the current government of Alberta? 

(unweighted sample size) 
Alberta 
(599) 

Very satisfied 6% 

Moderately satisfied 28% 

Moderately dissatisfied 18% 

Very dissatisfied 43% 

Not sure 6% 

 

  

Over the next twelve months, do you think the economy of [Province] will improve, 
remain the same, or worsen? 

(unweighted sample 
sizes) 

Total  
(5406) 

Region 

BC 
(600) 

AB 
(599) 

SK 
(1053) 

MB 
(773) 

ON 
(803) 

QC 
(603) 

NS 
(294) 

NB 
(289) 

NL 
(295) 

Significantly 
improve 

3% 3% 2% 4% 2% 3% 3% 3% 1% 1% 

Moderately improve 23% 22% 41% 34% 22% 21% 21% 20% 13% 13% 

Remain the same 37% 33% 25% 29% 42% 31% 51% 43% 35% 35% 

Moderately worsen 27% 29% 22% 23% 22% 33% 21% 27% 36% 37% 

Significantly worsen 10% 13% 9% 10% 11% 12% 4% 7% 15% 15% 
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Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the current government of Alberta in 

each of the following areas? [The economy] 

(unweighted sample size) 
Alberta 
(599) 

Very satisfied 4% 

Moderately satisfied 17% 

Moderately dissatisfied 21% 

Very dissatisfied 53% 

Not sure 5% 

 

Do you approve or disapprove of the performance of each of the following 

people?  

(Alberta respondents, N=599) 
Wildrose Party leader 

Brian Jean 

Progressive 
Conservative leader 

Jason Kenney 

Premier and New 
Democratic Party 

leader Rachel Notley 

Strongly approve 22% 14% 10% 

Moderately approve 27% 29% 18% 

Moderately disapprove 11% 12% 14% 

Strongly disapprove 16% 20% 47% 

Not sure 23% 26% 10% 
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Which of these leaders is best suited to deal with each of the following issues?  

(Alberta respondents, 
N=599) 

Economy Environment Health care Education Crime 

Progressive Conservative 
leader Jason Kenney 

21% 14% 14% 16% 20% 

Premier and New 
Democratic Party leader 

Rachel Notley 
15% 21% 15% 19% 12% 

Wildrose Party leader 
Brian Jean 

25% 23% 21% 23% 21% 

Not sure 29% 30% 31% 31% 35% 

None of these 6% 8% 6% 6% 8% 

 


