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Abstract This paper seeks to explain a phenomenon in UK politics, namely
the longevity of parties in power. Parties persist in government when our
conventional understanding of the prevalent conditions in the political market
suggests there should be greater ‘churn’. It considers political brands as cultural
brands, suggesting that a long-term competitive advantage arises for the party
perceived to be most in tune with the popular culture within society. We draw on
a model by which such cultural advantage is attained, namely cultural innovation.
To exemplify the approach, a case study of the Conservative Party as a cultural
brand is considered over some 30 years. The paper concludes that the cultural
branding approach is a useful way to explain long-term political phenomena.
It also allows us to forecast the likely future of the current government’s electoral
success in terms of its cultural resources/strategy (the Big Society). The political
marketing sub-discipline has grown substantially over the last few decades. This
paper is a significant contribution to this, building as it does on the political
branding literature from a novel, cultural branding perspective. Apart from its
ability to explain previously difficult-to-explain phenomenon of political party
stability, it also opens up a new stream of applied, culturally focused, political
marketing research.
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Introduction

Elections have been classified as being of one of three types (Norris & Evans, 1999):
maintaining, deviating, or critical. Maintaining elections, as the name suggests,
involve minimum change with the social alignments of the electorate. Deviating
elections involve a temporary shift that does not maintain itself in subsequent
elections (as with Labour, 1945–1951). Critical elections are defined in terms of their
being a decisive step break with the past, and a new, long-lasting relationship between
the government and the electorate. To date, in the UK over the last 30 years, most
elections have been of the maintaining type; of the eight occasions when consumers
could have changed the party of government, they did so only twice. On both
occasions, the changes were ‘critical’, as they then resulted in a protracted period
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in power of first Conservative, then New Labour. The dynamic that is leading to
such a phenomenon, as we shall see, is not understood from the existing political
science or political marketing disciplines. Traditionally, it is thought that political
administrations fall when a government has run its course and a ‘time for a change’
tipping point occurs amongst the electorate. However, recent history shows that the
Conservatives under William Hague and Michael Howard were unsuccessful because
the electorate was not prepared to forsake Blair and New Labour – this despite a
divisive war in Iraq and strong sentiment that the UK had been involved under a false
premise (of weapons of mass destruction). We seek to provide an explanation of this
phenomenon of party longevity in power using a cultural branding perspective.

The UK political market

In reality, the reason for this phenomenon is likely to be complex and multifaceted.
For example, voters may perceive the need for a protracted period in power to
enact change (as did the Conservatives from 1979–1997 and New Labour from
1997–2010). At the same time, the opposition may appear unelectable (as did Labour
from 1979–1997 and the Conservatives from 1997–2010). However, as we shall
argue, both of these reasons can be understood as reflecting the respective strength
and weakness of the two parties as cultural brands at these times. Whatever, there
has been less churn than might be expected, especially given the potential for a
government to lose popularity when faced with ‘events’ that it struggles to control.

Despite being a distinctive feature of the UK political system, political scientists
have not satisfactorily explained this ‘stability’ phenomenon. Kirchheimer’s (1966)
seminal analysis of the postwar political scene identifies the ascendency of the
‘catch-all’ party, precipitated by the decline in class-based voting and a burgeoning
middle class. Voting is seen as rational-economic, and parties gain the most electoral
support not by appealing ideologically to class interest but by moving to where most
of the voters are, that is, the middle ground of politics (Downs, 1957). In part,
this competitive imperative to move to the middle ground, created by changing
economic forces and social structure, has ushered in the era of valence politics
in the UK (Stokes, 1992). Manifestos have become increasingly similar (Budge,
Klingemann, Volkens, & Bara, 2001; Whitely, Stewart, Sanders, & Clarke, 2005)
as parties fight over issues where there is consensus over the goal, and the key issue
is which party is most competent/trusted to deliver it. With such ‘valence’ market
conditions, to win an election, ‘the catch-all party must have entered into millions
of minds as a familiar object fulfilling in politics a role analogous to that of a major
brand in marketing, of a universally needed and highly standardized article of mass
consumption’ (Kirchheimer, 1966, p. 192).

However, as brands, political parties offer credence services (Mahajan & Wind,
2002) based on a promise to deliver benefits at a future point. As such, party brands
are always likely to disappoint, as election manifestos tend to inflate policy promises
in the face of any government’s ability to deliver on them (King, 1976). Such a
situation would suggest a greater volatility over several elections than has been
witnessed.

Another possible answer to the stability experienced is that a party’s popularity
is more attributable to emotional than functional brand benefits. Traditionally, this
would equate to the emotional bond with a party that represents the voter’s class.
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With the decline in emotional voting based on social-class affiliation, in the modern
era, such voting is based more on emotions linked to trust in, and the personality of,
party leaders/local candidates. Leader personality traits such as youthfulness, energy,
physical attractiveness, intelligence, and so on have been seen to be important to
decision making (Guzmán & Sierra, 2009; Schneider, 2004; Smith, 2009). Trust in
UK parties and politicians has been in long-term decline, as social deference has
withered and examples of political sleaze become commonplace. Both trust and
personality are under persistent barrage from events and personal attacks prevalent
in an adversarial political system in combination with an often-complicit fourth
estate. The lack of trust and potential for damaging the perceived personalities
of party leaders over time does not support the kind of longevity that the UK
has witnessed. The question then remains, if government brands cannot maintain
a long-term advantage on functional and emotional dimensions, why the lack of
change?

The structure of the rest of this paper seeks to introduce and explore cultural
branding as a factor in providing political stability. First, we consider the wider
academic literature, which considers consumer behaviour from a cultural perspective.
To this end, we use the extant Consumer Culture Theory (CCT) and cultural
branding literature to identify reasons for stability of competitive advantage in
markets with specific reference to politics. To exemplify the approach, we then
consider a case study of the Conservative Party over a protracted period of time.
This charts the party from its critical election in 1979 and the subsequent four
maintenance administrations, which produced 18 years of Tory governance. It then
considers the ‘wilderness years’ when it was patently unelectable, from 1997 to
2010 through the leadership of Hague, Duncan Smith, and Howard. Finally, it
considers the latest period wherein Cameron heads a coalition government and
where it is unclear whether it is a deviating (one-off) or critical (start of a long-
term maintenance) type of administration. At the recent Academy of Marketing
Conference, the success or otherwise of the ‘Big Society’ initiative was a topic
explored in several sessions (Lloyd, 2011; Walkley, Dean, & Croft, 2011). We briefly
consider what light a cultural branding analysis can add to this discussion. Finally, we
provide some details of how further research might seek to investigate this novel new
area of political branding.

Conceptual framework

To explore the role of branding in politics, we draw on CCT, and cultural branding in
particular, to provide a conceptual framework. Although this paradigm is well known
in consumer research, it has not been widely used in political marketing, and so in
this section, we provide a brief introduction to these concepts.

CCT was originally presented as ‘a family of theoretical perspectives that address
the dynamic relationship between consumer actions, the marketplace, and cultural
meanings’ (Arnould & Thompson, 2005, p. 868). The distinguishing and unifying
notion in CCT is the recognition that consumption occurs in a social, historical, and
cultural context, and that understanding of this context is essential to understanding
of consumption. As Arnould and Thompson (2005) put it ‘CCT research is
fundamentally concerned with the cultural meanings, sociohistoric influences, and
social dynamics that shape consumer experiences and identities in the myriad messy
contexts of everyday life’ (p. 875).
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CCT steps away from economics and psychology as the source disciplines of
marketing and draws much more strongly on sociology and anthropology. Belk
(2009, p. 35) draws a contrast between CCT and alternative paradigms such as
the more economics-based behavioural decision theory and the more psychological
judgement and decision making. However, a distinguishing feature of CCT is
diversity in terms of both methodology and investigative context (Arnould &
Thompson, 2007; Belk, 2009).

Investigative context is significant because CCT seeks to investigate the
experiential, social, and cultural dimensions of consumption that are downplayed
in alternative research paradigms. ‘The field, rather than the laboratory became the
natural context for CCT’ (Arnould & Thompson, 2005, p. 869). Whilst this has led
to what Belk (2009) termed ‘wild’ natural context being preferred, he also notes that
branding is a mainstream setting where CCT has focused heavily, examining brand
subcultures (Schouten & McAlexander, 1995), the social relationships consumers
have with brands (Fournier, 1998), and the existence of brand communities (Muňiz
& O’Guinn, 2000). Indeed, branding is one area where cross-fertilisation has
occurred between traditional research paradigms and CCT (Aaker, Fornier, & Brasel,
2004).

Whilst CCT provides a research paradigm that is broader than those previously
applied to political marketing and branding, it does not provide a clear framework
through which to theorise about political brands. To develop this, we draw on a
framework developed within the CCT paradigm, termed ‘cultural branding’ (Holt
& Cameron, 2010). Cultural branding theory suggests that the strength of a brand
derives from the use to which consumers can put the brand, and its cultural values,
in attempting to design and communicate their identity. The relationship between
consumption and personal identity anchors this model in the CCT tradition.

Holt has long argued (Holt, 2002, 2005) that a brand’s value arises from its
symbolic properties, but that this symbolism arises from narratives rather than the
abstract associations more commonly considered in traditional branding models.
Brand symbolism is about stories, not abstract associations. Brand symbolism is used
by consumers in their ‘identity projects’ as a resource to construct life narratives.
Their draw on the stories embedded in the brand to buttress their identities, and
recognition of the brand symbolism by others, serves to create this identity.

In the cultural branding model, this model of the symbolic quality of brands is
placed in a broader context of historical cultural change. Holt and Cameron (2010)
conceptualise a model of cultural innovation, which is produced as Figure 1. It is
derived from historical analysis of more than two dozen brands, seeking to explain
why some are able to maintain long periods of competitive advantage when faced
with competitive brands that are functionally very similar.

To explain this dialectic, historical change model, a recent example of cultural
innovation is now supplied. Cultural expression of female beauty and sexual
attraction has come to be represented in the media through images of youthfulness
and slim body size/shape, culminating in the use of super-thin and at times even
malnourished-looking models as brand ambassadors. Most if not all brands in the
beauty and cosmetics market conform to this cultural expression in their branding,
creating over time a cultural orthodoxy of what female beauty is. Given the majority
of women are unable to meet/are increasingly alienated from this extreme expression
of beauty, a deep-rooted dissatisfaction exists, allowing the conditions for social
disruption to grow amongst female consumers. An ideological gap has developed
between the beauty myth that was being presented to the market through brand
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Figure 1 Cultural innovation theory (derived from Holt & Cameron, 2010).

1. Cultural Expression via Brands 

2. Cultural Orthodoxy

3. Social Disruption 

4. Ideological Gap and Ideological Opportunity 

5. Cultural Brand Innovation

6. New Consumer Value

Historical
Change

advertising and the world experienced by most of the target, female market that
are not under 25 and a size 0. In practice, this ideological gap opened up the
opportunity that allowed Dove soap to produce its now iconic campaign celebrating
different female shapes and sizes (http://www.dove.us/Social-Mission/campaign-for-
real-beauty.aspx). Viewed using this model, Dove is providing higher value to female
consumers by championing a cultural innovation that expresses their own perceptions
better than the previously encoded myth of female beauty.

In an earlier generation, Revlon’s ‘Charlie’ cosmetic brand did something similar.
It reflected empowered, energetic business women against the prevailing brand
orthodoxy of the passive, vulnerable female. Such examples of cultural expression
and change are not particular to cosmetics/beauty markets but are prevalent across
all markets where brands do not adequately reflect the ideology of its consumers,
including political markets.

Holt and Cameron’s (2010) six-stage, cultural brand innovation model (Figure 1)
is thus premised on long-term changes within society and its cultural mores. Hegel
conceived of societal change as the battle between thesis and antithesis leading to
a new order – a synthesis. The cultural dialectic is one where orthodox views as
expressed by brands no longer reflect consumer ideology, which evolves over time as
society changes. In practice,

Markets often sustain these orthodoxies for years at a time, occasionally a
decade or longer. But at some point, as history unfolds and social structures
shift, one or more of these shifts will be disruptive, challenging the taken
for granted cultural expressions offered by category incumbents, and creating
emergent demand for new cultural expressions. These are moments when once
dominant brands lose their resonance and when innovative brands take off
because they deliver the right expression. (Holt & Cameron, 2010, p. 185)

Marketers often do not recognise this shift, as they continue to position their brands
in line with the old orthodoxy. This lack of reaction to change has been attributed

http://www.dove.us/Social-Mission/campaign-for-real-beauty.aspx
http://www.dove.us/Social-Mission/campaign-for-real-beauty.aspx
http://www.dove.us/Social-Mission/campaign-for-real-beauty.aspx


Smith and Speed Cultural branding and political marketing: An exploratory analysis 1309

to a competitive mindset of better ‘new products’ and traditional market-share gain
tactics (Holt & Cameron, 2010).

Application to political marketing

The relevance of CCT and cultural branding to political marketing derives from the
relationship between politics, political identification, and culture. Viewing political
parties as brands and voters as consumers is now mainstream (Needham, 2005, 2006;
White & de Chernatony), and indeed, the political brand has been identified as acting
for consumers as a cultural signal that influences their voting behaviour (Scammell,
2007; Smith & French, 2009; Street, 2004). Given the strong links between identity
and the political (although not necessarily party political), CCT research has long
focused on the political in consumption (e.g. Thompson, 2011).

In cultural branding, successful politicians such as Martin Luther King, Nelson
Mandela, Ronald Reagan, and Hugo Chavez have been identified as cultural brands
who gained long-term competitive advantage over their competitors. Indeed, brands
have increasingly become the main vehicle for cultural expression, superseding, for
many, social institutions such as religion, the arts, and education (Holt & Cameron,
2010).

From a cultural perspective then, branding ‘works’ when ‘consumers [voters],
employees [politicians] and organisations [parties] are seen to construct and perform
identities and self-concepts, trying out new roles and creating their identity within,
and in collaboration with, brand culture’ (Schroeder, 2009, p. 123). This perspective
addresses the theoretical gap between brand strategy and brand experience in
the marketplace; between managerial intention for the brand (brand identity) and
consumer perception of the brand (its brand image) (Schroeder & Salzer-Moörling,
2006).

Cultural branding therefore offers an explanation of the observed stability of
governments over time in that it offers the potential for longer-term differentiation
and competitive advantage that we have seen is not available from other sources.
It does this by moving a political party away from ‘Red Ocean’ competition (Kim
& Mauborgne, 2004), which results from functional/economic, valence branding
strategies wherein parties have similar policies over protracted periods. Conversely,
cultural branding offers the potential for long-term ‘Blue Ocean’ advantage for the
political party that best positions itself to resonate with the new zeitgeist (spirit of
the age) in a society. Therein, the one party that has the greatest cultural relevance
differentiates itself from other parties that are not seen as reflecting important
dimensions of cultural life by the electorate.

Whilst it is clear that political brands have many of the qualities that cultural
branding theorists see in commercial brands, it is also important to note some
distinctive features of political brands that make the application of CCT and cultural
branding certainly appropriate but also a little more complex.

First, political parties have existing ideological commitments and therefore take
longer to change than do conventional brands. Hence, the ability of a political
brand to reposition may well be more limited than a traditional commercial
brand.

Second, a prerequisite for the application of cultural branding is that necessary
conditions exist within a given marketplace. We have argued that consumers use
voting for a political brand as a cultural expression. What is not clear is when
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the conditions for social disruption exist, which allow for ideological gaps between
parties to emerge and for cultural innovation by one party over another to occur.
In general elections, the market is all voters, and so the social disruption under
consideration will be social disruption across and entire society or at least a significant
part thereof.

In UK society over the last 30 years, such dialectical change is indeed observable.
Inglehart (1997) has charted the generational value change at a macro level,
across Western Europe and the United States. The interwar generation emphasised
economic growth, respect for authority and national security, and participation
through traditional institutions such as political parties and unions. The postwar
generation, brought up in relative affluence, prioritised post-materialist values with its
concomitant quality of life issues such as multiculturalism, internationalism, equality
between genders, single-issue causes, and environmentalism. These changes have, for
example, been shown to have produced different ‘types’ of politicians in the UK,
specifically the Labour party after 1992 (Norris, 1999).

A second major disruptive change has been to the economic policy orthodoxy
(Blond, 2009). Up to 1979, the accepted orthodoxy was of state-sponsored
Keynesianism, using big government to provide direction and support plus stimulate
the economy. This was replaced by a neoliberalism paradigm on both sides of the
Atlantic that dominated political thinking until 2007–2008. An early sign of the
breakdown of the latest cultural orthodoxy was that it was not leading to the desired
and promised more egalitarian society. However, the most powerful disruption has
come from the global debt crisis. Economic change has fed through to social change
directly, through lower public spending, job cuts and increased unemployment, and
indirectly through widespread resentment of an apparent culture of entitlement and
bonuses characterising the business and political elite (Hutton, 2010).

At the same time, many people, through greater affluence and choice, are generally
more empowered as consumers in their day-to-day lives, but as citizens they are
faced with increasing threats in society from which they feel powerless (the so-called
empowered consumer, disempowered citizen dichotomy; Scammell, 2007), be it from
terrorism, climate change, and population movements or more local problems of
decaying communities and antisocial behaviour. From this has come higher levels of
political disengagement and the radical solution that the electorate will want greater
‘self-actualisation, a world of connection, community and authenticity’ (Gould, 2003,
p. 73).

Thus we argue that social disruption and disconnect between political parties and
voters have provided background conditions in the UK for new cultural political
brands to develop and to ‘own’ the new orthodoxy that was emerging.

Cultural branding, with an underlying focus on societal and cultural changes that
both undermine brands and present opportunities for innovation and repositioning,
appears prime facie to offer a further explanatory factor for the performance of
political brands, and in turn the comparative stability of electoral outcomes over
recent years.

To test this applicability, and to develop propositions for further research, we
follow Bartle (2002) and apply this model to recent political history. Bartle applied
rational-choice theory to examine the recent history of the Labour party. In our case,
we draw in particular on the writings of John Gray, one of the leading commentators
on conservative politics over this period to apply cultural branding to the recent
history of the Conservative Party, and explore how it may be understood and analysed
as a cultural brand.
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The Conservative Party, 1979–2011, as a cultural brand

In analysing the Conservative Party as a cultural brand, we identify five periods of
interest, based on a combination of roles (government or opposition) and leadership.
We first examine the situation prior to the election of 1979, seeking to identify the
prevailing cultural orthodoxy. We consider the Thatcher and Major administrations
as the second and third phases, and examine opposition under the leadership of
Hague, Duncan Smith, and Howard as a single fourth phase. The final fifth phase
is the period before and after the return to government under the leadership of
David Cameron. For each phase, we seek to identify the cultural orthodoxy at the
outset, any social disruption that occurs in that period, and the cultural innovation
opportunity that this presented. In examining the behaviour of the Conservative
Party, we seek to identify what cultural brand innovation was offered to the
electorate, and any evidence of the success of such offers. Table 1 summarises the
following discussion.

Pre-1979 cultural orthodoxy and social disruption

Although the ‘Conservative’ brand has generally been portrayed as anti-ideological
and more focused on power than any great underlying principles (Bulpitt, 1986;
Crewe & Searing, 1988), two distinct ideological legacies run through Conservative
politics. These are an economic liberalism focused on wealth creation through
efficient free enterprise derived from Whiggism, and a commitment to social order
and harmony through strong communities, social institutions, and obligations derived
from Toryism (Norton & Aughey, 1981).

Prior to 1979, Toryism was the dominant outlook in the Conservative Party.
This led to acceptance of and participation in establishing the prevailing cultural
orthodoxy that had emerged following the World War II. This centred on a Keynesian
economic outlook, moderate redistribution of wealth, and state intervention to
promote social goals. The postwar orthodoxy had also determined that organised
labour was a significant player in the economy, with a number of rights and powers
of trade unions (such as union recognition, closed shops, and secondary action)
declining in contention from the pre-war era. This outlook, shared by the two
dominant parties, was nicknamed ‘Butskillism’.

The collapse of the postwar consensus occurred through economic and industrial
factors, such as the 1973 oil price shock, the three-day week, and resulting industrial
unrest. The disruption moved from being purely economic to being social when
the Callaghan government announced that the pursuit of full employment through
Keynesian economic policies was no longer feasible (Gray, 1998), adding rising
unemployment to rising prices, and the subsequent public-sector pay strikes created
an atmosphere of a society in crisis prior to the election of 1979.

Thatcherism as cultural innovation

Commentators on Margaret Thatcher and her legacy (Gray, 2004; Keegan, 2004)
repeatedly point out that the 1979 Conservative government did not enter office with
a specific ideological agenda. Regardless of intention, the resulting pattern of actions
and strategies, both deliberate and emergent, formed an ‘experiment in statecraft on
an ambitious scale’ (Gray, 2004, p. 41). Although perhaps unclear at the start, by
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the end of the 1980s, a comparatively coherent political outlook had emerged that
became to be termed ‘Thatcherism’. The process by which ‘Thatcherism’ emerged is
reviewed fully by Kavanagh (1987) and Young (1989).

Thatcherism represented a swing to the liberal traditions of the Conservative Party,
presenting a narrative that appeared to both explain and provide a solution for the
disruptions experienced by the British in the late seventies. In this sense, it is a
classic cultural expression, and its meaning was widely understood within the British
electorate. It has, therefore, many of the hallmarks of a cultural brand.

Several features characterised Thatcherism. First, it was hostile to collectivism and
stood for a reduction in union power. A second strong strand in the pattern was an
imposition of fiscal discipline through an application on monetarist policies, marking
the formal end of the Keynesian consensus. Anderson, Drakopoulou-Dodd, and Scott
(2000) argue that Thatcherism represented ‘an attempt to roll back collectivism and
state dependency, and to create a fresh “enterprise culture”’. This manifested itself
as a cultural shift in the form of a consumer-focused, property-owning democracy,
which had a dramatic effect on society when operationalised through the selling of
council houses and government-owned businesses (British Airways, British Gas, BT,
Rolls Royce, etc.) These initiatives tied in with the belief in the market and in self-
reliance through entrepreneurship, which was a third hallmark of Thatcherism. This
outlook has intellectual foundations in the both Austrian and Chicago schools of
economic thought, and formed part of a global ‘neo-liberal’ movement that became
established as the cultural orthodoxy for the next two decades (Gray, 1993).

The success of Thatcherism as a brand with a culturally relevant narrative (Holt,
2005) can be illustrated by looking at Thatcherism’s lauding of self-reliance and of
the entrepreneur, which was a central element to Thatcherite ideology. This was not
merely rhetorical, with honours being given to industrialists including Lord Hanson
and Lord White, of Hanson PLC, Lord Taylor of Taylor Woodrow, and Lord Sterling
of P&O.

The resonance of this symbolism across a large part of the community can be
seen in contemporary drama and fiction, where the self-made (and perhaps criminal)
entrepreneur became a common figure. The archetype was also used for comedy,
for instance Arthur Daley in Minder and Loadsamoney in Harry Enfield’s stand-
up routine. The self-reliant entrepreneur became a symbol of Thatcherism used
by supporters and critics alike, and the associated belief that government should
enable the market to function and provide services are two cultural expressions that
individuals can adopt as their own.

However, the transformation sought was not a social one, beyond mobility based
on personal achievement. Thatcherism was socially conservative and nationalistic
in outlook. Despite this, the cultural implications of Mrs Thatcher’s policies were
significant, summed up when she said, ‘you know, there is no such thing as society.
There are individual men and women, and there are families’ (Keay, 1987). As such,
Thatcherism marked a significant departure from recent Labour and Conservative
governments.

John Major – Cultural orthodoxy and social disruption

Margaret Thatcher won two maintaining elections against a divided opposition
before losing her party’s leadership in 1991. For John Major and subsequent
Conservative leaders, the cultural orthodoxy was Thatcherism, and the global move
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towards neo-liberal economic policy of which it formed a part. In terms of social
disruption, the major change of the late eighties/early nineties was the collapse of
communism, which, rather than challenging the neo-liberal paradigm that had come
to dominate economic and political orthodoxy, was taken as confirmation of the
power of the market (Gray, 1998). For this reason, most commentators tend to treat
John Major’s government as a continuation of Margaret Thatcher’s.

It is, however, possible to single out a number of events that affected the
Conservative Party as a cultural brand under John Major. Since cultural branding
relies on the desire of consumers to identify for brand strength, a brand that has a
meaning, and has a narrative, but no longer engages favourable identification from
consumers is a weakened brand.

The first event was Britain’s forced withdrawal from the European Exchange
Rate Mechanism, which destroyed the Conservative’s reputation for economic
competence, adding a substantial negative connotation to the brand. The second
event was an attempt by John Major to define a stronger social dimension to post-
Thatcher Thatcherism. At the 1993 Conservative Party conference, Major argued it
was ‘time to return to those old core values, time to get back to basics’. ‘Back to
Basics’ triggered a backlash against political sleaze, with Major’s call for a return to
traditional social values being used in the media to counterpoint an increasing tide of
financial and sexual scandals involving Conservative politicians, further weakening
the party’s image.

Opposition

For Conservative leaders in opposition, rebuilding the Conservative brand in the light
of this change proved a tough task. Without a shared understanding of what had gone
wrong, what needed to change, and what might be accomplished, presenting a clear
message to voters and moving the party back towards government proved difficult.

Michael Gove, who became Education Secretary in 2010, offered the following
analysis of the Conservative Party in opposition in 2003:

The party that was ejected with such gusto in 1997 had by then acquired deeply
dislikeable characteristics in the eyes of voters. In the vivid words of William
Hague’s first speech to the Tory party conference as its leader, the Conservatives
had become ‘divided, arrogant, selfish and conceited . . . out of touch and
irrelevant’; in other words, it was ‘the nasty party’.

Hague’s analysis was no more than a reflection of what the voters had already
said. But, instead of learning their lesson and changing their ways, the Tories
then behaved as though it was the voters, and not they, who had got it wrong. The
Tory platform in 2001 was 1997 once more, with feeling. (Gove, 2003)

Gray (2004) argues that by the time the Major Government came to an end, the
Thatcherite economic settlement was accepted as fact, and the rise of ‘New Labour’
was recognition of this reality. The Labour Party had accepted the success of market
capitalism, and the New Labour leaders had rebuilt their party to fit with the
prevailing cultural orthodoxy. Where Labour did offer a cultural difference from their
Conservative predecessors was in a commitment to a more egalitarian society and
an unequivocal embrace of a closer relationship with Europe. Thatcherite economic
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responsibility combined with a greater concern and compassion created a revised
cultural orthodoxy.

For the Conservative Party, attempting to exploit the changed ideological
opportunity required some difficult choices. The role of government in society
and the relationship with Europe were two policies upon which the Conservatives
were divided. Given internal divisions, and the weakness of the leaders, such an
exercise was inevitably opposed by a significant majority of the party regardless of
the particular issue. As Evans (2008) points out:

William Hague, Iain Duncan Smith and Michael Howard abandoned their own
attempts at modernisation in favour of a core vote strategy after failing to achieve
election-winning leads in the opinion polls . . . Yet the problem with a core vote
strategy, as both Hague and Howard discovered, was that it alienated the wider
electorate even further. It sent mixed messages to voters who were now unsure
of what the party actually stood for and did not like some of what they now heard.
The basis of any successful marketing strategy, however, is that the product must
do exactly what it says on the tin. (p. 303)

David Cameron and the return to government

David Cameron represented a generational shift in Conservative leadership, and
the adoption of a leader with media skills equal to Tony Blair’s and superior
to those of his heir apparent, Gordon Brown. However, Cameron had the same
problem as his predecessors of articulating a distinctive position that appealed to
both core and swing voters. Cameron’s initial attempts to position the Conservative
Party relative to both its opponents and from its own past are described by
Evans (2008). He sought to both distance himself from Thatcherism, and also
to reduce the distinctiveness of Labour’s position. Specifically, Evans argues that,
in his Chamberlain Lecture on Communities in 2006, Cameron ‘believed that
there was such a thing as society, but he has always been careful to distinguish
it from the state’. The former distinguishes him from Margaret Thatcher and her
followers; the latter distinguishes him from Labour. It can be seen from this –
and from a speech in January 2006 when he said he wanted ‘to establish clear
borders of responsibility’ between the state, civil society, and the individual –
that the foundations of the Big Society were laid early in Cameron’s leadership.
In seeking to do so, he started ‘with an instinctive desire to put more trust in
civil society and in the individual, rather than in the bureaucratic apparatus of
the state’.

Blond (2009) has traced its ideological origins back to a Disraelian, one
nation, communitarian civic conservatism, though the localism underpinning the
Big Society goes back even further to Edmund Burke’s view that ‘To be attached
to the subdivision, to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first
principle (the germ, as it were) of public affections. It is the first link in the
series by which we proceed towards a love of our country and to mankind’
(Burke, 1973, p. 135). In Conservative policy terms, the aim is ‘to create a
climate that empowers local people and communities, building a big society that
will take power away from politicians and give it to people’ (10 Downing Street,
2010).
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The global financial crisis, which commenced in late 2007, was a clear social
disruption, with an impact through the banking system, through investment values,
through public policy responses, and through collapsed public confidence. All of
these have reshaped the prevailing culture in Britain and other nations, and, cultural
branding would suggest, present an opportunity for a new ideology.

Discussion – Research directions

The recent history of the Conservative Party contains one clear example of a
cultural branding in British politics, Thatcherism, which fits well with all the
elements described in the cultural branding model. It represented cultural innovation
compared with the prevailing cultural orthodoxy and emerged in response to
significant social disruption. On the basis of this analysis, it appears that the potential
for cultural branding to explain some previously poorly understood aspects of
political marketing is significant. We therefore invite other researchers to join us in
further exploring the applicability of cultural branding models to political marketing.

Prime facie, it is not surprising that cultural branding has a relevance to the
study of political marketing. Politics, for at least some of the population, is about
values, meaning, identity, society, and culture. A brand that resonates symbolically on
this basis is likely to be considerably more attractive than one that has more basic
functional or emotional appeal.

What is surprising from the analysis presented is that Thatcherism represents the
only unequivocal example on the Conservative side of politics of successful cultural
branding. It is debateable whether Labour has been as successful as that. Tony Blair’s
policy chief, Matthew Taylor, suggested that the New Labour branded initiative ‘the
Third Way’ failed, saying ‘it slowly died a death because nobody but Mr Blair had
any real interest in it’ (BBC News, 2011).

The uniqueness of Thatcherism therefore suggests that cultural branding in politics
is a very difficult thing to implement. The period covered by this analysis is one
in which the sophistication of political marketing tools and techniques have risen
substantially, yet the apparent results of this effort are comparatively scarce.

In identifying issues for future research and analysis, this apparent difficulty in
implementation is clearly worthy of further examination. To prompt research ideas,
we offer a number of suggestions for why this might be the case:

• If successful cultural brands are comparatively scarce in politics, then
international comparative work would appear to be necessary to build a
sufficiently large set of examples to enable comparative analysis.

• Political marketing has characterised the political offer as a three-way
interaction between party, leader, and policies (Butler & Collins, 1994). Political
brands are also credence goods. The ability of a political brand to challenge the
cultural orthodoxy perhaps relies on a party emerging from opposition and a
leader who played a minor or no role when the party was last in government.
Parties and leaders who have previously been strongly positioned require a more
substantial depositioning exercise before such branding can be attempted.

• The communications-driven agenda of political marketing and the notion of
the permanent campaign has been criticised for forcing political discussion to
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focus on the immediate and trivial (Tanner, 2011). The interaction between the
immediate goals of dominating the short-term news cycle and the longer-term
goal of building a sustainable advantage through cultural branding represents an
area where careful management is likely to be required.

The challenges of implementing cultural branding in politics can also be explored
by briefly considering a current example, the Big Society.

As we have previously discussed, the Big Society is being implemented in the
context of a major social disruption, the global financial crisis and the subsequent
public spending cuts, and which presents an opportunity for a new ideology. As noted,
Cameron was already presenting a nascent Big Society in his early speeches before the
advent of the crisis. Cameron had presented no distinct difference from the cultural
orthodoxy established under the Blair/Brown governments of light-touch regulation
of markets, the use of market forces in the delivery of public services, and heavy use
of the media. However, the Blair/Brown strategy of high levels of public spending,
funded through debt, targeted at various social outcomes was not adopted by the
Cameron government. The Big Society, with its emphasis on non-government sources
of civic structure, attempts to differentiate the new government from its predecessor
on the dimension of public-service provision.

In narrative terms, the marketing of the Big Society seeks to draw on a number of
cultural themes in British life, notably about communities and localism, linking to a
myth of people being friendlier and having more time for each other. We term this
cultural myth the ‘good old days’. It is redolent with meaning, such as the ideas that
things aren’t as good as they used to be and that a return to these better, halcyon
days would be an antidote to the more complex, hard, and dangerous world that we
currently inhabit. As such, the Big Society aims to take things back to a better time,
based on an ideal of people helping out to make a difference.

In addition, this myth’s power is enhanced by what it is not; its positioning
power. It is anti the selfishness and risk in the financial services that created the
financial crisis. The power of global brands and specifically nations powerlessness
during the global banking crisis serves as a juxtapoint to the localism of the Big
Society. It also positions well against the apparent failure of the big state to solve
societal problems through public service, be it in law and order or improving the
NHS. As such, the myth associated with the Big Society may be clearly positioned
against an orthodoxy that has failed with available myths to build it as a cultural
brand.

A further asset for a cultural brand is the existence of identifiable subcultures
that reflect the myth, similar to the entrepreneurial stereotype in Thatcherism.
Again, these groups, often rebels against the system, do exist and can be used to
confirm the authenticity of the ‘good old days’ myth. Examples of those already
following the Big Society ideology are available everywhere, from those running
scout groups to those supporting drug offenders. Local community action is well
established in many parts of the country such as Taunton, which has its own local
currency to encourage local consumption. Also, unlikely but powerful role models
exist like Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, who has had a major impact on the middle
class with his appeal to the localism implicit in his pre-industrial food culture. Each
or all of these offer the potential to serve directly or indirectly as symbols of the
Big Society idea, and their potency comes from the perceived authenticity of their
motives.
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Prime facie, the Big Society brand appears to have a number of features that suggest
it has high potential as a cultural brand. However, it is also apparent that there are
barriers to its success.

Political brands are credence goods, and so to be a successful cultural brand, the
Big Society and its proponents need to be viewed as authentic (Holt, 2002). The
government, by being seen as the source of centralised power and state control,
has little innate authenticity in calling for more local, community-based activity.
Moreover, it initially provided means for the support of local actions but has
subsequently also pursued the parallel strategy of reducing the size of the national
debt. Massive cuts, particularly to public services and direct support to charities,
have caused widespread cynical reaction in the media. This also influenced Liverpool
city council to resign from a pilot scheme aimed at giving community groups and
volunteers more control over their local services (Butler, 2011). These fears are
reflected in research (Ipsos MORI, 2010), which identified that 57% of respondents
thought the Big Society was just an excuse for the government to save money by
cutting back on public services.

The current status of the Big Society serves to illustrate some of the potential and
challenges of investigating political branding using a cultural branding model. It is
clear that cultural branding offers a much richer framework to explore the Big Society
than does a branding model based only on functional or emotional benefits, and that
the success of the initiative is dependent on sufficient voters forming a sympathetic
narrative as part of understanding the initiative. It is also clear that such an outcome
is difficult to achieve, because the government might lack credibility or authenticity,
because other government actions might undermine the initiative. Implementing a
strategy based on cultural branding appears, at best, to be an uncertain exercise.

Conclusions

Cultural branding theory suggests that the strength of a brand derives from the use to
which consumers can put the brand, and its cultural values, in attempting to design
and communicate their identity. It is comparatively easy to see how brands associated
with causes (charities, lobby groups, campaigning organisations) can easily be used
in this manner by consumers. For all but activists, political parties are not normally
considered a source of identity, and contemporary political science suggests that as
tribal voting breaks down and valance politics increases, the likelihood of such usage
will decline.

In this paper, we have used the ideas of cultural branding theory to test these
notions, and in particular, we have used the recent history of the Conservative Party
as a vehicle to explore the impact of change in the cultural orthodoxy and change
in party positioning on the electoral fortunes of the party. We believe that cultural
branding is able to shed added light on this history.

Cultural branding as a model applied to politics appears to have a particular
power to assist in explaining the observed pattern of critical elections followed
by maintenance elections. Critical elections arise from significant social disruption,
where an opposition party is better placed to offer social innovation than the
incumbent. Maintenance elections reflect the fact that the new government fits
the new cultural orthodoxy and parties returned to opposition have problems
repositioning themselves in a way consumers believe.
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It is clear from this discussion that, if the cultural orthodoxy is not in question,
it is extraordinarily difficult for cultural brands to emerge in politics. This does not
appear to be the case for consumer brands, where a number of alternative challenges
to orthodoxy might be possible at any time. Cultural branding therefore appears
to be an area where not only can branding theory be used to develop a better
analysis of politics, but that politics provides a setting to better develop branding
theory.
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