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Abstract This paper adopts the resource-based view of the firm as a platform for
an examination of three important political party capabilities: proactive political
market orientation, responsive political market orientation, and political brand
orientation. We develop a theoretical argument outlining the importance of the
complementarity between these capabilities. The approach taken illustrates the
links between political market orientation, using what we label as responsive
political market orientation, proactive political market orientation, and political
brand orientation by building on the marketing literature. We suggest that our
treatment of political market orientation is important in helping to understand
better its role within the resource-based view of the party. Further, it also aides in
understanding political market orientation and branding in political marketing by
parties within the context of competitive strategies and electoral performance.
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Introduction

A fundamental premise of this paper is that both political and marketing processes play
a significant role in virtually all societies (democratic or not and capitalist or not).
Politics affects all facets of individuals’ lives, and so too does marketing. However, in
more recent times, the nexus between the institution of politics and the discipline of
marketing has become a major talking point, and the full significance of the influence
of marketing on politics has been increasingly debated. Although fundamentally
applying marketing techniques in politics, albeit limited in scope, is not a new
phenomenon (e.g. in 1978, a poster stating ‘Labour Isn’t Working’ was used in the
United Kingdom; Lock & Harris, 1996), in the latter part of the twentieth century,
commercial marketing concepts and theoretical frameworks have been applied to
politics with growing sophistication.1

1Although there is some criticism raised related to applying marketing concepts to political marketing (see
Henneberg, 2004b), we concur with those marketers who argue that the use of marketing instruments and
concepts provide greater insight into political marketing, as well as political campaigns.
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Such applications include, but are not limited to: the marketing concept (e.g. O’Cass,
1996); political relationship marketing (e.g. Henneberg & O’Shaughnessy, 2009);
marketing mix (e.g. Niffenegger, 1989); communication (e.g. Harris, Kolovos, & Lock,
2001; Henneberg & Chen, 2007; Thrassou, Vrontis, & McDonald, 2009); market
orientation (e.g. Nord & Stromback, 2009; O’Cass, 2001; Ormrod, 2007; Stromback,
2007); image (e.g. Baines, Harris, & Lewis, 2002); branding (e.g. O’Shaughnessy, 2009;
Reeves, de Chernatony, & Carrigan, 2006); strategy (e.g. Baines & Lynch, 2005; Lynch,
Baines, & Egan, 2005); marketing research (e.g. Sherman & Schiffman, 2002); and ethics
(e.g. Henneberg, 2004a).

Importantly, an analysis of the practical as well as the theoretical developments in
political marketing shows a growing sophistication and breadth to the domain. Such
efforts provide an added dimension to the view of Smith and Hirst (2001) that the
discourse in political marketing has moved to a strategic marketing era. Essentially,
this line of argument emphasises long-term and more permanent strategies to ensure
continued governance (Nimmo, 1999), as opposed to short-term tactics, such as
conducting marketing research in the advent of an election (Smith & Hirst, 2001).
Furthermore, as Scammell (1999, p. 723) argues, the ‘emphasis on strategy is the prime
distinctive contribution of the marketing literature’ to political marketing. However,
despite these assertions, several authors have highlighted the lack of application of
strategic marketing frameworks in informing politics and elections (Henneberg, 2006;
O’Cass, 2001). This lacuna in political marketing provides a major gap in knowledge,
not only about theoretical platforms to more fully appreciate the marketing–politics
nexus, but also the application of commercial marketing techniques by parties and
their effects.

The goal of marketing strategy academics and practitioners is to understand how
firms obtain and sustain a competitive advantage (McNaughton, Osborne, & Imrie,
2002). This goal is applicable to all types of organisations that compete in an open
competitive market. This focus sits comfortably as an overarching orientation with
which to identify and explore the key organisational characteristics that affect political
party (political organisation) performance. As such, the objective of this paper is to set
out using the resource-based view of the firm (RBV), a resource-based view of the
party, and develop a theoretical framework articulating the operationalisation of two
important political party capabilities: political market orientation (PMO), which
includes both proactive political market orientation (PPMO) and reactive political
market orientation (RPMO), and political brand orientation (PBO). We outline a
theoretical case for why PMO includes both PPMO and RPMO, and why this is
valuable in political marketing. Furthermore, using RBV logic, we suggest that the
relationship between PMO-based capability and PBO-based capability is important in
informing strategic political marketing.

We develop a conceptual model that illustrates our key conceptual contentions,
which essentially take the position that PMO and PBO are conceptualised as strategic
capabilities that inform strategic capability discourse. The model identifies the key
components of PMO and PBO and their influence on the political market offering
(i.e. the marketed political brand). To this end, we contribute to the literature by
focusing on PMO and PBO embedded within the RBV theory. This focus reinforces an
emphasis on strategy, which is the prime contribution of the marketing literature to
political marketing discourse. Our arguments outline that PMO and PBO exhibit
Barney’s four characteristics (i.e. valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable),
which allow them to be a source of competitive advantage, because in this sense, the
development of a PMO in a political party may facilitate the development of the
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competitive offering (e.g. incorporating voter-expressed and latent needs into the
development of policy), which then is manifested in the PBO. We further argue that
PMO by its nature is market sensing, or understanding voters, whereas PBO is a
customer-linking capability that facilitates the contribution of market orientation to
voters’ satisfaction through the party offering. We raise these contentions and outline
how political parties that possess such capabilities and can best leverage them can
provide a better value proposition and clearer differentiation from rival parties.

Although marketing academicians have long recognised the transference of
marketing concepts into the political domain, there are still significant gaps in the
strategic political marketing theory. First, it is surprising that branding philosophies
and practice have received limited attention in political marketing. This is puzzling
because it is well recognised that the long-term survival of any organisation (including
political) is contingent on its performance, and brands are increasingly recognised as a
key driver of performance (O’Cass & Ngo, 2007). Branding within the political
marketing domain is integral to performance but paradoxically has received limited
attention (see, e.g. Reeves et al., 2006). Second, although political marketing scholars
have addressed market orientation, it has been conceptualised primarily from a
responsive perspective (Lees-Marshment, 2001; Ormrod, 2007). Conceptualising
PMO as comprising two sub-constructs (i.e. PPMO and RPMO) provides a richer
understanding of PMO. Third, the RBV maintains that the interactions and the
relationships between different capabilities are critical in obtaining and sustaining a
competitive advantage (Day, 1994). In the context of political marketing, we see PMO
as a strategic orientation that interacts with various strategies and tactics, including
brand orientation.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: first, we discuss the two
dominant strategic theories, emphasising the relationship between RBV and political
marketing; second, we discuss PMO; third, we highlight branding orientation; and
lastly, we discuss the implications for strategic political marketing.

Strategic marketing theories and political marketing

Competitive advantage is taken here to mean the strategic benefits gained by a firm
over its rivals that enable the firm to compete more effectively in the marketplace (Jap,
1999), which then leads to superior profitability (Bharadwaj, Varadarajan, & Fahy,
1993; Day & Wensley, 1988). This focus is based on the integration and coordination
of firm activities towards satisfying customers in an effort to maximise long-term
profitability. The translation of this business philosophy into politics is not
straightforward, but it does provide an important point of both comparison and
departure when one considers commercial business versus politics and the
application of marketing. In the context of politics, some may argue that the notion
of ‘superior profitability’ can be equated to focusing party activities (resources and
capabilities) consistently towards satisfying voters in an effort to maximise votes and
thus enhance the chances of winning in the elections. While this notion may raise some
debate, we contend that winning is fundamental to the nature of politics in many
political systems, and ultimately those who seek to gain power through politics must
win or at least win enough votes to have influence in the political process. Winning to
some extent requires a party (candidate etc.) to be seen as offering greater value than
its rivals offer and to gain the majority of the votes. Thus profit, or what might be more
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meaningfully seen as sales volume, here equates to the number of votes obtained at the
election. Thus we see a significant connection between the notion of marketing’s role
in maximising sales and long-term profitability and customer equity in both the
commercial business sector and politics. Long-term profit will be achieved when
voter (i.e. customer) equity is created (and delivered), voters will be acquired and
retained, and thus party (organisational) profit is maximised through such voters.

In efforts to understand performance and profit, two theories dominate strategic
marketing and are key in explaining competitive advantage: industry organisation (IO)
and the RBV. Whereas IO emphasises the external environment in performance, the
RBV maintains that unique internal resources and capabilities are the key to
sustainable competitive advantage and heterogeneity in firm performance. In the
context of classical industrial organisation theory, scholars have to a great extent
operated on the premise that a firm’s management can influence neither industry
conditions nor its own performance. This deterministic view suggests that the firm’s
strategy is constrained by its industry’s structural forces, and assigns a limited role to
the firm’s managerial decision makers (Bain, 1956).

IO has its origins in Mason’s (1939) argument that the structure of the market affects
profitability. Bain (1956) expanded on this argument and suggested that entry barriers at
the industry level were responsible for impediments to competition. This economic-
based industry rationale was transferred to understand firm differences (Porter, 1980).
The ‘structure determines an organisation’s conduct and performance (SCP)’ argument
suggested that the imperfect structures of the market are important determinants of
profits (Porter, 1980). For example, Porter (1980) argued that firms earn monopoly
rents in two ways: (1) by selecting industries that were structurally attractive, or (2) by
manipulating the forces driving competition in their favour through the selection of
generic competitive strategies.

In political marketing, researchers have adopted (albeit in a limited sense) both the
IO and the RBV theoretical paradigms in examining strategic political issues. For
example, IO has been adopted by researchers such as Butler and Collins (1996) who
examine the strategic notion of position of the parties (i.e. market leader, challenger,
follower, and nicher), and Smith and Hirst (2001) discuss the concept of strategic
political segmentation (e.g. geographic, demographic). RBV, on the other hand, has
been applied by Henneberg (2006) implicitly suggesting that following or leading are
strategic stances, (i.e. choices that represents certain capabilities), whilst Lynch et al.
(2005) explicitly apply RBV to election campaigning and highlight the importance of
both short- and long-term resource allocations. Lastly, O’Cass (2009) links value
creation and RBV, and argues that this link provides significant opportunities in
advancing political marketing. Such advancements may provide a better and more
complete picture of performance issues associated with parties and elections, because
to understand and mould public views requires certain resources and capabilities
(O’Cass, 2009).

The value of applying RBV has been recently highlighted in the political marketing
literature. For example, Henneberg (2008, p. 168), focusing also on party
performance, argues that it is critical to understand the ‘resources and capabilities
parties (and candidates) need, what functional requirements they have to fulfil, how
they allocate their resources, and what processes are used in doing this’. However, he
also states that this issue is still largely unresolved. To this end, he highlights the value
of linking the RBV with political marketing in order to understand strategic issues
relating to capabilities.
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The resource-based view and political marketing

The RBVexplains a firm’s success by focusing on firm-level factors. The RBV primarily
posits that variations in the success of firms operating within the same industry can be
explained by their internal idiosyncratic capabilities and how well they utilise available
capabilities (Barney, 1991; Peteraf, 1993; Wernerfelt, 1984). Although the RBV was
developed in the strategy/management literature, it has become a major research focus
in the broader marketing areas (e.g. Hooley, Greenley, Cadogan, & Fahy, 2005; Hult,
Hurley, & Knight, 2004; Voola & O’Cass, forthcoming). In translating this argument
into the political marketing sphere, we suggest that a party’s idiosyncratic capabilities
and the ability to bundle them is critical in the context of both a short-term election
campaign and long-term prospects within what has become known as the permanent
campaign (Henneberg & O’Shaughnessy, 2007; Nimmo, 1999). Furthermore, we
argue that capabilities that support both short- and long-term activity are necessary
for competitive advantage. For example, Lynch et al. (2005) indicate that capabilities
of a political party, such as reputation, innovativeness, networking, and policy
development, enable it to obtain competitive advantages.

It is the capabilities that allow a party to develop what is in effect its value
proposition, and the party seeks as such to be perceived to be offering greater value
than its rivals offer. The notion of value in political marketing is just as important as in
the commercial sense. However, to date, little effort has focused on value in the political
context (see O’Cass, 2009; Brennan & Henneberg, 2008). Brennan and Henneberg
(2008) argue that customer value is conceptually similar to ‘voter value’ in the context of
political markets. They define voter value as the ‘voter’s preference for and evaluation of
those policy, politician and manifesto attributes, as well as legislative performances, and
consequences arising from elections and the exercise of power that facilitate (or block)
achieving the voter’s goals and purposes’. However, O’Cass (2009) argues, despite an
increasing awareness of the significance of value creation, there remains a lack of
understanding on how a value-creation process should function with respect to
potential party capabilities. Critically, parties in a given marketplace are not identical
black boxes, but are dynamic collections of specific capabilities, which can be utilised to
create value for the voter. Therefore, the RBV requires further elaboration in the
political domain to explain the link between the party management of capabilities and
the creation and management of value. To this end, we contend that, with RBV, the
deployment of capabilities is the effective and efficient use of the party’s resource
endowments, and the leveraging of its capabilities with the objective of creating and
maintaining value for voters. We adopt the terminology of Sirmon, Hitt, and Ireland
(2007) of leveraging to achieve these ends. For a political party, leveraging involves the
processes used to exploit its current capabilities to take advantage of specific electoral
opportunities. Thus, through a PMO, the purpose of leveraging is for the party to use its
capabilities to create solutions for current voters and swing voters. From the party’s
perspective, value creation starts by providing value to voters and other important
stakeholders. When the party produces greater utility for voters than its rivals, it has a
competitive advantage and it obtains for itself increased electoral rewards (i.e. profit).
Thus value creation is manifest when a party exceeds its rivals’ ability to deliver voters
better value propositions.

Importantly, the processes involved in leveraging capabilities are affected by the
environmental context. Because of high environmental uncertainty of political parties
and significant environmental munificence, sustaining a competitive advantage over
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time is unlikely for most parties, with the result that a party will often seek to develop a
series of short-term (i.e. temporary) competitive advantages (see Sirmon et al., 2007).
Therefore, effectively and efficiently leveraging capabilities within a party, given the
overarching environmental situation, ultimately determines the amount of value it can
create and deliver over time.

In taking the above point further, there is evidence to suggest that capabilities are an
important source of a firm’s success (Day, 1994; Srivastava, Shervana, & Fahey, 1998).
A capability is viewed as an asset that cannot be observed (i.e. intangible) or valued,
and is traded only in its entirety (e.g. reputation; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). The
defining characteristic of a capability in the context of political parties is that it is
intangible based on historical developments of the political party and related learning
(O’Cass, 2009). We concur with O’Cass (2009) who adopts Barney’s (1991) argument
that four characteristics allow capabilities to be sources of advantage: they must be
valuable, rare among party’s rivals, difficult to imitate by other political parties, and
strategically similar substitutes must not exist in the political arena. Based on the above
analysis, a key strategic imperative for political parties is to identify capabilities that
genuinely lead to value creation and sustained performance in the electoral market.

We argue that two broad capabilities, PMO and PBO, encompass Barney’s four
characteristics, and therefore are potentially a source of competitive advantage for
parties who possess them. For example, the embedding of PMO within the culture of
the political party would facilitate the development of the competitive offering
(e.g. incorporating voter-expressed and latent needs into the development of policy,
market research on voters’ attitudes about their party, rival parties’ competitive
offering), which then is manifested in the PBO. That is, the competitive offering is
delivered to the political marketplace in a manner that more effectively differentiates
the offering to the voters, leading to a more competitive offering than that of rival
parties.

The behavioural approach to market orientation adopted originally by Kohli and
Jaworski (1990) refers to the generation and dissemination of and responsiveness to
market intelligence, whilst the cultural approach adopted by Narver and Slater (1990)
views market orientation as firms demonstrating an orientation on customers,
competitors, and inter-functional coordination (Foley & Fahy, 2009). Our view of
brand orientation sees it as the process of generating and sustaining a shared sense of
brand meaning across the party that provides superior value to voters and other
stakeholders. We as such propose that market orientation and brand orientation are
linked in the political context via their primary focus on the vote.

Day (1994) argues that the most distinctive features of a firm are its market-sensing
and customer-linking capabilities. Market sensing involves learning about the firm’s
external elements, including customers and competitors, so that the firm is able to
sense and react consistently to events and movements in their markets. Furthermore,
the processes involved in gathering and interpreting information are much more
planned and systematic. Customer linking revolves around creating and managing
close customer relationships. It is important for firms to develop collaborative
relationships with its partners facilitated by close communication links. Based on
Day’s (1994) argument, we suggest that market orientation captures the essence of
market sensing, as it is about sensing voters’ needs and anticipating changes in their
voting behaviour. On the other hand, brand orientation, in the context of politics, is a
customer-linking mechanism that facilitates the contribution of market orientation to
voters’ satisfaction through the party offering. For example, a party’s brand allows
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voters to connect with the meaning and essence of the party’s offering, facilitated by
the promotion activities of the party.

Market orientation as a strategic political capability

In the political marketing domain, there is little consensus on how the market
orientation concept operates, and how it is or should be used (Ormrod, 2007). For
example, Lees-Marshment (2001) argues that there are three political orientations
(i.e. product, sales, and market orientations), and views market orientation as
following voters. Political scientists such as Jacobs and Shapiro (2000) argue that
politicians do not even pander to voters. Although these differing arguments have
their merits and contribute to the political marketing literature, we advance the view
here that market orientation is a capability, and that political marketing literature on
market orientation can be enhanced by including the notion of proactive market
orientation.

Although the focus on market orientation has become prominent in political
marketing (e.g. Baines et al., 2002; O’Cass, 1996, 2001; Ormrod, 2007), the extant
literature examining PMO and party strategy has largely emphasised only the
responsive nature of market orientation (i.e. understanding the expressed needs of
the voters), and has neglected the proactive nature of market orientation
(understanding the latent needs of the voters). This attitude results in parties
ignoring or paying insufficient attention to new voter markets and/or potential
political rivals (see Argyris, 1994; Slater & Narver, 1995). However, an exception to
this approach is the work discussing the proactive nature of market orientation by
Henneberg (2006). Henneberg argues that political parties can lead (driving the
market) or follow (being driven by the market). He goes on to highlight that leading
or following are not ‘antagonistic concepts on a continuum’. Driving the market or
leading (‘trying to actively convince others of the beneficial nature of the political
offer’, p. 31) is similar to the proactive construct discussed in this paper.

Therefore, we contend that the RPMO can be complemented with PPMO, and
define it as the attempt to understand and satisfy voters’ latent needs. We argue that
this conceptualisation allows for the further development of the existing literature
relating to PMO. The development of this capability is based on Narver, Slater, and
MacLachlan’s (2004) work. We contend that there are two types of voter needs:
expressed and latent. Expressed needs are those that the voters are aware of and
consequently can express (i.e. responsive), whereas latent needs are those that the
voters are unaware of and reside in the subconscious of the voter (i.e. proactive). For a
party to obtain increased benefits from their strategies, it must understand voters’
latent needs or adopt PPMO, which involves exploratory learning that includes
searching for a broader range of information that enables the party to move beyond
the limitations of prior experience and engage in experimentation (Atuahene-Gima,
Slater, & Olson, 2005). Consequently, parties that use PPMO should engage in
scanning the environment more extensively and working integrally with lead
stakeholders. Essentially, PPMO is a critical mechanism by which the benefits of
strategies are transmitted to electoral performance.

RPMO can be a source of competitive advantage when it is rare in a political
environment. (For an argument related to commercial industry, see Barney, 1991.)
Because there are widespread ideas about RPMO and its relationship to party
performance, some parties seem to invest in being market oriented in the traditional

O’Cass and Voola PMO and PBO explications using the resource-based view of the political party 633



notion of RMO. Consequently, as RPMO is widely adopted, in time, other political
parties can imitate it. Therefore, as Narver et al. (2004) argue, to develop and maintain
a competitive advantage, firms increasingly must complement RMO with PMO. We
raise this same conjecture in the context of political marketing and politics.
Furthermore, because of the more complex market-sensing and linking processes
involved in PPMO, we argue that parties adopting PPMO are more likely to
understand not only the expressed but the latent needs of the voters, enabling
parties to uncover new electoral market opportunities and to undertake market
experiments to improve marketing strategies (for similar arguments, see Atuahene-
Gima et al., 2005).

PBO as a capability

The central argument in RBV relates to developing and maintaining capabilities. We
base this contention on the work of Mahoney and Pandian (1992) who argue that a
firm achieves a competitive advantage not because it has better resources, but because
of its distinctive capabilities that allow it to make better use of its resources. Traditional
marketing literature has emphasised branding as fundamental to competitive
advantage (e.g. Aaker, 1996; Hoeffler & Keller, 2002; Keller, 2001; Perrier, 1997).
It differentiates a product from rivals, and brand equity is a potential source of
competitive advantage (Aaker, 1991; Gardner & Levy, 1955; Keller, 1993). This is
important because many would see the brand as a business’s most valuable asset.
Similarly, it is arguable that political leaders and the party are the brands that are the
most valuable assets in the political arena.

Some literature indicates that applying marketing concepts to the political domain
may be inappropriate, largely because politics emphasises ideology over marketing
issues (Lees-Marshment, 2001; Scammell, 1999), and there are negative connotations
associated with marketing due to its potential to damage the political process
(O’Shaughnessy, 2001). However, we argue that that applying branding to political
marketing is valid for two reasons. First, Reeves et al. (2006, p. 419) argue that
political marketing is, ‘in general, a force for good within society, given that political
marketing is concerned with the satisfaction of the electorate. . . . Brand marketing
offers an approach that if used effectively, can improve the political process’. Second,
notwithstanding the philosophical debate, practical evidence suggests that political
branding is big business (Jevons, 2005), evidenced by party slogans, campaign slogans,
and party symbols

Therefore, in line with Reeves et al.’s (2006) arguments and evidence of branding
within contemporary politics, we argue that branding theories can and should be
applied to political marketing. Furthermore, although some literature has focused
on branding, as indicated in Table 1, where for example, some research has
examined branding strategies of political leaders (Needham, 2005; O’Shaughnessy,
2009; Scammell, 2007), others have sought to provide insights into application of
branding in the broader political marketing sphere (Lock & Harris, 2006; Reeves
et al., 2006). Importantly, the political marketing literature and broader commercial
marketing literature on branding indicate that there is ample scope to apply branding
strategies to political marketing.

Therefore, we raise the view here that political branding has the potential to
differentiate one party’s offering from its rivals and yields electoral performance
(winning elections). It is clear that parties must develop and sustain a strong brand
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because it is crucial to strategy, and it is the primary mechanism to build awareness
among voters and differentiate it from other competing political parties. Indeed, Aaker
(1996) suggests that brand strategy should be concurrently developed with a business
strategy. The increasing importance of branding has been facilitated by the trends from
substance to image (Alvesson, 1990) and tangible to intangible competitive advantages
(Vargo & Lusch, 2004), which makes the ‘the production and proliferation of
signs . . . more important than the production of material objects’ (Salzer-Mörling &
Strannegård, 2004, p. 225).

Importantly, the connection between branding and RBV has been identified, where,
for example, Balmer and Gray (2003) argue that the RBVassists in understanding the
link between branding and a lasting value (e.g. Fahy & Smithee, 1999; Urde, 1999).
Specifically, in relation to branding, Urde (1999, p. 117) adopts a strategic perspective
and discusses the notion of brand orientation ‘where the processes within an
organisation revolve around the creation, development and protection of brand
identity in an ongoing interaction with target customers with the aim of achieving
lasting competitive advantages in the form of brands’. Bridson and Evans (2004)
broaden the definition and define it as the degree to which the organisation values brands
and its practices are orientated towards building brand capabilities; they conceptualise
it as comprising four components: (1) focus on distinctiveness, (2) functional utility,
(3) value adding, and (4) symbolic capabilities. The last conceptualisation has been
applied in the marketing literature (e.g. Reid, Luxton, & Mavondo, 2005). Building
on the platform created in commercial marketing, we see political-party brand
orientation as a proactive strategic choice that influences a party’s competitive edge
and facilitates its long-term survival. We adopt Bridson and Evans’s (2004)
conceptualisation of brand orientation and argue that, in the context of political
marketing, it is the degree to which the party values brands and its practices are
orientated towards building brand capabilities. The following sections discuss
Bridson and Evans’s four components in the context of political marketing.

Distinctiveness

Distinctiveness is a key outcome of branding strategy; it includes ownership symbols
for legal purposes (de Chernatony & Dall’Olmo Riley, 1997). Distinctiveness

Table 1 Political marketing and branding.

Author(s) Themes

Scammell (2007) Discusses the branding strategies relating to ‘reconnecting the Prime
Minister’ (Tony Blair)

Reeves et al.
(2006)

Highlights the value of branding in political marketing

Needham (2005) Analyses the effectives of Blair and Clinton by applying six attributes of
successful brands

O’Shaughnessy
(2009)

Argues that Nazism functioned as a brand

Smith and French
(2009)

Political parties as brands

Lock and Harris
(1996)

Votes are unable to unbundle the electoral product offering. The
majority chose on the basis of overall political packaged concept or
image.

O’Cass and Voola PMO and PBO explications using the resource-based view of the political party 635



increases consumer confidence through consistency and allows for shortening the
decision-making process (Bridson & Evans, 2004). Reid et al. (2005) argue that
distinctiveness is not a result of the actual product but a consequence of
communication of the brand. In the context of political marketing, we see this
manifested in the party logo, presentation of consistent image, platforms, and
reputation as presented in brand communications through paid and unpaid media.
For example, in the 2007 Australian Federal Elections, the Liberal Party, then headed
by John Howard, consistently emphasised its economic credentials – and the lack
thereof in the Australian Labour Part – through television advertisements, thereby
consistently communicating the distinctiveness of the Liberal Party and the reputation
of John Howard through brand communications. This distinctiveness was further
manifested in the Liberal logo of ‘Right Leadership’, emphasising the experience in
economic management of the Liberal leadership team.

Functional utility

Functional capabilities revolve around how the brand satisfies the rational needs of the
consumer (Bridson & Evans, 2004; de Chernatony & Dall’Olmo Riley, 1997). Bhat
and Reddy (1998) argue that brand functionality is different than brand symbolism. In
the context of political marketing, this aspect is delivered through the communicated
offering and actual delivery of the electoral services to meet both expressed and latent
needs, such as those policies relating to the rational needs of the voters in areas such
health and education.

Value-adding capabilities

We label the ability to add value to the brand beyond the functional attributes
(de Chernatony, Harris, & Dall’Olmo, 1998) and to cater to the emotional needs of
the individuals and their social image (Bhat & Reddy, 1998) as value adding. These
capabilities help consumers achieve utilitarian value and enjoyment (McEnally & de
Chernatony, 1999). Furthermore, the meaning of value has moved beyond the physical
product and now includes the interactions between customers and organisation, and
responsiveness to complaints, needs, and expectations (Reid et al., 2005).

Brand symbolism

Brand symbolism, a related issue to value adding, includes moving away from
functional branding, and is related to emotions, self-image, personality, and psyche
(Bridson & Evans, 2004; Park, Jaworski, & Macinnis, 1986). It is essentially an
expression of a personality and values (McEnally & de Chernatony, 1999). In the
context of political marketing, value adding and brand symbolism relate to the
development of key symbolism through party brand personality and the arousal of
emotions among constituents. For example, in the 2007 Australian Federal Election,
Kevin Rudd (opposition leader at the time) branded John Howard as a person who had
had 11 long years as Prime Minister and was looking to the past to come up with new
ideas. In contrast, Mr Rudd symbolised his leadership as looking to the future, thereby
responding to the expectations of the voters of the future (i.e. value adding). For
example, Mr Rudd stated, ‘This election is about the future – the future of our families
and the nation’, ‘Right now I have put before the Australian people a long-term plan
for the nation’s future, I fear Mr. Howard has put before them a short-term strategy to
win the election’ (Marris, 2007).
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Linking political market orientations and political branding
orientation

Cravens and Guilding (2000) and Reid et al. (2005) are the only authors who link
market orientation and brand orientation, albeit not from a RBV perspective.
Understanding the relationships among market orientation, branding, and how
parties seek to serve the market is crucial to understanding how market orientation
and branding contribute to performance and how they fulfil their role as capabilities.
This is important because the relationship between PMO and PBO is vital in the
development of the political offering. The key factor linking these two orientations
is the voter, as PBO allows for translating the long-term objectives of PMO into
activities that are actionable (Reid et al., 2005).

Furthermore, the complementary nature of PPMO, RPMO, and PBO emphasises
that they are not capabilities that should be manifested separately, but ones that must
coexist to ensure optimal competitive advantage. For example, in the context of brand
orientation and market orientation, Reid et al. (2005) state that it is the exploitation
of complementarities between the capabilities that is important, a key premise of
the RBV (Moorman & Slotegraaf, 1999). In the political marketing context,
understanding both the expressed and latent needs of the voters is essential for the
party and its leader to differentiate their party from others (i.e. PBO). In the 2007
Australian Federal Elections, the Liberal Party’s voter research showed that they were
wary of the Australian Labour Party being dominated by Trade Union members.
Therefore, the Liberal Party attempted to highlight symbolically and rationally their
brand distinctiveness (from Labour) by highlighting the Labour Party–Trade Union
nexus. For example, Peter Costello, the Treasurer at that time, declared that an
incoming Rudd government would be ‘the most union-dominated government that
Australians have ever seen’ (McMullin, 2007). Furthermore, the Labour Party
illustrated its intimate understanding of the hardships facing working-class families
(i.e. PPMO and RPMO) in its election tax policy. For example, although Labour
backed most of the then-Government’s $34 billion election commitment, the party
indicated that it would delay the tax breaks for people earning higher salaries and
instead spend $2.3 billion in education tax refunds for buying computers and books
for children. This provided distinctiveness and symbolised that the Liberal Party was
out touch with the average Australian in providing tax breaks for the richest, whereas
Labour was more concerned about the working class (Franklin, 2007). Indeed, we
contend that PMO (i.e. PPMO and RPMO) and PBO are inextricably linked, and
provide a major source of competitive advantage as key party capabilities.

To this end, Figure 1 illustrates our key conceptual contentions, which essentially
take the position that PMO and PBO are conceptualised as strategic capabilities that
inform strategic capability discourse. Figure 1 identifies the key components of PMO
and PBO and their influence on the political market offering (i.e. the marketed brand).
Specifically, we argue that PMO and PBO exhibit Barney’s four characteristics, which
allow them to be a source of competitive advantage. For instance, the development of a
PMO in a political party would facilitate the development of the competitive offering
(e.g. incorporating voter-expressed and latent needs into the development of policy),
which then is manifested in the PBO. We further argue that market orientation by its
nature is market sensing, or understanding voters, whereas brand orientation is a
customer-linking capability that facilitates the contribution of market orientation to
voters’ satisfaction through the party offering. Therefore, political parties who possess
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these capabilities and best leverage them would provide a unique value proposition
and therefore clear differentiation from rival parties to their stakeholders.

Conclusions

Politics, election campaigns, and the application of PMO and PBO are and always will
be controversial. The potential for politicians or special interest groups to manipulate
the voter is always present, but the exploration of the RBV, focusing on PPMO,
RPMO, and PBO, will help elucidate modern political marketing. Researchers
should not shy away from exploring issues related to political marketing strategy,
particularly PMO and PBO. We hope that by examining such issues, a better
understanding and enhanced view of the function of democracy can be reached. By
becoming more aware of the use of marketing in modern politics, we will be better able
to make sound strategic decisions about application of marketing theory, and work
towards building, in political parties, specific capability sets such as PMO and PBO to
sense electoral markets better and link with them. Overall, through close examination
of theory and context, we can develop detailed views of elections and their conduct.

The argument here is that the RBV is an inclusive, useful conceptual device to
explore political marketing. Within this context, market orientation as encapsulating
PPMO, RPMO, and PBO is a useful conceptual device to highlight the coexistence of
key party capabilities that deliver electoral achievements as a description of the
exchange of political value. Therefore, within this context, we would point out that
under the umbrella of political science and marketing, researchers have devoted much
attention to various aspects of electioneering and the political marketplace. For example,
Almond (1990) identified five analogies used in the analysis of political competition.
In this vein, an enduring conception has been that of the political market, and on
this topic Schumpeter (1943) has been influential. Overall, political scientists and

Figure 1 Illustration of the conceptual contentions.
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marketers have given much attention to the market function and parties in the political
marketplace, and this study adds to this domain with its examination of PMO and PBO
using an RBV of the party.

Consequently, a fundamental question concerning political marketing focuses on
what political party managers, politicians, and party members perceive their brand to
be and how they can develop and manage the key party capabilities that allow a party
to sense and link with its marketplace. This is important because, as Reid (1988) points
out, the problem of getting elected is fundamentally a marketing problem. In this
sense, political parties need to determine the scope and nature of their electoral
offerings, a decision that must be based on their own resources and capabilities. A
small but growing literature on this subject identifies several key characteristics that
address issues related to the structure and processes of political marketing. This
literature is only now starting to focus on the offering, the organisation, the ‘market’
(Baines, Brennan, & Egan, 2003; Lynch et al., 2005), and processes of applying
marketing in politics (Baines & Lynch, 2005; O’Cass, 1996). We add to this
literature by focusing on PMO (and PPMO and RPMO) and PBO, and the capability
to sense and link with electoral markets.

Although much literature has contributed to the debate and examination of
political marketing, in the enthusiasm to found a new sub-discipline, researchers
should not lose sight of the fact that important foundational issues and propositions
must be extrapolated and explored. This call does not invalidate the extant
conceptualisation of PMO, but qualifies it in important ways by ensuring it is
theoretically explicated and includes key capabilities of parties to deliver their
offerings. Marketing is increasingly identified as an omnipresent feature of the
landscape of modern politics. Its techniques have been and are increasingly applied
with growing sophistication and fervour. However, a prominent stream of discussion
found in the literature relates to the generalisability of theory and findings across
different domains, and this study indicates that the RBV and branding can be
generalised in this manner. The RBV seems to sit well as the repository for the
operationalisation of three important political party capabilities – RPMO, PPMO,
and PBO. Furthermore, in line with the RBV logic, we suggest that the relationship
between these capabilities is critical in informing political marketing.

We suggest that the RBV can be an important perspective to adopt in political
marketing, and could form the foundation for important research exploring party
performance and election outcomes. It could provide researchers with a solid
theoretical platform to explore and explain sustained competitive advantage in the
political domain and performance differentials between parties. For instance, various
capabilities may be critical for political parties to develop and nurture. The ability to
sense and respond to new technologies, or technological opportunism (Srinivasan,
Lilien, & Rangaswamy, 2002) is one such capability. The importance of the
technologies, particularly the Internet, in politics is evident. For example, the former
UK Prime Minister, Gordon Brown (2009), stated that the Internet is as indispensable
as water and gas, and Schifferes (2008) argued that President Obama’s Internet
strategy was at the core of his Democratic nomination.

Importantly, the application of the dynamic capability perspective (DCP) may
provide a very comprehensive basis with which to explore marketing’s contribution
to politics and also provide a basis for political marketing scholarship to contribute to
the broader debate of organisational performance issues.

This paper was developed on the premise that both political and marketing
processes play a significant role in virtually all societies (democratic or not and
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capitalist or not), and that together they form a potentially powerful alliance. In this
sense, both politics and marketing affect individuals’ lives. Although there are various
criticisms of political marketing, highlighted eloquently by Henneberg (2004b), the
convergence of these two areas focusing on the nexus between politics and marketing
has become a major talking point, and the full significance of the influence of
marketing in politics has been increasingly debated. Such debate and investigation
has, from a marketing perspective, focused on areas such as the marketing concept,
political relationship marketing, marketing mix, communication, market orientation,
image, branding, strategy, marketing research, and ethics.

Our discussion above outlines key aspects of the practical as well as the theoretical
developments in political marketing, showing a growing sophistication and breadth
to the domain of political marketing and highlighting significant opportunities
for theoretical development in the field. Our theoretical explication essentially
emphasises a longer-term and more permanent marketing strategy approach, as
opposed to short-term tactics such as conducting marketing research in the advent
of an election to identify issues and voting preferences. To this end, we believe our
contribution to the literature through focusing on PMO and PBO embedded within
the RBV theory reinforces an emphasis on strategy, which is the prime contribution of
the marketing to political marketing discourse.

While we seek to advance the theoretical development of the political marketing
literature, we see the lacuna in political marketing theory providing a major gap in
knowledge, not only about theoretical platforms to appreciate more fully the
marketing–politics nexus, but also the application of commercial marketing
techniques by parties and their effects on both citizens and the political system, as
well as the broader society. Our contribution raises specific debate of marketing
strategy in understanding how parties obtain and sustain a competitive advantage.
This sits comfortably as an overarching orientation in which we explored the key
characteristics that affect political party (political organisation) performance. In
pursuit of this objective, we adopted one dominant theory of strategic marketing,
the RBVof the firm, labelled here as the resource-based view of the party, and argued
that it is the repository for the operationalisation of three important political party
capabilities: PPMO, RPMO (here, PMO includes both PPMO and RPMO), and
PBO. Furthermore, using RBV logic, we suggested that the relationship between
PMO-based capabilities and PBO is important in informing strategic political
marketing. However, there has been a debate in contemporary marketing and
management literature about the suitability of the RBV in dynamic environments
(Teece, 2007). In these markets characterised by shifting competitive landscape, the
dynamic capabilities that are embedded in organisational processes become critical, as
they are the source of competitive advantage. Essentially, the DCP attempts to explain
variations in firm performance in markets that exhibit rapid change and uncertainty.
We contend that as this paper has applied RBV with its inherent weakness in
understanding dynamic markets such as political markets, there is a clear need in political
marketing to incorporate the DCP (e.g. Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997) in examining
strategic political marketing.

Although marketing academicians have long recognised the transference of
marketing concepts into the political domain, there are still significant gaps in the
strategic political marketing theory, and we would encourage further exploration of
political marketing theory, particularly from the standpoint of conceptualising PMO
as comprising two related sub-constructs (i.e. PPMO and RPMO) to further our
understanding of PMO. Finally, we have attempted to advance the debate in political
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marketing by outlining and strengthening theory around PMO as a strategic
orientation that interacts with various strategies and tactics, including PBO. As such,
by focusing on PMO, PBO, and linking these concepts to market sensing and market
linking, we believe we have taken political marketing thought to a more contemporary
perspective of the interplay of party capabilities, competitive environment, and voter
offerings.

While the modern conception and operationalisation of political marketing has its
foundations in the U.S. political system, it is much more influenced by modern
commercial marketing thought than ever before and, to some extent, its future lies
with advances in critical thinking about party resources and capability development to
engage with the environment more effectively. While the origin arguably provides the
basis for the current model of what now constitutes the contemporary election, the
contemporary has increasingly become a global phenomenon. We are only now
starting to develop a more detailed understanding of marketing in politics, its
influence, impact, the positive as well as negative consequences of usage (O’Cass,
2001), and the roles of resources and capabilities. Therefore, an understanding
political-party marketing strategy and factors that affect the development of the
party offering is vital.
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