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Introduction

Marketing theory has been influenced by many different disciplines, but it
has also contributed to the development of other academic areas within
management studies and beyond. While there s a considerable stock of
knowledge concerning political marketing management, especially in the
areas of campaign management, political strategies and comparative politi-
cal marketing management, the essence of political marketing theory

remains somewhat opaque. This is sometimes explained by the notion that

‘traditional marketing frameworks do not fit neatly into a political market-
ing configuration’ (Dean and Croft, 2001: 1197). Furthermore, there is no
clear understanding of the ontological and epistemological implications of a
marketing perspective on politics due to the primary research focus on
descriptive studies that attempt to explain what political actors actually do
(Marland, 2003). This refers to the fact that marketing theory makes specific
assumptions about the ‘fabric of reality’ (ontology} and how knowledge
claims can be made about this reality (epistemology). These assumptions can
be applied to politics and constitute a political marketing perspective. In this
chapter, we argue that the managerial focus is only one element of political
marketing theory. What has been neglected is an epistemological view of
political marketing as a ‘research lens’, a meta-theoretical vehicle for making
sense of the political sphere. In order to develop this argument, we first pro-
vide a concise overview of the state of affairs in political marketing, followed
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by a discussion of ‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ interpretations of the nature and
scope of pohpcal marketing research. We will then discuss seven key themes
that we consider to be essential research fodi.

The state of affairs in political marketing

It has often been argued that the application of marketing tools and instru-
ments in politics is nothing new (Baines and Egan, 2001). This may or may
not be the case, but what certainly has changed in the last twenty-five years
is not just the magnitude of political marketing management but the belief
that political actors not only act in marketing terms but also think in market-
ing terms; they themselves as well as outside experts believe that they do
marketing management (even if they may not admit it publicly), and they try
to integrate their use of marketing instruments in a coherent marketing strat-
egy (Dermody and Scullion, 2001). This is notwithstanding the idea that
“much of their marketing knowledge might be ‘political folk wisdom’
(Scammell, 1999: 738). In this context, political actors include not only political
‘parties, politicians and political consultants, but also governments, single-
- issue groups, lobbying organisations and so on, and political marketing
. applications have moved from solely a communication tool to an integrated
- way of managing politics, be it policy development, permanent campaigning
-or even governing. Six main developments of applications of political mar-
- keting management can be generalised for most democratic political systems
in the last two decades:

“"an increased sophistication of communication and ‘spin’

an emphasis on product and image management, including candidate positioning
and policy development

an increased sophistication of news management, that is, the use of 'free’ media
‘a more coherent and planned palitical marketing strategy development

‘an iniensified and integrated use of politicel market research

an .Emghasis on potitical marketing organisation and professionalisation of
political management.

pr.ever, most political actors are far from possessing an integrated and
S_‘_Qp'_h.lsticated understanding of marketing applications for their specific
PQl%t_lCﬁl exchange situations. Political marketing management has caused
me parties and candidates to adopt a simplistic and populistic “follower’
entahty, contributing to the disenchantment of the electorate and a
Su_l‘f‘mg cynicism regarding politics in general (Henneberg, 2006).

erious, intensive and coordinated research activities on how marketing
an be applied to politics is a fairly recent addition to the area of social and
p.rofit marketing. The academic field of political marketing started to
Im in the late 1980s and concentrated on topical events and in-depth

23



24

Theoretical 1ssues in Political Marketing

analyses of marketing instruments, but none offered a general theory of
political marketing. However, research on political marketing management
quickly gained momentum, driven mainly by the increasing use of market-
ing applications by political parties and candidates. Although technological
drivers, especially in the media arena, are often quoted as being the main
reason for this acceleration, various changes in the political sphere fostered
this development, such as lower levels of party identification and higher
electoral volatility. Furthermore, increased competitive pressure in the polit-
ical market with single-issue groups for resources such as volunteer labour
and member subscriptions, less differentiation between political offerings
and a general professionalisation of political marketing management activi-
Hes characterise modern political markets (Panebianco, 1988). To provide an
understanding of these phenomena and the reactions of political actors to
them, research on political marketing management became an established
sub-discipline of marketing, especially in France, the UK, Germany, Ausiralia,
New Zealand and the USA (Perloff, 1999). The need to describe and under-
stand these phenomena instigated numerous academic articles, books and
conferences. So whilst the institutional requirements for the development of
political marketing theory are in place, an assessment of current research on
political marketing shows shortcomings.

A distinct bias in the research foci of marketing instrument usage in cam-
paign situations obscures more general and theoretical discussions. Whilst
commurication activities, market research tools and other political market-
ing instruments and activities have been well analysed and compared, this
has been undertaken on a descriptive level. Higher-level concept develop-
ment or prescriptive studies are rare. Furthermore, more fundamental issues
such as ethical dimensions of political marketing, the underlying exchange
mechanisms and the interaction of marketing activities with the political
system have remained under-researched. As such, political marketing ‘theo-
ries’ have not been developed in any depth and so empirical worlk is not well
anchored. Many crucial discussions about’ definitions have remained

unresolved, not due to competing positions and interpretations but

because of negligence and inactivity in these areas. Furthermore, a ten-
dency towards ossification exists as many political marketing studies use an
oversimplistic instrumental /managerial interpretation of marketing, ori-
ented towards the ‘4P’ marketing mix of product, price, promotion and place

(see Baines et al., 2011: 15). This causes a decoupling of research in political

marketing from fresh developments in commercial marketing theory, be it
on conceptual or epistemological levels. For example, relational marketing

concepts which have gained importance in commercial marketing theory in -
fhe last decades do not find their equivalent in political marketing (Bannon,
2005), Several arguments have been put forward that theoretical and applied -

research on political marketing need to be more innovative. In the next sec:

tion of this chapter, we will examine ‘narrow’ and ‘wide’ interpretations of

the scope and nature of political marketing theory.
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Narrow and wide interpretations of
 political marketing

Essentially, the different aspects of political marketing theory can be exempli-
fied by the two different possible research objects that political marketing
theary could focus on: political marketing management, on the one hand, and
Pc_ﬂiticai exchanges, on the other. Whilst the first research object concerns
anagerial aspects of marketing in politics, the second is concerned with an
epistemological stance and is therefore not limited to marketing applications
Thit encompasses all political interactions and exchanges. Together they pro-
sde the core for a holistic theory of political marketing (Henneberg, 2002).
“The initial aspect of a political marketing theory takes its impetus from
xisting practice in the political sphere: political marketing management. It
‘manifests itself in such diverse activities as focusing campaign strategies on
the salient political issues of swing voters or through the application of
ophisticated segmentation techniques, through a consequent voter orienta-
on; the application of celebrity endorsement strategies as part of an inte-
rated marketing communication or the institution of powerful directors of
ommunication and campaign consultants. Furthermore, political actors,
litical communicators and to some extent the electorate believe that mar-
etingactivities have become an essential part of political management in
anty situations. This belief has now entered the mainstream through end-
s discussions and analyses of the ill-defined concept of ‘spin’ in the media
arris, 2001).

s a result of these (perceived or real) occurrences of marketing practice
d language in politics, the use of marketing theory as a means of explain-
g these phenomena seems obvious. Whilst political science {or other
elateéd disciplines) have little to say about topics such as segmentation,
V (_cl management or strategic capability management, they fit easily into
explanatory scheme that is based explicitly on management and market-
theory. As such, political marketing theory is a necessary (if not suffi-
en_t)..way of getting to grips with some of the modern developments in
ocratic life. It allows us to describe certain political phenomena in a
that political science is not able to. Furthermore, as part of the estab-
d tradition of commercial marketing theory, political marketing theory
initegrate a descriptive understanding of political marketing manage-
with- a prescriptive theory, that is, a theory that can help political
s to-apply political marketing management techniques effectively and
list 1e__nf:1y. Such a research view has been entitled a “Theory of Political
ting Management’ by Henneberg (2002). However, this theory can-
bi_It_?ak out of its self-induced narrow focus on marketing activities,
al:_mg everything else in politics to the level of unknowns or exoge-
ariables.’ Hence, in such a narrow interpretation the wider political
nment that frames the application of commercial marketing management
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to the political sphere remains somewhat ‘alien’ and ill defined in its relation-
ship with marketing theory.

On the other hand, a wide interpretation of the nature and scope of
political marketing attemnpts to understand the whole of politics, that is, its
constituting exchange and interaction structures, not just political market-
ing management practice. This is done via the application of the underlying
concepts of marketing theory through a marketing oriented epistemology.
Such a claim needs justification that can best be provided by looking at
some of the embedded elements.

First, a wide interpretation of political marketing theory is not solely con-
cerned with marketing activities, but tries to integrate these activities with the
political environment in which they are used. Therefore, only an holistic
understanding of all po]it'lcal activities, interactions and exchanges, players,
structures and so on will be sufficient to understand the specific ramifications
of and for political marketing management. Such a development seems nec-
essary in light of the frequent claims that political marketing theory has not
as yet developed any meaningful ethical frameworks or analyses regarding
the implications of political marketing activities on macro-level structural
variables of politics such as the party system, voting behaviour, the media
landscape and power distributions in society (Henneberg, 2004).

Second, a wide interpretation of political marketing theory is concerned
with epistemology, that is, the ‘enquiry into our knowtledge of being’ (Ackroyd
and Fleetwood, 2000: 6). This is not to say that political marketing is an episte-
mology but rather that certain ontological and epistemological positions can
be connected with a political marketing perspective, for example the specific
and fundamental issues that establish the identity of the field of political mar-
keting, The constifuting elements or premises of commercial marketing the-

ory provide such a position as outlined below, although not all of these
principles are uncontested in the commercial marketing literature. These
positions, in so far as they differ from those of political science, provide a
new and mnovative way of understanding the political sphere. As with all
ontological/epistemological stances, limitations exist in as much as they
obscure certain issues and highlight others, and therefore need to be sup-
plemented by alternative perspectives. :

Third, political marketing theory as a way of understanding political inter-
actions and exchanges in general has to be seen as part of a methodological
pluralism. The implication is not that a marketing-related epistemology
would explain the political sphere better than a political science, sociological
or psychological epistemology. However, evaluative judgements need to be
- employed with regard to the appropriateness of certain epistemological
positions in the face of a specific phenomenon, for example seeking an
understanding of the impact of negative political advertising on voter

decision-making processes in order to provide guidelines for self-regulating

bodies of political advertisers. Hence, this is concerned with the respective

explanatory power of different epistemological stances in a concrete situation
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and for a given purpose. As an abstract concept, no preferences can be deduced
beyond that.
. Therefore, a political marketing theory of politics would not supersede
hut comPlem.ent other (such as political science) theories. It would be more
appropriate in explaining certain elements of political life whilst others
would not be cqvered in the same depth, rigour or quality. Additionally,
certain e.xpla‘natlons might contradict those of political science directly’
without it being clear which claim is of higher appropriateness, thus sﬁmu:
lating further discussions. As such, a wide political marketing theory would
.gonsist of theories of middle-range and would have no ambition to provide
any general t‘heories. Understood in this epistemologically oriented way, a
theory of pphﬁcal marketing cannot be anything but a sense-making fram’e—
W_prk, that is, a way of knowing. Whilst these theoretical considerations can
only present political marketing theory as a possibility for enriching our
'.;J_nc}e.rstandjngl of politics, the ontological and epistemological essence of a
political marketing theory needs to be described in order to gauge an
understanding of how far these provide a specific and valuable lens for the
aining of knowledge in the political sphere.
The c.haracter of marketing as focusing on exchange (theory) provides an
ntq}oglcal foundation for political marketing. The assumption is that ‘real-
s m?tde up of actors (or forces) in relation to each other. Everythin
c}geve§ its characteristics and qualities within a web of (multiple) ‘pairin sg'
agozzi, 1975). Marketing, in its simplest form, cannot be carried out by ogne
t‘pr alone; it is always an exchange between actors. Thus, the corresponding
15'_,__t.em019gy would prescribe an enquiry that locks at dyads {or networks of
__at{onsh.lps) as the main focus of analysis. While these dyads/networks
nsist of actors, the exchange focus of political marketing means that, for
ampl.e, resealur.ch on political campaigns should not focus on the po]iItical
ket.u}g actmtieg of parties/candidates, but take into consideration that
Ie ]?ohtical marketing exchange consists of three interactions in the electoral,
arL amentary and governmental marketplaces. Perceptions, interpretations
: gpresenta!:ions of activities and other meaning-laden properties such as
tentions, Posﬁions and resources within the political exchange become the
ng epistemological characteristics of political marketing enquiry.
elated to this point is the ontological assumption of a ‘qualified’ market
ar:inge: Amanager%al perspective of political marketing is linked to a tradi-
- (micro-economic) market understanding as a clearing mechanism, pre-
IFLEI t;l;eo exchainﬁge characteri§tic.s of_ independent actors with self-interested
u ns which they maximise in episodic and unrelated transactions.
ver, pohhcal marketing theory characterises interactions and exchanges
veen interdependent actors and structures. This would also encompass
pErEgﬁon and collaboration, and in some cases also collusion, which in tra-
haéisnéarkgg are dee.mecfl Fo bc? anomalies. Furtherninre, an increased
) ut: a_?s e dyna.mlcs is implied: not only single transactions are ana-
_ o the totality of interactions and exchanges constructed within
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relationships over time. Historical determinants, as well as future-oriented
considerations, become real forces within these market exchanges.
A third element is concerned with the embeddedness of politics, especially
its relationship with social and other narrative models of representation. It
can be posited that the political sphere does not exist independently of other
cultural and social aspects of life (Butler and Collins, 1999). The interactions
and interdependencies of politics on the economy, the legal system and
social and cultural experiences give a clear indication for the arbitrariness of
any attempt to disentangle polifics from its contextual frame (Mancini and
Swanson, 1996). As this condition is existent on both an epistemological level
(in the way we attempt to gain insights about politics) and on an ontological
level (the fabric of politics as is), any political as well as social marketing
enquiry needs to look at interconnected systems; and cannot focus simply on
an arbitrarily delineated political sphere (Brenkert, 2002). This complexity
makes simple and uni-dimensional explanations very unlikely, Furthermore,
it becomes difficult for political marketing theory to find clear-cut ‘horizons’
for its explanatory purpose.

Lastly, the structural connectedness of the management of politics and
politics itself is ontologically anchored in political marketing theory. The dif-
ference between content and packaging in politics is treated as spurious. Any
political management or marketing activity relates inevitably to policy/politics
content either through considerations regarding development, execution or
assessment of policies, and is recognised as such by other actors. On the other
hand, policy-making and governing encompass management issues. 50 any
enquiry in political marketing can be said to look at aspects of politics thatin
a narrow sense do not have anything to do with marketing instruments. As
such, political marketing theory cannot limit itself to political marketing man-
agement as the application of tools and concepts from commercial marketing
to the political context. Directly linked to this is a recognition that marketing
is not a neutral aspect or tool of politics and that ethical considerations have

to be an integral part of any political marketing theory. -
The delineation of wide and narrow understandings of political marketing
theory has implications for political marketing research, especially with
respect to the current state of affairs of the discipline. It is the main conten-
tion of this chapter that the current realities of research on political mar-

keting can be explained through connecting them with the two different

perspectives on political marketing theory. The underpinning idea is that
the shortcomings of current research are linked to a research community
that subscribes to the narrow interpretation of political marketing theory
that is concerned with understanding marketing activities in politics. While
this happens predominantly implicitly, this managerial stance is widespread,
not only with researchers but also commentators on, or opponents of, politi-
cal marketing, and so political marketing actually mirrors the most limiting
aspects of mainstream marketing. Political marketing theory has not yet
been employed or conceptually discussed widely and this lack of research
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causes the flgld of political marketing to be short-sighted and without

.sohd, theorenczfl‘foundation. The main implication of this chapter 'mt; }
:research on political marketing needs to be broadened in orcier}zo nlli e
h?owledge development in political marketing. I the following se eti e
discuss seven key themes that we perceive to be central to th %’1 ncement
of the discipline of political marketing. @ acvancement

Key themes in political marketing

“Theme 1: grounding in exchanges and interactions

:Whﬂst ;ommercial marketing theory can now look back on decades of the-
-pgoaf; fconcip;ndegelopment which manifest themselves in different
schools of marketing thought (Wilkie and Moore, 2003), this i
‘for political marketing thoug! ai e o or the enee
| ght. The research domain of political i
as made possible on the theoretical lev R ening dotmier
s made . el by the ‘broadening d ’
Eirﬂl;l;mé mfthe 197(25, but it was not until the 1990s that politicfl mea]iiteetir?é
] e focus of serious research. As the histori
CAr . . cal develo
Dhméal J_Zliarketmg s.tems f.rom commercial marketing, marketirllj mtel?etof ;
E;DW- i:es he o.ntologlcal rationale for political marketing and it is E1erefory
%ﬁ&oﬁtﬁz ;in];rjsk aii; fkélr?c‘{vledgt: a%su'necl from political marketing resea:d?
with © ‘ amental marketing concepts {Henneb 2
_:hsda mctc;; cctci)ncelr.atth1 in corillmercial marketing theory I;cn'u:erns tieeg%chgg?e.
P ons, this needs to be represented in research iti
inig. Commercial marketing theories use disti oLy the oo
: : tinct tenets about the underlyi
monadic, dyactic or network exchan, e in
non ‘ ge processes that shape and restri
g interactions. Such an understandin P B
: : g of the structural characterist
b aizc;l on'soc;al exchange theory, provides clear ontological delineati:rl?ssgrcjd’
P A Cr;jéu;g or tl'}eory development in political marketing.
et c; ! }fgjlﬁirsm olf< th'e asisumpl:ions that guide theory and concept develop-
Edﬁcepmal ttea el}:rstar .etm.g is necessary in order to avoid the development of
fncepiual of with little epistemological discussion of the fundamental
o dfn ths of each mo.del. However, such a discussion of assumptions
(hoes ;E-] " ‘]33 ;g;st;rélooll)()g;cal ﬂg,'romdmg is rare in political marketing research
(b , . Furthermore, it seems as if our understandi
E_Iaj_tt;l_.ére "ﬂcif exduanges and intt_aractions in political marketing isaEnclila%c?efvtBE
iy C.har:C%ro}lqdmg of reslear.ch in clear discussions of exchange and interac-
i rarely bzzit;if andttlaenﬁ dJ_Ef;eurlrinces from traditional marketing exchanges
: empted. The fundamental question of th iti
g exchange characteristics which 1 D P itica) market,
SN es at the heart of filling th
e ‘political market’ with life ifi B e phor of
N e has not been clarified theoretically in
go;lsﬂ:: lscl;uue fot{ campaign t?xchanges as well as for other re?evals? ;ﬁ;&i}
, €sp y the service implementation of policies {governmental
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political marketing). This limitation means research in political marketing is
not rigorous enough with regard to the underlying exchange morphology
which determines theory and concept-building efforts.

Theme 2: pluralism of theoretical marketing approaches

When it comes to underlying marketing theories, it must be noted that
marketing is somewhat eclectic: many different theories and schools exist
that are based on differing perspectives that are often incompatible.
Marketing as a ‘magpie discipline’ borrows theories from other disciplines
such as economics, psychology and sociology, and what is needed is a fur-
ther step, using these borrowed theories to provide insights from which to
build specific theories of political marketing which can be the foundation
of a theory-driven discipline (Burton, 2005). At present there are many
competing theories of commercial marketing and with this comes the abil-
ity to sustain multiple research approaches, something that can be seen to
have a positive and liberating effect on the discipline. For example, despite
the existence of several schools of thought in the late 1980s, this did not
stop the development of relationship marketing approaches (Grinroos,
1994) or interaction and network theories of marketing (Ford and Hakansson,
2006), Pluralism within a discipline is not necessarily a problem, as having
multiple perspectives can increase the understanding of different facets of
the research field. However, the eclectic nature of marketing also makes it
a ‘low-paradigm’ field {Weick, 1995) in which dominant approaches are
weakly defined and detailed with regard to other approaches.

Political marketing theories and concepts are obviously highly influenced
by research in marketing. However, it has been observed before that an
instrumental view of marketing management is dominating political mar-
keting research. An adaptation to the political market of the 4Ps framework
and the marketing mix paradigm is crowding out other research streams of
marketing. As such, political marketing theory is developing into a ‘strong’
paradigm, focused on a singular approach that is, however, often seen as
obsolete or nafve in mainstream marketing theory. Pluralism of marketing
schools is not used enough in political marketing, that is, functional, rela-
tional, or network-oriented concepts are rare in political marketing theory
development (Henneberg, 2007).

Theme 3: adaptation of existing marketing and political science
theory and concepts

The issue of multiple theoretical approaches is doubled in the area of politi-
cal marketing: theories that are developed from both marketing and political
science can be used, and these theories and concepts can also be overlaid,
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integrated and compared. As such, political marketing theories and concepts
depend on borrowing and adaptation of existing theories from both market-
ing and political science. Although this is dependent on the exchange char-
acteristics of the political market, such an integrating nature of theory and
concept development from different disciplines remains an important aspect
of contemporary political marketing research. This problem is further com-

ounded owing to the very different ways in which both commercial and
political marketing are understood and that some of their theories are incom-
patible. However, the existence of multiple ways of understanding the research
field can increase theory-building creativity by searching out similarities and
friction points in alternative theories.

Unfortunately, research on these alternative theoretical positions in politi-
cal marketing is not high on the research agenda, as research carried out by
marketers and by political scientists remains isolated from each other. Not
many truly “interdisciplinary” research groups or projects exist in the field of
political marketing. Consequently, integrated or adapted theories that
bridge the disciplinary divide are rare. In fact, there are currently two differ-
ent ways of thinking about political marketing that exist, which are not
integrated except on the most superficial level (Dean and Croft, 2001). State-
of-the-art theories and concepts are not used across disciplinary borders to
challenge existing theories and concepts in political marketing and to
develop new theories and concepts. For example, important marketing con-
cepts like market orientation, the service-dominant logic of marketing and
value-network concepts are only starting to creep into political marketing
research. However, with the development and acceptance of political mar-
keting as an established sub-field of marketing theory and political science,
this can go some way to encouraging cross-disciplinary research.

Theme 4: integration of pragmatic and abstract discipline views

Another issue of political marketing research concerns the aim of this
research: should it be the development of theories and concepts that are ulti-
mately capable of being applied by political marketing practiioners, for
example candidates, governments, single-issue groups and their marketing
advisers, or should it be about understanding politics through a marketing
approach (Henneberg, 2008)? Although the former, more pragmatic approach
towards theory-building seems to underpin most management research,
such a narrow application of political marketing research may hinder the
discipline more than it gives it focus. Therefore, the issue of the research
aims could lead to different ‘discipline borders’ for political marketing theo-
ries, that is, a narrow vs. broad view of the limits of research in political
marketing.

Surveying current political marketing research, it becomes clear that most
efforts are focused on a ‘narrow” definition of political marketing, that is, one
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that is related to the description and application of political marketing strat-
egies and instruments. This is connected to the multiple approach character-
istic of political marketing research with its primary focus on instrumental/
managerial marketing theory. Whilst this in itself is not a harmful develop-
ment, the lack of more abstract and ‘wider” theories of political marketing
does make discussions with political scientists more limited. In fact, we
would argue that wider theories of political marketing can actually help
provide political marketing research with the intellectual rigour and legiti-
macy which will allow it to become a contributing factor to political theory
itself (Henneberg, 2007). .

Theme 5: theories cover what, how and especially why (and justify
these choices]

‘Good’ theory consists of building blocks: 1) the whn, the concepts or con-
structs and the variables that operationalise these; 2) the hozw, the interrelation-
ships between the concepts and constructs; and 3) the wiy, the underlying
rationale for the selection of specific factors and relationships (Whetten, 1989).
The why issue is necessary for a comprehensive theory as it 15 arguably the
explaining part (Weick, 1995). According to Hunt (1991), these explanatory
models need to be pragmatic, intersubjectively certifiable and have empirical
content. However, whether a theory needs to be judged by its application
depends on the definition of theory itself; good theory can also be abstract
and non-applied. Furthermore, rules for good theory-building include
aspects of how the variables are defined: the focus is especially on the
uniqueness of the variables, a clear understanding of the limits that each of
the variables can explain, a logical way of deriving relationships between
constructs, and the link between theory and empirical support (Wacker,
1998). Such theories (or concepts) cannot be justified by just selecting specific
variables. It is important to explain what variables have been selected, how
these have been selected and why they are believed to be connected.
Coming to the essence of building theory in political marketing, it is neces-
sary to have a better and more precise definition of variables and constructs.
Too often, political marketing research employs a very loose way of using
conceptualisations without clearly spelling out the differences between con-
structs and their interactions with other constructs. Critical discussions such
as the applicability of the value concept in political exchanges (Brennan,
2003) or of the meaning of market orientation for political actors (Ormrod,
2007) are rare. Furthermore, the why question that features so pmmi.nently in
Weick’s (1995) discussion of theorising is mostly absent from the literature
on political marketing. A more conscious and reflective way of presenting
the gestation process of political marketing theory-development may actu-
ally increase the likelihood that other researchers will engage with these

theories and develop them further.
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Theme 6: theories conlextualise as well as bridge levels

Theories and concepts need to be placed in a context; they need not attempt
to be universal laws but should at least attempt to model specific contexts.
Whetten (1989: 492) calls this the who/where/when questions, which are
linked to providing a multi-level outlook. Macro- and micro-structures and
their relationships need to be developed theoretically. Klein et al. (1999) have
summarised the benefits of multi-level work: bridging theoretical gaps, inte-
grating the focus of different research areas to provide richer explanations,
and getting to grips with complexity to ‘illuminate the context [macro level]
surrounding individual-level processes [micro level]’ (p. 243). However, bar-
riers to such an outlook are the fact that especially in overarching knowledge
fields, the macro- and micro-levels are often integrated. Furthermore, with
regard to political marketing theory, a clash of interest exists between com-
mercial marketing theory with its main focus on individual-level analyses,
and political science with its main focus on structural perspectives.

Level issues in theory development are among the most difficult aspects.
Political marketing research does not always provide a clear indication of the
explanatory level it operates on. Individual actors such as candidates and
professional political marketers are mixed with organisational levels such as
parties and governments. The interaction between the macro- and micro-levels
often remains obscure, and the party system level as a further macro-level has
so far been excluded from political marketing research. However, as the struc-
tures of the party system may be an important contextual variable, it seems
reasonable to expect more research that is linked to the aspect of the interplay
of political marketing management by actors/organisations and the political
party system itself (a relationship that is clearly bi-directional).

Theme 7: juxtaposition of theoretical and empirical plane

The last theme extends theory and concept development by integrating it with
empirical data, A validation of theories and concepts needs to link the abstract
process of theorising to the empirical plane by assessing the likelihood of pro-
viding support for hypotheses and structuring empirical phenomena. Conse-
queritly there exists a need to develop more stochastic models in contrast with
deterministic explanations, and therefore any theory or concept of political
marketing needs to be constantly compared with political experiences. How-
ever, the relationship between data and theory is a two-way interaction, with
theories and concepts explaining and shaping the data, and with data testing
the explanatory power of theories and concepts.

Empirical research, especially theory-testing projects, are still rare in

_ political marketing research. Only through a strong empirical involvement
|, canwe adﬁeYe substantive theories (Cornelissen and Lock, 2005). However,
mostly descriptive and qualitative approaches dominate the methodology
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agenda in political marketing research, and describing or categorising data
do not fulfil theory development, although they can already contain an
unconscious recognition of a theory as part of the process of assembling the
data (Weick, 1995). What is missing in political marketing research are rigor-
ous quantitative and especially comparative analyses that integrate theory
and concept development with a deep understanding of data. Research on
political voting behaviour in relation to political marketing instruments
leads the way in this area (Newman, 2002), but other theory aspects of
political marketing research need to follow.

Conclusion

Whilst political marketing management is a well-established focus of
research, political marketing theories and concepts are not afforded the same
importance. This is arguably a direct result of the widespread adoption of a
narrow interpretation of the nature and scope of political marketing, Instead,
this chapter argues that it is necessary to widen the focus to include ques-
tions regarding the impact of political marketing on society. This chapter has
also proposed seven key themes that are central to the advancement of the
field of political marketing. Common to them all is the need for a better
understanding of the theoretical and conceptual foundalion upon which
political marketing research is based.

« Think about your political systemn. Which of the two interpretations of
political marketing is most prevalent?

e Now think about the characteristics of modern political marketing
management. Which of the two interpretations of the nature and scape
of political marketing do they fit best with?

« We advocate a broad interpretation of the nature and scope of politicat
marketing; do you think that this is realistic given the current focus on
political marketing management by politicians, political professionals
and the media?

Theories and Concepts in Political Marketing

Further reading

Henneberg and O'Shaughnessy (2007): This chapter is based on some of the
“work published in Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy’s (2007) article in the
- Journal of Political Marketing.

Henneberg (2008): This chapter is based on some of the work published in

- Henneberg's (2008) article in the Journal of Political Marketing.
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g theory is conceptually grounded in an understanding of exchanges
actions between actors. With the broadening of the marketing con-
10n-profit areas in the late 1960s and 1970s, non-traditional and
changes have joined commercial exchanges as being essential to the
g of marketing as a research area and organisational practice.
tlying rationale for an exchange, irrespective of context, is the con-
procated value, and social exchange theory is generally assumed
lamental to understanding this feature of marketing. Therefore, it
tan f.c.& marketing theory to understand and incorporate the rele-
erlying exchange structures and the carresponding aspects of
ower and (inter-) dependency in research and explanations of mar-
phenomena. This is irrespective of whether the actors involved
the commercial or non-profit market.
ably_‘o_ne_: of the more unconventional arenas in which exchanges take
: political marketplace. The characteristics of interacions between
ave b?en identified as one reason why the app]ication of marketing
the sphere of politics, whilst legitimised by marketing scholars

wrterly

Chapter 3 is developed from Henneberg, S.C. and O'Shaughnessy, N.J. (2007
“Theory and concept development in political marketing: issues and an agenda’
Journal of Political Marketing, 6 (2/3): 5-31, and Henneberg, 5.C. (2008} “An episte
mological perspective on research in political marketing’, Jonrnal of “Politica
Marketing, 7 (2): 151-82, Both reprinted by permission of Taylor & Francis (Www.
tandfonline.com), .



The Ethics of Political
Marketing
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ctive adopted by political actors.
decisions from alternative ethical perspectives
f political advertisements from alternative eth

justify or criticise political
discuss the ethical
cal perspectives. .

Introduction

Ethics are our own personal ‘codes of conduct’ that rest on the values that

we live by. Even the simplest personal decision often has an ethical compo-
nent. Trust, an ethical concept, underpins most human activity and is
therefore an important concept in marketing. Without trust there would be
no commerce, no socialisation and no community. In private life, ethics can
be summarised as a regard for the sensitivities, rights and feelings of oth-
ers. The fact that we live in a community where an ethical perspective is
relevant to understanding human behaviour can be seen in social market-
ing campaigns. For example, anti-smoking campaigns stress the consequences
for others - such as children and other members of the family — rather than the
consequences for the individual. All political decisions have ethical conse-
quences, for example, how do we use the wealth of our country? Should
the government raise taxes in order to create jobs, or should the gOVEITI-
ment lower taxes and let the free market take care of the rest? For a political
party to be seen as lacking in ethics provokes a public outcry; look at any
political scandal and this will be clear.

Everyone has an opinion on the ethics of political marketing, and it is
often ah unflattering one, as political marketing is known to the majority as
‘spin’. Irrespective of name, political marketing has become associated in the
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i i idea of manipulation and is one of those things that it 1s
ubl}c eﬁgvtflwﬂgfr;dzout. N‘LLEIEI'DLIS political advertisement watchers in
,hlonarican press testify that this is a matter of public concern. One area of
e{é‘\mefur example, is the idea that opinion is being ‘bought’ by the richest

3 ew;:han the best, and this offends democratic notions. Tk}at there are
ﬂ}eafl roblems associated with political marketing is thus not in doubt. Bu;
-;.C_ Pe the ethical problems — and whose ethics are we concerne.d V\F:ll:h;
ha:ha; ethical problems worthy of serious attention, and even legislation?

What if the wrong ethical problems are defined, and the wrong solutions

? o :
éjtizf:i?ﬂwory will not answer these questions, but it might help to clarify

em, illuminating those areas where there should be real worry and offer-

e : o
ing- reassurance when anxieties have been unnecessary, replacing a vagu

gral view of political marketing with more focused concerns organised

within a coherent structure. The aim of this chapter is*to review some of the

i i i i litical
rincipal contemporary and classical ethical theories of interest to po

marketing, as summarised by O’Shaughnessy (1995): that is, Kantian,

- - E * L) . 1-
tilitarian, contractarian, communitarian, objective relativism and cu

tural relativism, Our question in this chapter i§ ‘Can thesg gthical ﬂ;{eo?les
discriminate usefully among the mass of criticisms of political marketing,
and offer enlightenment as to where the common interests are really being

rved and where anxieties should truly lie?’

The deontological (Kantian) approach

ancient Greece did not actually have a direct a'word f(‘:)I' duty
perﬂ;;ut%}; language possessed a term that referred Eo the m'tperai.ntzred— th:e
thing one must do; but in English the word means connected wi 11 ut);l :
Imvmanuel Kant (1724-1804) argued that action shou%d flow from e leme "
al principles that are both the moral basis f.or_the action and the umvir‘fsm
principles upon which all should act. This is actually an .argu?en for
moral absolutism, for the basing of all actions on r‘ules to wh%ch a realstEd
able people should seek to conform: itisa non—negoh:?ble morality formu im
as an antidote to the potential dominance of all owr hv.es by pleasure-see bg
behaviour, How society actually arrives at these rules is left rather vague ES};
Kant, and he appears to believe that they can be formulated by a proc

i ne, -

Df;;?;?;rbﬁ;l:ﬁm the Kantian approach is that it is i.nsen.smve to con.tc]ajﬁ
defining the limits of what is permissible with no regard to r:l.rcum'sl:am:e,t o
in questions of political ethics — in ethics generally —context s E}ll—lmpcgve is.
Even duplicity can on occasion be justified, and the Kantian unizaerecl1 o
therefore of limited value in formulating an ethical b.a51s for the conduic o
political marketing. For example, if one were seeking to formulate su
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rules, the layperson might immediately suggest an agreement to ban nega:
tive advertising. As will be seen, even negativity has its articulate defenderg
on the grounds that the character of a politician is a legitimate element of thg
political offering. _
Yet the criticism of political marketing sometimes seems rather Kantian;

grounded as it sometimes is in normative models or ideals of democratie

behaviour (Jamieson, 1992; Franklin, 1994). An example of this would be the
normative model of voting decision-making based on objective informatiog

and full deliberation. For the convinced Kantian, any deviation from this

would be unacceptable once it had been endorsed as universal law. Yet voters.

are not in the end particularly rational decision- makers, but respond to gut:

feelings and emotion. They cannot follow this model because of the intrinsie.
complexity of the decision-making task; therefore they use the cognitive

shortcuts and cues provided by political advertising, journalism, etc. in_

order to facilitate a decision (Sniderman et al,, 1993),

The consequentialist tradition

Consequentialism as an ethical approach emphasises that the results of an
action should be used as the criteria for evaluating their ethical base, The
question here is what is the consequence of a particular action, and is it .

ethical? In the political context this question can be applied to whether

political marketing is an ethical activity; is the result of applying markeﬁné :

to politics good government? This leaves us with another question: what is

good government - is it responsiveness to public opinion? In this case there .

might be some vindication of the marketing conceptualisation of politics.

Utilitarianism is one form of this tradition, with its claim that the truth of -

ethics can be objectively established via rational means, and Benthamite:
derived utilitarianism was popularly expressed by J.5. Mill (1806-73) as tha

which provides the greatest good for the greatest number. There are different
forms of utilitarianism; for example, act utilitarianism claims that acHons are -
justified by their contribution to the increase in welfare, whereas rule utilitari-

anisn would seek out a set of rules that would lead to the maximising of wel-

fare. Another form of utilitarianism is motive utilitarianism, where the worth

of a particular motive is the issue, although this may be ascribed to a different
system of ethics called ‘teleological ethics’, which incorporate the virtue of the
motive, the argument being that there is a critical distinction between inten-
tional and unintentional consequences. o
There is, however, vagueness about how to operationalise these precepts:

how is the worth of these motives evaluated, and what is “welfare’? It raises
as many questions as it solves, Both utilitarianism and the deontological-:

approach can be reconciled by an argument that says the moral base on
which one takes a particular action should be universal {that is, valid for all);
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and yet at the same time one must be guided by the consequences of that
action for others (Hare, 1981). Yet utilitarian perspectives are possibly the
chest field of ethical critique of political marketing. In particular:

Issues may be prioritised for reasons gther than their contribution to welfare: a
political consulting firm may perceive political issues to be marketable
cammodities, and therefare select and market issues based on the criteria of their
dramatic appeal. Important but perhaps less value-symbolic issues may be
bypassed as a result.

. Decisions may be made with no reference to the lang term, becauss marketing
. considerations may mean maximising popularity in cpinien polls without
- considering other consequences. Issues that are not dramatic get neglected until
- il is too late, Although #t is reasonable to assume that the mass electorate knows
where its own interesis lie, on issues that have an inevitable though distant future
mpact, such as energy consumption and the environment, the electorate may be
i:irresponsibie,

.Political marketing methodologies also tempt people to use communication to fill
:the space vacated by ideas and ideology {Sherman, 1987): communications are
s substitutes for action, creating a world of prafessional campaigners and amateur
:slatesmen. _

A'fix-it’ mentality is created, with pressure for instant, media-friendly solutions to
elaborate problems. These are utilitarian-derived criticisms, because the claim is
“that only addressing an issue after it becomes necessary lo address the issue teads
~to worse government and therefore a faiture to achieve the greatest good for the
.greatest number.

- Another criticism of the use of marketing in politics is that the costs of
marketing create the need for significant campaign finances. In the USA,

f political action committees (PACs), ostensibly autonomous groups that
function as the collector and administrator of campaign funds from citizens
and professional groups. The favour is returned by benevolent legislation,
d this can be seen as undermining the efficiency of government in terms
fits ability to deliver the best for the most, The risk of losing contributions
tom grotips whose concerns are seldom identical with those of the majority
fvoters can make it difficult for elected Tepresentatives to pass legislation
Nat is best for the majority of voters. The US National Rifle Association
and. the tobacco industry are cases in point, where the political struggle
gainst them has had to be carried out in the courts since the funds they
rovide are essential to successful campaigns.

99



100 Theoretical issues in Political Marketing The Ethics of Political Marketing 101

Yet it would be unfair to state that the use of marketing tools and concepts’
in politics was by definition bad, as the use of marketing in politics can algg
be defended in utilitarian terms. First, marketing can increase the amount gf
information available to the public from which to make an informed degi.
sion (Ansolabhere and lyengar, 1995) and can provide alternative perspec::
tives on a particular issue (Banker, 1992). Banker (1992) provides an exampl'
where polling revealed that an incumbent candidate (Senator Denton) wag®
perceived as rich and aloof. As a result of this, Denton’s rival focused in
negatively styled advertising campaign on the incumbent’s use of official :
monies to pay country club membership and on his anti-social security vote
In this context, the negative advertising can be justified in that it led to a*
more informed contest, Second, basing marketing priorities on the results of
opinien research with voters can introduce legitimate public concerns intg*
the election that might otherwise have been missed, because no issue can be
successfully marketed without meeting some form of voter need. To argue'.
otherwise assumes that the electorale is nafve and can be influenced by a
simple stimulus-response model of political communication (Kraus and-
Davis, 1976).

Flanagan (1996) makes several significant criticisms of the Kantian and
utilitarian philosophical approaches. Both Kantianism and utilitarianism are -
vague; from Banker's {(1992) example of Senator Denton, Kantian and utili-
tarian arguments can be used to justify negative advertising campaigns, a
style of campaigning that is usually considered to be a harmful by-product -
of using marketing in the political sphere. The key problem is therefore that
abstract concepts need to be made concrete in coherent, workable rules that
can guide actions, and the respective theoretical variables of duty and hap-
piness need grounding in more precise values to give direction. Kantians
have trouble articulating the categorical obligations - ‘duty’ — in a detailed
way, whilst utilitarians are constantly debating the meaning of what the:
various philosophical ‘goods’ are, and how these goods can be ordered to
maximise the greatest good overall.

‘being the basis of all other freedoms and rights. But ethics invelve both
iohts and duties — there is a social contract in operation between indi-
iduals, institutions and society. These contractarian perspectives argue that a
argain ig struck between individuals, institutions and society for the benefit
5f all, an exchange that includes the acceptance of some restrictions on
dividual liberty.
.There are of course important limitations to this perspective — what, for
ample, happens when rights of one group conflict with the rights of
other group? If one can imagine such an invisible contract, then clearly
‘some of the things political marketers do would be illegitimate in the sense
‘that they would violate exchanges based on rights and duties. One area
here this clearly emerges would be that of manipulated imagery in
‘political marketing, such as the controversial George W. Bush subliminal
‘television advertisement that flashed ‘DemocRATS' at the boundary of
perception. This is an instance of obvious manipulation but, more gener-
‘ally, political marketing may appear to give permission to be rather more
generally evasive. If, for example, the entire area of spin control is admitted
‘into the domain of political marketing - although there are arguments for
saying that spin belongs to a separate conceptual realm — then the ethical
crities of political marketing must be heeded.
‘Another potential problem from the contractarian perspective is the criti-
cism that politicians are ceasing to try to enlist the direct physical participation
f citizens in politics, as there is no real incentive for them to do so now that
marketing can perform the persuasion task. By being active members of
political organisations, people engage in self-persuasion and justify their
actions retrospectively. As such, the argument is that marketing makes active
membership of political organisations redundant, and the lack of active par-
ticipation in politics today makes for a superficial commitment of support that
is quickly lost. Perhaps more worryingly from a political perspective is that
this development weakens the direct link between governors and governed.
Another area of potential interest to contractarians is the changing nature
‘of the individual’s relationship with the state. Perhaps there will be a loss of
dignity if governments come to be seen as just big service organisations, and
an erosion of loyalties and ties between governments and the governed is a
consequence of citizens being taught at the aggregate level to be consumers
in everything we do. Political marketing may be viewed as facilitating this
tendency towards teaching people to think of themselves as political con-
sumers. This may be another point at which we can discuss negative adver-
tising, presenting it as a form of contractual violation. In fact, the ethical
argument over negative advertising is a complex one and does not have any
easy solution. As Banker (1992} proposes, the argument and the form of the
argument need to be distinguished from one another: ‘an individual “nega-
tive” political ad is an argument, at least implicitly. As an argument it may
be reasonable or unreasonable. That does not mean that all “negative” ads,
the argument form, should be discouraged.” However, the effect of negative

The contract view of ethics

Utilitarianism has had many critics from its very beginnings as a coherent-
philosophy. For example, Rawls (1972) points out how the emphasis on the .
greatest good for the greatest number could lead to the sacrifice of individual
liberty; indeed, communism itself can be justified on utilitarian arguments, for
the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’ represents precisely that. Thus an impot-
tant source of criticism has been human rights perspectives, because the
pressures of crude majoritarianism can sometimes be seen as overriding the
liberty of the individual. Theories of rights were thus developed to protect
the autonomy of the individual; Rawls regards the right to equal liberty as
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advertising is to reinforce partisanship and remove the poﬁﬁcal centre; this .

may be the effect, and it is arguably sometimes the intent as well. It is this
aspect contractarians might object to on the grounds that negative advertis-
ing may represent a deliberate seeking of the self-disenfranchisement of
large numbers of people, thus undermining the very idea of democracy.

Communitarianism and virtue ethics

Communitarianism places virtue within the context of a parochial social sei.:.:-.
ting. Virtues are traits and they are formed by a long process, underpinned. .

by emotionally driven conviction (MacIntyre, 1981). Ethical traditions and
sensitivities are seen as arising out of community. Aristotle argued that vir-
tue was not a rule book, but a skill whose art lay in negotiating circumstance
(Soloman, 1993). Yet these propositions are rather vague as a source of poten-
tial ethical guidance. Certainly it is true that some of the practices of political
marketing are more acceptable to some cultures than to others. If virtue is

what the community teaches, it is apparent that different communities teach

different things, as will be clear from the very mixed reception that was ini-
Hally given to the export of American political marketing techniques to dif-
ferent countries. Tradition legitimates, and the American tradition is to place
an almost non-negotiable value on freedom of speech. It is this value of

freedom of speech that has stood in the way of legislative attempts to, for .

example, control expenditure on campaign advertising.
It may be argued that other countries value freedom of expression less,

and social integration more — there is a trade-off. The origins of political

marketing and some of its associated practices, such as negative advertising,

do in fact go back a long way in America, because they arise out of the par-

ticular value that culture has traditionally placed on the idea of liberty. The
first negative campaign using modern media appeared fully formed in the

California gubernatorial campaign of 1936 (Mitchell, 1992) in which Upton

Sinclair was the unfortunate victim, while the first advertising agencies were
enlisted in 1916 (O'Shaughnessy, 1990). A second, related, tradition is the
value Americans place on market freedoms: the state should not tell people
how to spend their money, and this includes more generous freedom than
elsewhere to spend it on political involvement — as is the case, for example,
with political action committees. Cultures with greater traditienal intoler-
ance of market freedoms have also tended to restrict the access of finance to
politics more. :

Community tradition is one locus for virtue ethics, but it is not the only
one, as some philosophers have criticised community both for conservatism
and excessive belief in the merit and possibility of communal consensus.
Organisations are also viewed as relevant communities, with the relation-
ships between different roles in the organisational community generating
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mutual obligations. These philosophers reject notions of hard and fast rules,
as the key thing is to sponsor a cultural climate supportive of ethical behav-
jour: ‘if the cultural climate is not openly supportive of ethical behavior, the
motivational climate for ethical conduct will be missing’ (O'Shaughnessy,
1995) More rules are not seen as particularly illuminating, and value is
placed on developing skills to weigh up conflicting interests. As with the
moral theories described above, attention has been focused on significant
aspects of moral Jife whilst perhaps obscuring some of the salient features of
morahry and the problem of fmdmg, at the real level, a particular solution to
a parhcular moral dilemma, There is still a need to know what are the key
moral issues today and what magnitude of importance is attached to them.

Motivation to comply

For the seventeenth-century philosopher Benedict de Spinoza, any system of
ethics must be internalised and not just verbally endorsed. The key is moti-
vation. Under the deontological (Kantian) position and utilitarianism,
fnotivation arises from the appeal of reason and from a wish to behave in
an ethically sound way. Contractarians perceive motivation as elevated
gelf-interest, whilst communitarians see motivation as the emotions arising
out of community-based custom, value and tradition. Fowever, David
Hume (1711-1776) spoke of the necessity of having an emotional base to
ethical conduct. Others, such as the economist Frank (1988), endorsed essen-
tially the same view, that ethics cannot be apprehended at the level of reason
alone, but need emotional commitment, because ,emotions engender, ener-
gise and direct responses; otherwise ‘short-termism’ will rule. Frank (1988)
claims that, in the long run, ethical conduct builds up trust and is linked to
success. In fact it is a fallacy to divorce emotion from reason as completely
as is so often done because it is only through emotion that we can convert
decision into action or choose among the competing claims presented by
reason. Indoctrination and social conditioning are more relevant here than
abstract knowledge; as Aristotle wrote, you get a virtuous adult by training
a child to do the right thing,.

" For those who would seek a way forward on the ethics of political marketing,
the question is whether to anchor those ethics in reason, for example,
enlightened self-interest, or find some way of getting politicians to adopt
this emotional adherence to ethical values. It is not, however, easy to think
of a way of achieving this, because unethical behaviour has sometimes been
rewarded. Self-interest is probably a much stronger argument. However,
arguably, any tendency to moral drift in American politics is held in check
by the fact that negative or dishonest political advertisements can backfire.
Pirst, they can incite a counter-attack from opponents, who now have access
to instant rebuttal facilities via the internet. Second, all political marketing
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g media to cover politics as competition for ratings becomes more intense
:d - entertainment values become ever more dominant on television.
prding to some authorities, television news has reduced its purely politi-
a1 coverage by as much as 60 per cent since 1995. Consequently, it is sug-
ssted that circumstance actively means resorting to marketing methods
11ere the media does not live up to its traditional responsibilities.

anker (1992) has argued:

may be subject to arbitration by the independent mass media. The media capn’
fix a maligned interpretation on a text that is quite different from that whidly
the party or candidate intended, the classic example being when the Canadiay.
press accused the Tory Party of attacking a facial deformity of the Libera]
leader Jean Chretien. Whether or not this was intentional on the part of thé
Tories, for most voters their only exposure to the advertisements wag
through the interpretative framework attached by television, and it sud-
denly became ‘politically incorrect to be a Tory’ (Whyte, 1994). In fact the
Tories, prevmusly the largest party in Canada, were left with just two seats,

The system in which political marketing occurs may perhaps be seen a
possessing an in-built self-corrective mechanism in which extremes- of
unethical behaviour, or even as in the Chretien case the mere suspicion of
them, will be punished. For a political marketing text (such as an advertisement).
stands in its own right as an autonomous political event with independent
political consequences; it is not merely a conduit of persuasive information
from encoder to decoder. The fact that harshly negative advertising is such a
volatile weapon thus brmgs its own restraints. For example, a 1996 candidate
for the Alabama Supreme Court, Harold See, was subject to one of the most:
vicious negative campaigns of recent years (Johnson, 1997). Commercials’
featured a skunk morphing into Harold See’s face, and there were claims
(strongly disputed) that he had abandoned his wife and children years
before. However, See still won; a negative advertisement is as much a stat
ment about the values of the attacker as it is about the values of the defendef,'_
and extremes have a tendency to alienate. Yet, as Johnson (1997) remarks,
‘when other capable and civic-minded citizens contemplate the ridicule and
vilification endured by See and his famﬂy, many will conclude that rurmmg
for office today is not worth the price’.

vhen considering whether a particular communication act was ethical the
ituation must be considered. Political campaigns are a competitive situation;
here is just one winner. It is ridiculous ta expect the same standards lo apply to
uch a situation as apply to polite social discourse.

y context prescribes specific rituals and rhetoric, and a political context
ultimately about the leadership and future direction of the nation and
grefore may merit higher levels of rhetorical aggression than are
gitimated by other communications situations, including commercial
ties, Banker (1992: 846) would also include in this the ad Tiominen aktacks
{hat make the critics of political marketing so indignant: ‘an election
ampaign is not just about what issues candidates favour and oppose, it is
o, by its very nature, concerned with who we elect — the motives and
waracter of the man or woman who will lead us’. Perceived character is an
tegral part of the political offering that is exchanged for votes. It is
portant because any publicly visible individual is perceived as symbolising
values of one kind or another, and in practice it is difficult to create a
paration between claracter and issue and declare the one off-limits to
public curiosity. These points are valuable in that they provide a justification
for the negative advertising that abounds in modern election campaigns,
but they are of course not an entirely satisfactory answer to the critics of
political negativity.

Objective relativism

Objective relativists such as Putnam (1981) claim that the right ethical deci-
sion is relative to circumstance. This is a position that might provide some
justification for the ethos, and many of the practices, of political marketing;
because there is a credible argument that it has been propelled forward by
circumstance, for in common with all voluntary civic activities, the willing-
ness of people to be actively involved as citizen activists has been in sharp
decline in America and Europe (Richardson, 1995). This coerced privalisa-
tion of hitherto public activity serves Lo create a need for persuasion to be
electronic, and purchased. Put simply, it is difficult to persuade people to
become vohmteers. Moreover, with voting behaviour no longer driven by,
inherited class loyalties to the extent that it once was (a phenomenon of dis-
solvmg class barriers), the task of persuasion is greater because partisanship .-
is less. In addition, there has been a significant decline in the willingness of

'_C_,ultural relativism

Cultural relativism resolves ethical conflicts between one culture and
another by accepting that ethical standards are relative to culture
(O'Shaughnessy, 1990). However, whilst accepting that legitimate intellec-
tual and moral differences and traditions exist, not least in regard to the dif-
fering values placed on the needs of individualism versus the demands of
community, cultural relativism becomes more difficult to accept once one
gets down to the level of individual practices (e.g. the institutionalised brib-
ery and ‘kleptocracy’ rife in certain political systems). At its worst, cultural
relativism is simply an excuse to suspend the operation of judgement. As
O'Shaughnessy (1995) argues:
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There is evidence from both anthropclogy and history demonstrating the essential
ethical similarities among different cultures. In accepting ethical relativism, we
Put up a rival standard, namely, univarsal ethical tolerance as the absolute virtue.
To make ethical tolerance the absolute virtue means treating public wellbeing,
honesty and justice as of secondary cancern. This cannat be acceptable,

In a sense, to tolerate all is in fact to believe in nothing,

For the extreme cultural relativist, political marketing in the USA might
indeed present no problems at all, although these philosophers might balk at its
export to countries with no such tradition on the grounds that it represents an
alien cultural graft. However, there may be some merit in permitting elements
of the cuitural relativist critique to creep into the ethical analysis of political
marketing. The different political traditions of different countries must be seen
as embodying different value systems but contain an internal coherence, so that
to change one variable in any particular political system (US or otherwise) is to
change the interrelationships of all its internal components, Thus elements that
might be objectionable on an individual basis, like the role of money in US poli-
tics, may be justified as a structured part of the overall workable pattern of US
politics. The transfer of a marketplace ethos, that is, conceptualisation and tech-
niques, applies to many areas of American life, where in other countries com-
mercialisation might be perceived as some kind of devaluation. :

The use of money to purchase political persuasion is part of the US polit-
cal system, with money seen as a legitimate expression of power, although it
is often difficult for even the richest in the land to merely buy political office.
For example, Michael Huffington lost $20 million in his bid to become a
senator for California (Daily Telegraph, 7 June 2000), and as for another mul-
timillionaire ‘the more he spent, the more obscure he got’ (Daily Telegraph, 9 June
2000). Another US tradition is to recognise that power in a democracy is not
only a function of the numbers of those who have a particular stance on an
issue, but also a function of those who feel most intensely about that issue.
In a sense this represents elements of a stakeholder approach to social own-
ership of US politics, an approach that is also manifest in the power of
political action committees in the US political system.

Yet it is possible that a cultural relativist with an educated knowledge of
US history would claim to see coherence here with other aspects of US life
and tradition. The amounts spent on the campaign trail are exceptional, but
the practices that are used are not. Another ideological trajectory for the
cultural relativist to follow would be that of postmodernism, claiming that
political marketing was just another category of postmodernist culture,
reflecting and reinforcing its core themes. Such a critic would be troubled
less by the notion that political marketing has tended to lead the political
agenda into a focus on symbolic goals and the serial creation of meaning,.
Thus Axford and Huggins (2002) see political marketing as part of a broad
postmodernist culture of signs and symbols, a phenomenon of dissolving
class barriers where people lose their traditional anchors. They take the
example of Forza ltalia as an extreme case of this, a media-created party that
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seemed to answer a huge appetite for change, a party people were comfort-

able with. They see political marketing as simply part of a world of serial -

symbolism and media saturated imagery, whose self-referentiality is cap-
tured in a scene from Murphy Brown, where she watches Dan Quayle criticis-
ing her giving birth outside wedlock.

Conclusion

The application of ethical frameworks does not generate any final answers, as no
ethical debate is ever final; ethical questions can only ever be taken further, not
answered. What the ethical debate does seek to achieve is further clarification of
the nature of the moral issues associated with political marketing, and some sort
of ordering among them as a magnitude of priorities. However, the overall diI:EC—
tion of the ethical critique is clear, that it is an error to state that political .n}arkehng
in general (and negative advertising and spin in particular) is by dgﬁmhgn a.bad
thing. What is morally questionable is not so much the genre and its derivatives,
but the individual cases where negative campaigns become toxic, legislative seats
are bought and video images are merely fabricated. N

Despite this, utilitarians, objective relativists, cultural relativists aJ.nd com-
munitarians would place the balance in favour of political marketing as it
sharpens debate (utilitarian), arises out of cultural-political l'radition‘ (E:ul-
tural relativist), is legitimated by competitive context (objective relat%v?st),
and the nature of the postmodern condition enforces it (cultural‘ relativist),
as it is a response to, rather than a cause of, the social and economic phenom-
ena of these times. Freedom of speech, including econemic speech, would be
an argument of particular interest to communitarians. Against these, hqw-
ever, there are certain strong contractualist arguments: where the generation
of imagery can be a substitute for political action and for the direct civie
participation of citizens, the contract-violation criticisms cannot be dis-
missed as merely frivial. As can be seen, there is no final resting place for the
ethical debates surrounding the uses — and abuses — of political marketing,.

+ Find a negative advertisement from an election campaign on the internet.
Taking each ethical approach in turn, try to justify the advertisement.
Thentrytocriticise the advertisement using each of the ethical approaches.

« What other elements of political life can be judged using ethicat
approaches?

s Look at the web sites of the major political parties in your country. What
are their main policy positions? Are these ethically justifiable?
Remember to think about the different ethical approaches.
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g - Keyterms - R

- Communitarianism =
Objective relativism:

Cultural relativism .

{ . Kantjanism [deontological
B Utllitarianism.
- Contractualism- -

Further reading

Banker (1992): This article focuses on negative advertising and the impact it
has on voter opinions about the practice of political marketing. Banker
argues that instead of causing voter apathy, negative advertising can have a
positive effect when it is used to increase the amount of knowledge available
to voters with which to make an informed voting decision.

Henneberg et al. (2009): This article identifies three main ‘schools of thought’
in current political marketing research and practice, and demonstrates the
extent to which each school is compatible with the political science theories
of participatory democracy and competitive elitism. Henneberg et al.. con-
clude that whilst all three schools of political marketing are compatible with
the two democratic traditions, the school that is least compatible is, ironi-
caily, that which forms the foundation of most of the current research into
political marketing.

O’Shaughnessy (2002): This chapter is based on O’Shaughnessy’s article.
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