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Are politicians stronger brands than their parties? 
 

Lord McNally opened his proposal by saying that he wasn’t against political parties. 

Like Elizabeth Taylor he’d tried more than one. He was speaking for the motion 

‘Politicians are stronger brands than their parties’ at the Debating Group debate held in 

the Grand Committee Room, off Westminster Hall at the House of Commons on 14th 

May.  It was sponsored by The Market Research Society and chaired by Danny 

Alexander MP for Inverness, Nairn, Badenoch & Strathspey.  

 

Lord McNally said it was individuals whom history remembered not their parties. It was 

Gladstone and Disraeli who dominated late 19th century politics, not their parties. In the 

twentieth century Churchill distinguished himself by being loose in party allegiance and 

ratting and re-ratting on Liberals and Conservatives alike. But Churchill was the embodiment 

of a personal brand.  In the 40s he became the brand of the whole nation e.g. the bulldog 

brand to fight on.  The political climate that Margaret Thatcher created weaned the industrial 

working class from automatically voting Labour and Tony Blair is the ultimate example of 

political re-branding.  Out went Clause 4 and the Red Flag.  In came ‘New Labour’.  He did 

what he had to do to make Labour become electable, even if “he has the ideological roots of a 

box of watercress”. New Labour was just like New Improved Daz and it was Tony Blair who 

wooed middle England away from the Conservatives.  

 

Cameron’s challenge 

Dave ‘hug a hoodie’ Cameron needs to win back Middle England and the big northern cities 

by himself because the Conservatives alone are not strong enough to do it. 

 

It is politicians that have provided the marketing sense not the parties.  For example, where 

did Michael Howard go after the Conservatives third election loss?  He went to Putney where 

a young, glamorous Conservative MP had won her seat.  Howard wanted to be photographed 

with a positive political image of the party – and that was an individual.   

 

Lord McNally said that, although some tried, politicians could not fake everything they 

needed honesty and integrity or they’d be found out. 

 

In the words of Shakespeare: 



 

This above all: to thine own self be true, 

And it must follow, as the night the day 

Thou canst not be false to any man. 

 

Opposing the motion, Justine Greening MP for Putney, who confessed to being an 

accountant, discussed brand attributes and brand values and wished that politicians were 

stronger than their parties but believed that, for most people, the party is much stronger. 

Around 42% of the vote is required to get elected.  Of the 42%, 32% vote for the party.  Put 

another way; for every one vote for Tony Blair there are three votes for the party.  She spoke 

of politicians being the party’s ‘brand messengers’ and of charismatic leaders only topping up 

brand values. Ken Livingstone and George Galloway were the only politicians she could 

think of who were so strong and both cases marginalised. She spoke of voting being head to 

heart and heart to head but most people voted for the party not for individuals. The Labour, 

Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties exist and outlive such things as Thatcherism. Blair 

extended the Labour brand but didn’t invent a new one. 

 

Thatcher and Cameron were ‘brand messengers’ and only a small percentile change occurred 

due to individual intervention. She finished by saying that ‘it would be lovely if we politicians 

were in control. But we’re not. It’s the group that has control.’ 

 

Mark Earls of Herd Consulting, seconding the motion, spoke of when branding and politics 

collide. In seconding the motion he said that politicians look at advertising and marketing 

with some distaste and advertising and marketing people look at politics and see power. The 

brand idea is one of the most successful of the modern age but it can be misused and have the 

opposite effect to that intended. There are three common brand benefits. 

 

Differentiation   

Political parties start with colour: red, blue or orange. And then there’s green. They all want 

to be green as well. Are the differences real? Do the voters believe in them? Are the voters’ 

emotions involved in these differences? 

Engagement 

Individual politicians engage strongly with their public; far less so than political parties. Mass 

membership of political parties has decreased from one in 11 of the populace to one in 88.  

Strong brands should create strong communities.   

Behaviour 

Strong brands make people behave irrationally and parties don’t do this either. Irrational 

behaviour can be both positive and negative. 

Society is changing and being ordered in a different way. Politicians are faced with new social 

media with twitters and bloggers and they need to organise themselves in different ways to 

respond to their electorate. 

 

Deborah Mattinson of Opinion Leader Research, seconding the opposition, started with 

the difference between a brand and a product is that you make an emotional connection 

(positive or negative) with a brand which you don’t with a product. What does my choice of 

this brand say about me? The stronger the brand the greater the loyalty, the harder to 

undermine, the more people will forgive when something goes wrong….recovery of M&S 

from basket case to high street leader is an excellent example of the power of positive brand 

values. 



Political brands work in exactly the same way – choosing it says something about you. Like 

consumer products it’s less about the specific offer – the merits of one policy versus another, 

and more about a complex, sometimes intangible collection of values that you either embrace 

or reject. 

 

She said that over the past twenty years she had devoted a lot of time to trying to get to the 

bottom of voter behaviour and her premise is that, while politicians can be important 

embodiments of a political brand, the true values and qualities, for good or bad, are ultimately 

and inextricably vested in the party. 

 

The party brand is surprisingly robust 

Party images are enduring and survive the coming and going of many a politician. Although 

party identification is less strong than it used to be it is still, for many people core to what 

they are - think how many people you know say things like ‘I could never vote X or I’ve 

always been Y’. In the scrabble for floating voters it’s easy to forget that most people are 

fairly loyal one way or the other. In focus groups if we ask people to say what each of the 

main parties stand for, they will trot out a set of values and beliefs that have changed little 

over the decades: Conservatives are for the well off; Labour is for the working man or 

woman. 

 

Most politicians have no recognition whatsoever 

She said she would have more sympathy for the motion if it talked about leaders, but it 

doesn’t. Very few people can name any members of the Cabinet or Shadow Cabinet. 55% 

either can’t name their local MP or did name them and got it wrong. Most politicians are 

simply (but importantly) a mouthpiece for their party’s brand: they adopt the emotional 

content – baggage even – of their party because they are not empowered to generate it 

themselves as individuals 

 

Leaders matter – but not as much as you think 

They matter but their main role lies in helping the party brand to change rather than in their 

own right. Blair was one of the architects of, and to a certain extent, the personification of 

New Labour in the early days. Cameron is attempting the same feat with the Conservatives. A 

recent Electoral Commission study showed that only 9% stated ‘has the leader I prefer’ as 

their reason for choice of vote. Yet 40% said it was because the party ‘represented the 

interests of people like me’ and 21% said it was about the party that ‘believed in the same 

things as me’. 

 

The best example of this is the run up to the 1992 Election. Paddy Ashdown consistently 

enjoyed the best personal ratings of the three main leaders. Major lagged behind by more than 

ten points and had to put up with endless negative press comparing him adversely with 

Maggie. But the Conservatives party ratings improved during this period: they led on crime, 

on foreign policy and, most crucially on the economy, while the Lib Dems trailed in third 

place. And guess who won in 1992? The Tories got 42% of the vote, Labour 34% and the Lib 

Dems just 18% 

 

The most important factor in choosing your next vote, is how you voted last time 

round… 

The British Election Panel Survey – one of the most respected studies in psephology – is very 

clear. The best way to predict how someone will vote is to look at how they voted before. 



And psephologists go further. Even harder to shake is the ‘three election rule’ - if someone 

has voted the same way for three elections running it will take a political earthquake to shift 

them. It happened in 1997 – but it’s rare – it’s rare because the party brand is, in the end, far 

stronger than the politician brand. 

 

Contributions from the floor included 

- All parties claim green credentials and political brands create superficiality. 

- Leaders and personalities create the face on the brand. 

- Leaders should be stronger than the party as (negatively) Neil Kinnock proved when 

he lost a won election. 

- Leaders are caretakers of the political brand. 

- The motion is about politicians not just leaders; there is a difference. 

- While the media is fixed on personalities, it is England that people support, not David 

Beckham. 

- Mavericks such as Boris Johnson have a place in the spectrum but are no match for 

the influence of the party. 

- A French perspective noted that the socialist parties changed their names often but 

people seemed to be loyal to a socialist or right wing tradition. 

- An Irish perspective similarly pointed out that the brand appeal is deep in Irish psyche. 

Nobody knows what the new political parties stand for or their ideological differences. 

What mattered was which side your grandparents fought on in the 1930s. 

 

Summing up 

 

Justine Greening MP was unmoved by Lord McNally and said there were no hard facts. 

People start out from their politics and then move out to individuals. She gave the example of 

Wandsworth Council which while it had lower rates than its neighbouring boroughs, did not 

invoke voting behaviour to follow its behaviour despite being in the ratepayers’ interests. 

Years of individual experience and habit doesn’t change overnight. There is an ebb and flow 

of centre left voters but it takes an awful lot to get people to switch allegiance. 

 

Lord McNally summed up his arguments for the motion by noting the decline of mass party 

membership. That the Conservatives said they were going to win the 1992 election on tax and 

Kinnock. How was it that 86% of France voted in the recent presidential elections? He spoke 

of political earthquakes in 1905, 1945, 1979 and 1997 – all to do with politicians, not parties. 

He said that political marmite has longevity and any future change will be done by politicians 

with vigour and passion, not by political parties. 

 

The result 

The chairman of the debate, Danny Alexander MP, announced that the motion was defeated 

by a show of hands. 

 

Next Debate 

The next debate will take place on Monday 9th July 2007, sponsored by ITV. Details from 

Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8994 9177) e-mail: 

dblythe@varinternational.com     

 


