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Abgtract

This paper examines the use made by politicd paties of branding, as a means of
establishing paty vaues and winning politicd support. It looks in paticular a the way
in which pdliticadl paties use communication to create, build and mantan politica

brands.

The paper involves an examination of the recent hidory of the British Labour Party.
After a long period in the politicd wilderness, the party rebranded itsdf as 'New Labour'
in the mid-1990s, and - as New Labour - swept to power in a landdide dection victory in

1997, under their new leader, Tony Blar.

Using media coverage and materid written by some of the architects of New Labour, the
paper will decribe the credtion of the 'New Labour' brand, and look & how it was
developed and used to generate politicd support. The peper will dso condder the
evolution and devdopment of the brand, as the substance underlying the dtated brand

vaues has come to be quedtioned, not leest by so-cdled 'Old Labour' supporters of the

party.

The paper will draw condusons regarding the successful manegement of a politicd
brand, pointing in paticular & the need to ensure that the peformance of a paty
epousng a paticular brand supports and reinforces communicated brand vaues and the

brand itsdif.



Introduction

Political parties emerge as a response to socid developments, when groups of people fed
that they have an agpproach to socid questions around which they wish to gather support,
or which they seek to defend and promote in the face of oppodtion. Politica parties have
higtories, traditions and approaches to managing their own affars. They dso acquire and
ue names and symbols to drengthen ther own postions to rdly their supporters, to

garner further support and, perhaps, to intimidate their opponents.

In recent years, politicd parties have turned to techniques of marketing to manage ther
afars and further ther interets.  Since World War 11, and drawing to a large extent on
the experience of politica parties in the United States and other developed democracies,
politicd paties in North Ameica and Europe and more recetly in emerging
democracies such as South Africa and the countries of centrd and Eastern Europe, have

made steadily increasing use of these techniques.

This paper looks in particular a the use of branding by political parties, and a the recent
experience of the United Kingdom's Labour Paty which put branding a the heart of the
process of modernization which led to the party’s return to power — after a long absence —
in the country’s generd dection of 1997. Since then, and usng the same techniques, the

party has consolidated its hold on power in an dection hed in June, 2001.

The paper examines the credtion of the 'New Labour' brand, looking a how it was

devdoped and used to generate politicd support.  The paper will dso consder the



evolution and devdopment of the brand, as the substance underlying the dated brand
vaues has come to be quedioned, not leest by so-cdled 'Old Labour' supporters of the

party.

The paper dso conddes the successful management of a political brand, pointing in
paticular a the need to ensure that the performance of a paty espousing a particular
brand supports and reinforces communicated brand vaues and the brand itsdf.
Throughout, the importance of communication in edablishing and sudaning the brand

cannot be understated.

Branding

A brand is a multidmensond condruct, involving the Hending of functiond and
emotiond vaues to match consumes peformance and psychosocid needs (de
Chernatony and Ddl’Olmo Riley, 1998). One of the gods of branding is to make a brand
unique on dimensons that are both rdevant and wdcomed by consumers (de Chernatony

and McDonald, 1998).

Success in an overcrowded market will depend on effective brand differentiation, based
on the identification, interndization and communication of unique brand vaues that are

both pertinent to and desired by consumers.

Powerful brands communicate their vaues through every point of contect they have with

consumers (Cleaver, 1999).



A functiond vaue is a vaue rdating to the way something works or operates and can be
evduated through rationd deduction. An emotiond vdue is a vdue rdaing to a
person’s emotions and derived from a person’s circumstances, mood or relationships with
others, and being indinctive or intuitive or based on fedings as diginguished from

reasoning or knowledge.

Applying branding principlesto a political party —

the case of New L abour

A politica party, despite the difficulty of defining the market place for its brand, can
condder itsdf as a brand, to be developed to offer functiond and emotiond vaues to an

electorate as part of its gpped.

The New Labour brand was developed as pat of the modernisation of the Labour party,
which occurred of necessty between 1983 and 1994. By the 1983 dection, the Labour
paty’s support had reduced to the point where there was a danger it might lose its
postion as officid oppodtion to the increesngly poweful and secure Conservadive
Paty. The Conservetive Paty had come to power in 1979, replacing a wesk and failing
Labour government. It was to reman in power until 1997, through dections in 1983,
1987 and 1992. By 1983, the Consarvedive Paty was meking strong use of marketing

techniques to sugtain its hold on power (White, 1983).

“New Labour was the product of traumatic and multiple falures’ (Rawndey, 2000, page

viii). It emerged from recognition through three dection defeats that the paty had to



modernize, reconnect to the electorate, and overcome the eectorate's doubts and fears
about Labour as a paty of government. The process of modernization is wel described
in books such as Gould, 1998. He firg mooted the term ‘New Labour’ in 1989, but the
term and the brand were not adopted until the 1994 Paty Conference, which had the

theme, New Labour, New Britain.

The New Labour brand represented an explict breek with ‘Old Labour,” the party of
tradition and the dmogt one hundred years of hidory that the paty had lived through

sinceitsfoundation as a party to represent the interests of organized Labour.

New Labour had to bresk explicitly with the past, and to demondrate the new party’s
commitment to current vaues  This involved changing the paty’s conditution and
founding principles, among them Clause IV, which committed the paty to teking
ggnificant components of the economy into public ownership. A revised Clause 1V

dlowed for the workings of the market economy.

New Labour set out to represent functiond vaues of openness, modernity, economic
othodoxy and redidributory socid policy.  Emotiondly, the brand had to reasssure
remove the fear that voters dill after many years fdt that a Labour government would
return the country to the dark days of the ‘winter of discontent’, when the country was
padyzed by union digoutes in the winter of 1978 — 1979, under the last Labour

government.



Labour set out to goped to middle England, recognizing it is most successful as a paty

when it bestrides the centre ground (The Economigt, November 15, 1997).

The evolution and development of the brand

Improvement of the Labour product and the communication of its benefits went hand in
hand (Hetcher, in Marketing, November 27, 1997). Gould (1998) shows how, patly as a
result of his experiences with the US presdentid campagn in 1992, he and other
alvisors were adile to professondise the process of paty and campaign communication
through the dections of 1987 and 1992, and in the successful dection of 1997. Gould, a
drategy and polling advisor to Tony Blar and the Labour Paty in the 1997 Generd
Election campaign and in the three years that preceded it, is one of the centrd figures in
the modernization of the the Labour Party, but the architects of New Labour are
recognized as Tony Blar (now Prime Miniger), Gordon Brown (Chancdlor of the
Exchequer), Alagar Campbel (the Prime Miniger's press secretary) and Peter
Manddson (a dose advisor to the Prime Miniger, and recognized meder of

communication techniques used in the pursuit and retention of political power).

In the 1997 dection, Labour came to power with 419 sedts in the House of Commons, for

amgority of 179. The Consarvatives retained 165 seats.

New Labour as a brand was successful in part because of its ambiguity. It represented
vdues with which large swahes of the populaion could identify, such as persond

opportunity flowing out of srong communities. It was an easy target for criticiam. The



Economig, for example, sad tha Tony Blar's proect to edablish New Labour in
government was to achieve culturd hegemony by cregting a more inclusve politics for a

post ideologica age (The Economigt, October 25 1997).

Rawvndey (2000) taked about the illusons that susained New Labour. He sad “the
illusonigs ae best placed to know wha an illuson it was tha New Labour was a
glossly impotent machine dways under the masterful control of an assured leader. That

this illuson was mantaned for 0 long was one of the great triumphs of Aladar

Campbdl’s soin.”

The demise of the brand

New Labour was described by Derek Drgper, an ade to Peter Manddson in the 1997
campagn, as “an dection draegy rather than a governing drategy” in comments to a
fooum to asess New Labour's record hdd in 2001, a London's Inditute for

Contemporary Arts.

Neverthdess Tony Blar, goesking outsde his office & Number 10 Downing Street on
May 2, the day following the dection in 1997, sad “we ran for office as New Labour and
will govern as New Labour. It will be a government that seeks to restore trugt in politics’

(speech in Downing Street, May 2, 1997, quoted in Rawndey, 2000, p15).

However, Philip Gould, writing in a memo to the paty leadership in May 2000, Getting

the Right Place in Hidory, sad by then the New Labour brand has “been badly



contaminated. It is the object of condant criticiam and, even worse, ridicule. . . Labour is
undermined by a combination of spin, lack of conviction and gpparently lack of integrity”

(Gibbon, 2000).

Pat of the contamination was due to the discrepancy between the high aspirations
incorporated into the brand's vadues, and the peformance of the party in office. In an
end of term assessment, Toynbee and Waker (2001) wrote “expectations had been
rased, only to be dashed when nothing much happened, or with trangport, things
evidently got worse. Ealy trickery with figures undermined confidence’ (Toynbee and

Walker, 2001, page 230).

Other commentators felt that it was hard to find much that was concrete, let done distinct
and condgent, in the principles on which New Labour's gpproach was built (The
Economid, May 2, 1998, White, 1999). The atide conduded that it would be better to

judge New Labour by its deeds rather than by itswords.

The New Labour government embarked upon its firsd years in office on a flurry of
activity, but early on attracted criticism for the tightness of control it sought to maintan
on information, and on the messages delivered by government and the people who spoke

for it. Chargesof ‘control freskery’ and ‘spin’ were directed againg the government.

Marketing professonds asked if New Labour had spun totaly out of control (Marketing,

Juy 27, 2000). In mid-2000, as the government seemed to lurch from one criss to



another (for example the fud criss of September, 2000) the New Labour brand was seen
to be under threst. The brand was discredited by internd disputes within the party, and a
perceived inability on the part of the government to take control of current issues. Where
the brand once stood for modernity, integrity and competence, it now seemed to represent

ditism, soin and drift.

Toynbee and Waker's assessment of the government’s record prior to the 2001 eection,
a which Labour was returned to office with a comparable mgority concluded that the
government was “a moded, competent, unambitious government, over-given to high
flown rhetoric while trimming its sals to every wind.” (Toynbee and Waker, 2001, page

239).

Fom mid-2000, use of the teem ‘New Labour lessened. One report a about this time

uggested that the term new was now redundant (Daily Telegrgph, July 20, 2000).

Conclusions

Reflections on the emergence, development, evolution and demise of the New Labour
brand sugget a number of condusons The brand was an essentid dement in the
modernization of the paty, and a device to sugget and promise changes. The brand
promise, vague though it seemed to commentators at the time, was aimed to reassure, to
dlay fears and to convince the dectorate that Labour would provide a new kind of

government.



The brand came to be devdued when some of the important promises made were not
delivered. One of these had to do with the sandards to be followed by the government in
the conduct of public busness but ealy illusrations of government and minigerid
performance showed that the government was essentidly no different from other
governments (Rawvndey 2000, see in paticular the Ecdedtone affar, and the forced

resgnation of Peter Mandelson from minigterid posts).

The brand was built through communication (Gould, 1998), but the discrepancies
between announcements and actud peformance led on to cynidsm about the
government, New Labour and palitics itsdf. This cynidsm led on to poor voter turnout
a the 2001 dection.
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