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2. THEORETHICAL CHAPTER

The explanandum of this study, the phenomenon of political branding, can be situated in
various theoretical contexts. This could be, for example, the theory of a personalization of

politics or arguments surrounding its emotionalization and blending with popular culture.
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This raises the question of how political branding has to be evaluated normatively. For
Scammell (2007), “branding is not easily categorized as a force for either good or ill” (191).
With its more engaging and interactive communication style, it might have the potential for
building a connection to voters who have turned their backs to politics. Traditional political
communication has left people confused and indifferent, but political actors’ adherence to the
rules followed by commercial brands for the facilitation of ‘brand connection’ might empower
and, essentially, re-politicize voters. On the other hand, branding might drive the substance out
of politics and replaces it with glitz and style. While branding, in theory, should always be based
on a ‘hard’ product, on substantive values and policies, it can easily turn into a traditional
marketing show that makes voters even more fed up with politics. Needham (2005) draws up
an equally differentiated picture: Branding can increase political communication’s
comprehensibility and credibility and make it “more cognizant of and responsive to public
opinion” (356). However, it can also lack ideological grounding and stifle intra-party life by

subordinating all debate to the guidelines of the party brand.

Barberio and Lowe (2006) and Harsin (2007) offer exclusively negative evaluations. For the
former, “an over-reliance on branded communications can all too easily shift into pure
manipulation of the public and cause undue injury to the nation’s fundamental democratic
discourse” (24). The emotional wrapping of political products, which in other scholars’ opinion
might also bear potential for connecting to voters, is seen as a suppressor of dissent, as part of
“demagogic rhetoric” (3). For Harsin, who treats branding as a way of stigmatizing political
opponents, “political branding is not about reason-giving, in terms of rational-critical debate”
(21). It is symptomatic for a media-politics environment dominated by horse-race reporting and
tabloidization. In his eyes, “political communication and teledemocracy in the U.S. is today best
understood as branding in terms of marketing theory, and it is a trend that is spreading across
Europe and globally” (24). This rise of political marketing, including the special technique of
branding, can partially be attributed to a secularization of politics, which will be the topic of the

next sections.
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It becomes apparent that secularization has turned the rigid politics of social cleavages and
strong party loyalties into a more fluid and diverse system. Instead of ideologies, mobilizing
capacity now rests with single issues. Some scholars even speak of an era of “lifestyle politics”
(Bennett 1998), in which political participation is a product of people’s desire to “pursue
freedom of expression and self-realization” (Inglehart and Welzel 2005: 3), of “considerable
self-reflexivity and identity management” (Bennet and lyengar [forthcoming]: 18), and
essentially a means of realizing “personal projects of managing and expressing complex

identities in a fragmentin
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ads. As elaborated above, brand images are ultimately rooted in consumers’ — or voters’ —
minds but can be nourished (and contaminated) through branded communication. | was

interested to whether that branded quality was detectable in campaign communication.

It has to be pointed out that my analysis was conceived in such a manner as to provide
descriptions of both candidates’ brand images as evoked in the advertisements. These
descriptions alone, however, do not yet tell us much about the presence of purposeful
branding. As described above, ‘brand’ is essentially a neutral concept, describing a product’s
intangible values. In this sense, most — if not all — products possess a brand, as they trigger
certain emotions or connotations. But this does not mean that these products are always
advertised through branded communication (brand images in consumers’ minds can also be
created through other things, e.g. friends’ recommendations or the actual use of the product).
As elaborated earlier, one can speak of branded communication only if a product is described as
possessing distinct intangible qualities that make it clearly different from other products. Hence,

in the context of my analysis, only obvious contrasts in the presentation of politically rather
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greatest limitation: “By looking at aggregated meaning-making across texts, the method tends
to skate over complex and varied processes of meaning-making within texts” (ibid.). The

emphasis on larger patterns shifts the focus away from smaller details.

DATA SELECTION I: THE CASE OF THE DEMOCRATS’ PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARIES
2007/08

The Democratic Party’s 2007/08 presidential primaries were selected as a test case for my
analysis. Presidential primaries are party-internal contests, in which party members (in some
states also the wider public) choose the candidate they would like to see running for the White
House. The 2007/08 Democratic primaries saw seven candidates applying for the party
nomination (CNNPolitics.com 2008). The candidates receiving most attention were former First
Lady Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton and Senator Barack Obama, with Clinton commonly seen
as possessing the highest chances of winning — until Obama’s surprising victory at the lowa
caucuses in January 2008. In the following six months, Clinton and Obama engaged in a close
race and took turns between winning and losing in the different states. In the end, Obama
emerged as the candidate having secured more delegates. Clinton suspended her campaign on

June 7, 2008, announcing her endorsement of Obama.

What makes the Democratic primary race highly suitable as a test case for an investigation into
political branding is the special character of Obama’s campaign. As already described above, his
campaign communication has been described as a carefully orchestrated branding operation.
According to pundits, his “youthful look and multicultural persona” (New York Times, Powell
2008: T 19) resonated well with younger audiences and fittingly represented his ‘change’
message. Endorsements by many figures from popular culture (some of whom released web
videos in his support) helped him to obtain “rock star status” (The Independent, Doyle 2008:
1). Hence, there seems to be a stark contrast between Obama’s political “movement” (CBS
News, Ververs 2008: 1 6) and Clinton’s “traditional campaign operation” (Washington Post,
Cillizza 2007: T 6), while both candidates are said to be very similar politically (MSNBC, Curry

2006). This makes a good case for a comparative analysis.

DATA SELECTION I1: POPULATION AND SAMPLING

My analysis’ population includes all TV advertisements broadcast by the campaigns of Hillary
Clinton and Barack Obama between June 26, 2007 (Obama’s first spot after announcing his

candidacy) and June 1, 2008 (Clinton’s final spot before conceding defeat). Not included are
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web videos that were only published on the candidates’ websites as well as spots released by
PACs and other groups or individuals not affiliated to the campaigns. If a spot was aired in
several locally adjusted versions, only one version was included in the population. Spanish-

language ads were excluded.

A list of the titles and broadcasting dates of all ads was retrieved from the website of the
Political Communication Lab at Standford University (2008). The majority of spots could be
found on YouTube (2008) and downloaded from there, using special software. Where YouTube
did not provide the spots, other online sources had to be consulted (4President.us 2008;
FactCheck.org 2008), including the candidates’ websites (BarackObama.com 2008;
HillaryClinton.com 2008). Through this procedure, 155 advertisements (83 for Clinton, 72 for
Obama) were obtained in total. To reduce the number to a manageable size, 80 spots (40 for
each candidate) were randomly selected with the help of randomizing software. The final
sample thus comprised 80 spots that were statistically representative for all TV advertisements

broadcast by both campaigns during the primary season.

DEVELOPMENT OF CODING FRAME

In order to measure both candidates’ brand images as evoked in the advertisements, |
developed a coding frame that was structured along the above-mentioned model of brand
components. Consequently, a number of variables explored the boundary conditions of the
Clinton and Obama brands, i.e. which particular ‘political product’ the candidates advocated in
the spots. With the majority of variables, the presence of brand differentiators was investigated,
i.e. how the candidates were ‘emotionally wrapped’ and whether ‘low-information signals’ (see
section 2.2.2) were revealed. The general idea was to systematically collect detailed information
about both candidates’ brand images as conveyed in the ads, so that conclusions concerning

the use of branding cou
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(Clinton: 40%; Obama: 42.5%), followed by taxes (Clinton: 32.5%; Obama: 30%) a
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Several other variables in my content analysis also aimed at measuring the various facets of the

candidates’ presentation and possible differences in this regard. The idea was to measure the
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particularities of male and female fashion, they at least give empirical backing to what some
observers have called “the Obama look” (Wall Street Journal), i.e. a more casual appearance

(compared to other politicians) that is to stress his ‘change’ message.

Figure 8: Inclusion of campaign logo and slogan, by candidate (multiple codes per ad)
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Figure 9: Emotions evoked in ads, by candidate (multiple codes per ad)
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If both remarks were found non-applicable, this study’s final conclusion would be that branding
in election campaigns indeed seems to be more like a buzzword used by journalists and pundits
to describe certain features in campaigning or campaign organization. It cannot be measured as

a distinct quality of political communication in an intersubjectively verifiable way.
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5. CONCLUSION

This study was devoted to the phenomenon of political branding, in particular to the question
whether political branding lends a unique, identifiable character to campaign communication. In
my theoretical chapter, the popularity of political branding was framed as a consequence of the
secularization of politics. Where campaign messages used to target long-established milieus and
feature emotional connotations tied to social cleavages, today’s parties and candidates might be
trying to re-introduce well-resonating emotional themes in their communication activities and
thereby restore closer ties between particular groups in society and political projects. Further
reasons drawing political actors towards branding, as deduced from marketing thinking's
theoretical treatment of the concept, might be its suitability for multi-channel environments and

emphasis on generating trust-based relationships.

The question of whether branding can actually be detected as a measurable quality of
campaign communication was then investigated on the basis of the US Democratic Party’s
presidential primaries 2007/08, in which the campaign of Senator Barack Obama was commonly
described as relying heavily on political branding. Through a quantitative content analysis of TV
campaign advertisements (n = 80), Obama’s campaign communication was compared to that of
his main contender, Senator Hillary Clinton. In particular, the composition of both candidates’
brand images was investigated — with the hypothesis being that the Obama campaign would
communicate a comprehensively different brand from Clinton’s and could therefore be seen as

engaging in political branding.

The results of my analysis, however, revealed only a limited number of statistically significant
differences in the presentation of both candidates. The greatest disparities could be found in
the extent to which they relied on personality-related (rather than issue-focused) information as
well as in the combinations of personality traits conveyed and emotions triggered. Other than
that, both political brands are very similar — a surprising fact, taking into account that the two
campaigns have been described as employing different campaigning approaches and Obama as
engaging in heavy political branding. This suggests the conclusion that branding cannot easily
be detected in political communication — or at least not in a quantifiable, intersubjectively

verifiable manner.

This opens up a methodological perspective for the future research on political branding. If the

branding concept is to be treated not only as an analytical framework but also as a distinct
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