
 

 
 
 

OBAMA™: 
POLITICAL BRANDING AND PARTICIPATION IN THE 2012 U.S. PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

 
 
 
 
 

 
A Thesis 

submitted to the Faculty of the 
Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

of Georgetown University 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 
Master of Arts 

in Communication, Culture, and Technology 
 
 
 
 

By 
 
 
 
 

Andrew David Lewandowski, B.A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Washington, D.C. 
April 16, 2013 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © 2013 by Andrew David Lewandowski 
All Rights Reserved 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 iii 

OBAMA™: 
POLITICAL BRANDING AND PARTICIPATION IN THE 2012 U.S. PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

 
Andrew David Lewandowski, B.A. 

Thesis Advisor: Diana M. Owen, Ph.D. 

ABSTRACT 

This study examines the relationship between political branding and political 

participation in the 2012 U.S. presidential election and argues for a consumer-oriented 

polity to reinvigorate what it means to participate in elections and democracy in the 

United States in the 21st century.  Political branding is positioned at the nexus of political 

marketing, political consumerism, and political participation.  A theoretical framework 

was developed employing political branding to research its effects on the election.  A 

national survey of 1,398 American adults was conducted to measure political brand 

recognition, modes of participation, and attitudes toward candidates Barack Obama and 

Mitt Romney.  Findings show young people ages 18-34 participated at higher rates across 

new and social media modes than people age 35 and older.  There is a statistically 

significant relationship of moderate strength between political brand recognition and 

political participation, suggesting that strong political branding may encourage 

participation.  Findings also show the Obama brand was stronger than the Romney brand, 

exhibiting greater social, cultural, and emotional connotations reflected in material and 

immaterial brand markers and built through time that manifest as political brand equity.  

The study concludes political branding is a democratizing principle, making the political 

process more accessible and relevant to average citizens, especially young people. 

Keywords: political branding, political marketing, political participation, political 

consumerism, political brand equity, political communication 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 

The 2008 presidential election in the United States was an historic election for 

many reasons.  The U.S. elected for the first time in its history an African-American 

president, Barack Obama.  The Republican presidential nominee, John McCain, had a 

female vice-presidential nominee, Sarah Palin, on the ticket for the first time in its party’s 

history.  And amidst the campaigning on both sides, the country also faced the beginnings 

of the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression, igniting a global economic 

meltdown and massive unemployment that continued well into the 2012 election.  Even 

still, record numbers of voters turned out at the polls that year to cast their ballots, and 

more than one million Americans attended the subsequent inauguration of President 

Obama in Washington, D.C.  In many ways, this was an election for the history books, 

with a new president elected with a mandate to heal the deep wounds of a damaged 

nation. 

 It is no wonder that scholars and citizens alike continue to study and talk about 

that historic election.  The 2008 U.S. presidential election has become part of America’s 

venerable history, with analyses of its many implications continuing to this day.  Populist 

books such as Game Change by John Heilemann and Mark Halperin and The Audacity to 

Win by David Plouffe, Obama’s 2008 campaign manager, have been published to great 

fanfare.  Researchers and scholars have analyzed data from the 2008 election for all its 

“firsts” – the first African-American president, the first female on a national ticket, the 

first social media election, the first candidate to raise over $800 million, and more.  All of 

these critical examinations have been based on an effort to understand the intricacies of 
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the respective campaigns and of the election, so that they may inform future elections and 

political campaigns. 

 At the start of the 2012 U.S. presidential election cycle came renewed interest in 

the successes of the 2008 Obama campaign.  It was from this now-historic campaign 

where words and phrases such as “Hope,” “Change we can believe in,” and “Yes, we 

can” entered into the national lexicon.  At the time, his 2008 campaign registered more 

new voters, knocked on more doors, and raised more money than any presidential 

candidate in U.S. history.  His campaign was celebrated for its massive grassroots 

movement that combined the use of new technology and social media to get out the vote.  

The political machine that his campaign built in 2008 was expected to be bigger, better, 

and stronger in 2012, giving the incumbent an advantage at the polls. 

There is more, however, to his 2008 campaign that has been missing from 

discussions and scholarship, and which greatly informed the 2012 election.  A uniting 

feature of Obama’s 2008 campaign reinforced his memorable catchphrases, inspiring 

rhetoric, and youthful appeal that were tenets of the then-candidate.  It also supported the 

grassroots organization and political strategy and social media engagement.  A principal 

and defining force behind Obama’s successful campaign and ascension to the presidency 

– not once, but now twice – was branding. 

The 2008 Obama campaign had a fully developed brand strategy, with calculated 

visual designs and considerations applied to every aspect of the campaign.  An original 

campaign logo was designed and featured many variations targeted to appeal to specific 

sub-populations of the electorate.  Every font and color was controlled with a website 

design, social media strategy, and advertising that extended the campaign beyond 
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traditional notions of political marketing.  Candidate Obama was directly reflected in 

much of his campaign’s visual and non-visual branding and vice versa.  This 

acknowledgement of his powerful branding raises many questions, among them whether 

or not political branding is a new phenomenon or simply an extension of existing political 

marketing functions, which this study explores and answers.  The central research 

question of this study is: Does political branding affect political participation? 

Just as our commercial world is defined by brands, so too is our political world.  

Our government has used branding for decades in public health campaigns, war 

campaigns, and, as this study explores, political campaigns.  The question before us is 

whether strong political branding caused citizens to participate with the Obama and 

Romney campaigns during the 2012 election.  Is there a relationship between political 

brand recognition and participation, or is political branding simply a modest tool of a 

campaign’s marketing functions? 

A World of Brands 

Brands are everywhere.  They define our world in ways that are both noticeable 

and subtle.  “Today it’s all about brand being at the center of everything” (Pappas, 2012). 

A brand is comprised of both material and immaterial elements, or tangible and 

intangible elements, that serve to define and sell a product or service.  Material elements 

include logos, colors, and typefaces (fonts).  Immaterial elements include rational appeals 

to buy a brand’s product or service as well as the emotional, social, and/or cultural 

connotations that arise in consumers’ minds. 

The world’s best brands are recognized by their sleek logos, memorable jingles, 

color combinations, or, increasingly, the emotional connections consumers feel toward 
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their products.  Interbrand, a leading branding agency, annually ranks the world’s top 

brands.  In 2012, the top ten included, in descending order: Coca-Cola, Apple, IBM, 

Google, Microsoft, General Electric, McDonald’s, Intel, Samsung, and Toyota 

(Interbrand, 2012).  These brands make up the fabric of our material society and are part 

of the everyday lives of citizens in the U.S. and around the world.  We see the illuminated 

Apple logo as we enter a store, the graceful white ribbons of Coca-Cola’s signature red 

design occupying supermarket aisles, and the glowing golden arches of McDonald’s 

along highways.  The primary colors of the Google script greet us every time we query 

our Internet search while the Starbucks siren smirks at us with every sip of our coffee.  

These companies and their products and services are each expertly branded – and they 

surround us on a daily basis. 

Brands are increasingly global.  In 2011, the popular coffee chain Starbucks 

updated its logo mark and branding for the company’s 40th anniversary.  Removing the 

company’s text and simplifying the design updated the iconic Starbucks siren, which is a 

type of mermaid.  Interbrand remarked, “In keeping with category leaders whose iconic 

symbols represent the brand without needing their names represented – as was done with 

the Nike swoosh, the Apple logo, and the AT&T globe…Swapping the English language 

for a visual lingua franca should help Starbucks transcend its American heritage globally, 

freeing its internationally recognized icon to communicate the brand with clarity of 

identity” (Stout, 2011).  Starbucks recognized that it had established itself as a global 

brand and that its logo and branding should reflect this.  It is one of countless companies 

who have, through time, created high levels of brand recognition and equity, or value, 

and without the need for the company’s name to be spelled out in text.  These identifiable 
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logos, though, do not simply embody a company’s name; they also embody the intangible 

essence of a company’s brand, which appeals to consumers’ hearts and wallets.  Brands 

are living and breathing entities that slowly evolve over time, according to Interbrand.  

This increasingly humanizes them and makes them – and their products and services – 

more relatable to consumers. 

Brands are expressed through various mediums.  Since branding most often 

involves selling products and services, brands are primarily expressed through 

advertising and marketing.  Newspaper and magazine ads, billboards, webpage banners, 

video game product placements, TV and radio commercials, movie trailers, in-store 

displays, weekly circulars, and so much more present brands to us everyday.  

Yankelovich, a market research firm, estimated that in 2007 a person living in New York 

City was exposed to over 5,000 ad messages in just one day (Story, 2007).  We are 

bombarded with advertisements to buy the latest and greatest, which is a testament to the 

commercial nature of brands.  But it is the identifying characteristics of the strongest 

brands that cause us to instantly recognize these adverts.  It could be the State Farm 

insurance jingle at the end of a TV commercial, CNN’s motto “The Most Trusted Name 

in News,” or the “I Heart NY” T-shirt – these are brands that appeal to each of us for 

different reasons, while also exhibiting universal truisms we can all agree on.  Good 

brands conjure up feel-good emotions and nary a consumer, however sophisticated, can 

resist the stirring emotional pull of the best brands. 

The anthropologist John Sherry remarked, in a presentation at the annual 

Association for Consumer Research conference in 1987, that brands have become so 
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ubiquitous in 20th-century America that we find ourselves living in a “brandscape” of 

sorts.  Twenty-five years later, this bold assertion could not be more true to life. 

A Politics of Brands 

There is little doubt about the power of commercial brands and branding on our 

lives.  Whether one is an active consumer or passive onlooker, the landscape of our 

towns, cities, stores, and online spaces are made up of a visual lingua franca of brands.  If 

commercial brands matter so much to consumers, why shouldn’t political brands also 

matter to citizens? 

Political branding has existed in the U.S. much longer than one would think.  

There are thousands of federal, state, and local government departments and agencies 

whose mission and values are reflected in logos, word marks, and colors.  The federal 

Department of Health and Human Services logo, for example, features abstract profiles of 

citizens that visually morph into an eagle, the U.S.’s official mascot.  The agency’s logo 

mark visually represents both the human and national missions of health and prosperity 

for the country.  The U.S. president’s official seal, states’ official flags and mascots, and 

the slogans of local community boards are also examples of political branding.  It is 

evident that we also live in a world of political brands, however tacit to observers of 

American politics.  These and so many other types of branding in government have 

existed since the founding of the U.S. and continue on through representations in art, 

music, and popular culture. 

Perhaps the greatest and most recognized American brand mark is the U.S. flag.  

The flag has gone through many iterations through the years as more and more states 

joined the union and one flag was necessary for the unity of the country after its Civil 
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War.  The design and colors of the American flag famously represent the shared values 

and sacrifice of the nation.  Its stars represent the 50 united states of the union while its 

stripes represent the 13 British colonies that founded the nation.  Its colors – red, white, 

and blue – represent, in order, the blood shed to form an independent republic as well as 

hardiness and valor; purity and innocence; and vigilance, perseverance, and justice.  In 

more ways the one, the American flag is the official brand mark of the U.S., representing 

freedom, democracy, and equality for all mankind.  It is a symbol recognized around the 

world with a simple design that represents many American values.  Brand U.S.A. is 

strong and inspiring, and has stood the test of time. 

Exploring Political Branding and Participation 

The 2012 presidential election was increasingly defined by the candidates’ 

brands, which raises questions about the importance and role of branding in politics.  

Obama maintained many of the core elements of his brand from the 2008 election, which 

he harnessed fully to get reëlected.  Mitt Romney, however, essentially started from 

scratch, creating entirely new brand assets and narratives that differed greatly from his 

2008 campaign for the Republican presidential nomination.  How these candidates and 

their campaigns created, maintained, and harnessed their respective brands during the 

2012 election offers a unique case study for what it takes to become president in the 21st 

century. 

This study helps to better understand how political branding may influence 

citizens to be engaged and participatory in the democratic process.  The central research 

question is: Does political branding affect political participation?  The scope of this 

question allows for the most relevant topics to be explored.  How is political branding 
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different from political marketing?  Is the candidate with a stronger brand more likely to 

win an election?  Can casting a vote for a candidate be increasingly thought of as 

purchasing a product?  What does it mean to participate in the democratic process in the 

21st century?  How did young people participate in the 2012 election?  These are just 

some of the questions that, when explored, provide evidence for answering the main 

research question. 

In a 2008 cover story featured in Fast Company magazine, McGirt remarked on 

the power of a branded then-candidate Obama: 

The promotion of the brand called Obama is a case study of where the American 

marketplace – and, potentially, the global one – is moving.  His openness to the 

way consumers today communicate with one another, his recognition of their 

desire for authentic "products," and his understanding of the need for a new global 

image – all are valuable signals for marketers everywhere. (para. 4) 

This prescient proclamation, which was published in the spring before the election, 

signaled the rise of branding in politics and the expert ways in which the 2008 Obama 

campaign used leading marketing techniques to harness a young, consumer-oriented 

electorate.  This study builds and expands on this baseline recognition of political 

branding as a powerful tool in the 2008 election by providing empirical evidence for the 

significance of the Obama and Romney brands during the 2012 election. 

Study Overview 

 The exploration of political branding and its possible effects in encouraging 

people to participate in the political process requires a strong theoretical foundation.  This 

study is located at the intersection of political marketing, political consumerism, and 
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political participation, with the nexus being political branding.  This framework was 

created, in part, through a review of extant literature by identifying these core areas and 

understanding their strengths and limitations.  It was also informed by specific features 

of, and observations from, the 2012 election as well as informational interviews 

conducted with branding experts. 

Chapter II presents an overview of existing literature, covering the fields of 

branding, political branding, political marketing, political consumerism, and political 

participation.  It begins with an overview of commercial branding principles, 

contextualizing how branding informs and relates to politics.  It argues for a renewed 

focus on what it means to participate in elections and democracy in the 21st century.  It 

also argues for a consumer-oriented polity as a reflection of social and cultural values. 

Chapter III presents an overview and analysis of the Obama and Romney brands.  

It incorporates insight gained from informational interviews with branding experts.  

Candidate/campaign brand overviews find that the Obama brand is much stronger across 

its material and immaterial brand markers than the Romney brand.  The topic of political 

brand equity is also explored, arguing that Obama had greater political brand equity in 

the 2012 election and that this equity helped him win reëlection.  The chapter provides 

context for understanding and analyzing results from this study’s national survey. 

Chapter IV presents the results of a national survey of 1,398 American adults.  

The survey reveals relatively high levels of brand recognition for each 

candidate/campaign and offers sometimes-nuanced support for a relationship between 

political brand recognition and political participation through statistical measures.  Data 

presented in this chapter also provide evidence for a strong Obama brand and a weak 
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Romney brand.  All the findings from the national survey are analyzed and discussed in 

length in Chapter V.   

Chapter V presents this study’s master findings through analysis and discussion.  

Among these findings is that young people ages 18-34 participated at higher rates across 

new and social media modes than people age 35 and older and that there is a statistical 

relationship of moderate strength between political brand recognition and political 

participation.  The chapter articulates the benefits of a consumer-oriented polity, 

particularly its ability to make the political process more accessible to average citizens.  It 

concludes by outlining the importance of political branding and how future research and 

scholarship can best proceed. 

“Brands are one of the most important modes of communication in the modern 

media environment” (Danesi, 2006, p. 3).  The study of branding in politics is not just 

timely – it is necessary given the impact of brands on our society.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Scholars long ago began to make direct, one-to-one comparisons between the 

commercial world and the political world.  Many consider the political marketplace to be 

almost identical to the consumer marketplace, where products, goods, and services are 

brought to market and those that peak the interest – and pocketbooks – of consumers 

ultimately succeed.  Replace “products, goods, and services” with “candidates, promises, 

and platforms” and voters, like consumers, buy into the candidate, campaign, or policy 

that peaks their interest.  This one-to-one comparison is not only helpful to the study of 

politics and elections, but also helpful to citizens who must navigate the political 

marketplace.   

This is a contested framework though, as other scholars vehemently oppose such 

a commodification of the political process.  Many feel that designating candidates on par 

with laundry detergent cheapens the democratic process and the candidates themselves.  

This study opposes that position and fully supports, expands, and demonstrates with 

empirical evidence that the commercial branding of candidates may, in fact, reinvigorate 

the political process by making politics more accessible to average people.  Democracy 

does not have to be an institution for the elite; by offering political products to a nation of 

consumers, democracy can be refreshed and made more relevant to citizens. 

Political branding is defined in this study as the overall perception of a political 

candidate, campaign, party, or policy communicated to a population through the use of 

both material and immaterial cues and language.  Like laundry detergent sitting on a store 

shelf, the brand that has the most eye-catching logo and package design, the best 
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promises, and offers the most value for your money rises to the top of its category in the 

marketplace.  We can extend this analogy to the world of politics, where candidates 

running for public office must differentiate themselves and federal agencies must 

effectively sell their policies to the public.  Political branding is unique in that it often (as 

is the case in this study) involves the commodification of persons, not simply products 

and services meant for material and immaterial consumption.  This is similar to 

celebrities and the value society places on their social lives, endorsements, and branded 

products.  Yet, political branding goes beyond the superficial and also informs how 

policies are sold to the public, how the U.S. engages in diplomacy around the world, and 

how people identify with political parties.  The products of political brands may 

sometimes be intangible, but they are just as valuable in the national marketplace.  This is 

especially true in elections, where candidates are positioned as products and brand 

extensions. 

A review of the existing literature in the areas of branding, political branding, 

political consumerism, political marketing, and political participation shows overlapping 

themes focused around the commercial nature of campaigns and elections.  It also shows 

the limits of research in these fields, particularly the still-unresolved fissure between pro- 

and anti-consumer politics.  Through this extensive review of literature, connections 

between these fields are drawn to lay a theoretical foundation for the collection of data 

from the 2012 U.S. presidential election.  The following literature review, as well as the 

subsequent chapters, demonstrates the increasing relevance of political branding and how 

the field can more fully develop to inform the political process.  It also argues for a 

consumer-oriented polity as a central component of political branding and democracy. 
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Branding 

Due to the fact that the academic literature on political branding is sparse, an 

overview of the literature on commercial branding writ large is helpful to better 

understanding foundational concepts of brands and branding.  How brands operate in the 

commercial world is closely aligned with how brands operate in the political world. 

 Much of the literature on brands, branding, and advertising is geared toward a 

business and consultant audience.  Even so, those working on campaigns as political 

consultants would surely find these texts valuable.  The brands featured throughout the 

literature act as guidebooks for company leaders and business consultants and showcase 

the world’s most successful brands through rich visuals and case studies.  The literature 

provides insight into the world of brands and how they have come to define 

contemporary life and also informs this study’s further development of the key 

components of political branding. 

Defining Brands and Branding 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, brands are not a contemporary phenomenon.  

Like many topics in contemporary times, the history of brands is the history of 

commerce.  Brands have been around since “the dawn of history” in the form of 

trademarks (Danesi, 2006, p. 10), rooted in mercantilism and the protection of proprietary 

goods and services.  Brands arose from these early trademarks, which Danesi (2006) 

described as any visual symbols that identify a product or service.   

Today, the various definitions of brands have evolved to reflect the consumer-

driven world we inhabit.  A brand is any combination of names, slogans, logos, symbols, 

shapes, colors, letters, signatures, product design, packaging, advertising, and marketing 
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that together give particular products or services a physical, recognizable form that is 

visually distinctive (Williams, 2000; Clifton et al., 2009).  This basic definition of a brand 

captures the fact that brands are comprised of many parts.  Sometimes these parts are 

easy to identify, such as a logo, while other times they are difficult to identify, such as a 

feeling.  The naming conventions for products that enable consumers to easily recall 

certain products and their features (Danesi, 2006) as well as the promises on behalf of 

products made to the consumers (Adamson, 2006; Healey, 2008) are also essential 

components of brands, which assign immaterial markers to brands as well.  

A brand that promises satisfaction can be anything – products, services, 

organizations, places, or people.  While brands can manifest themselves in material 

forms, such as logos, fonts, and colors, what distinguishes a simple symbol from a brand 

are visual context, story, and emotional connections.  These are considered immaterial 

brand markers.  Without these, a simple red star is just a symbol; but with these, the red 

star represents Macy’s department story, San Pellegrino sparkling water, and Heineken 

beer (Healey, 2008).  Brands may be nuanced and sometimes implicit, but consumers 

handily recognize great brands due to their gravity and meanings formed through time. 

These core components of brands show that brands are made up of many parts.  

Like most concepts, there is no one, agreed-upon definition of a brand or branding.  

Instead, the literature points to the reality of brands as individual expressions in the 

marketplace.  However, there are clearly essential components to a brand that can be 

summed up into a working definition for this study’s assembly of political brand 

elements.  A brand can be defined as any combination of visual and nonvisual markers 

that inspire and motivate consumers to purchase its products or services. 
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Emotional and Cultural Branding 

As brands increasingly defined the consumer landscape in the 20th century, the 

expectations for what brands represent and the ways they make us feel have also 

increased.  Building on Williams (2000) and Clifton et al.’s (2009) support for brands as 

agents of social good and change, Gobé (2002) argued that emotional branding is on the 

rise due to people’s desire to connect with brands and their products and services beyond 

their functional benefits.  The fact that the world is more open and connected than ever 

before is causing companies, organizations, and politicians to rethink the ways in which 

they interact with their constituents.  In this sense, brands can act as a “conduit” to 

emotional connections among cultures, peoples, and societies.  And it is the emotional 

connections made with consumers that may be the most important feature in a 

consumer’s relationship with a brand and perhaps, by extension, in determining who to 

vote for in a democratic election. 

This immaterial, emotional attachment to a brand may be its most important 

feature.  Williams (2000) argued: 

A brand needs us to feel an emotional attachment that arises because we regard it 

as most suitable for us, and because it is best suited to fulfill our particular needs 

at the moment we encounter it.  To help forge this emotional contact, brands 

present themselves to us in different ways; just like people, brands have 

personalities and characters, and like people they can appear to be different at 

different times. (p. 7) 

Consumers form relationships with brands that, in many cases, go beyond the superficial.  

And because brands ultimately make promises to consumers and guarantee satisfaction, it 
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is the fulfillment of these promises that both lays a foundation and reinforces emotional 

connections felt by consumers. 

In more recent years, emotional branding has given rise to the concept of cultural 

branding.  In what is a seminal text, Holt (2004) created a comprehensive analysis of 

cultural branding that has been described as the first systematic, empirical research of its 

kind.  In what he calls a “socio-cultural” analysis, he analyzed six iconic brands: 

Mountain Dew, Volkswagen, Budweiser, Harley Davidson, EPSN, and Nike.  His focus 

was on powerful identity brands, or iconic brands, and he began with an overview of 

what comprises a brand.  “Names, logos, and designs are the material markers of the 

brand.  Because the product does not yet have a history, however, these markers are 

empty.  They are devoid of meaning,” he remarked (p. 3).  This is particularly prescient 

to the study of the Romney brand.  While Romney has been a national figure for the 

better part of two decades, his political brand is generally agreed to be ill-defined and 

without substantive markers.  Obama, on the other hand, carried much of the positive 

brand meanings found in his 2008 campaign on to the 2012 campaign, thereby 

reinforcing and moving his brand forward. 

The brands Holt analyzed are some of the most well-known in the U.S. and world, 

which enabled him to find a core set of common principles and elements that may be 

responsible for their success.  He defined cultural branding as “the set of axioms and 

strategic principles that guide the building of brands into cultural icons” (p. 95).  His 

cultural branding model helps to understand the many components that make up a brand.  

For the study of political brands, it informs how the many functions of a campaign must 
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be aligned in order for a branded candidate to gain recognition, meaning, and – most 

importantly – credibility. 

Building a successful brand is about assembling pieces of cultural knowledge 

together in ways that appeal to consumers.  In loftier terms, branding can act as cultural 

activism by focusing on major social changes impacting the nation, rather than on 

clusters of individuals.  Holt’s research sought to understand the identity value of mass 

culture texts, rather than treating mass culture simply as trends and entertainment.  The 

central question was: What gives people meaning in their lives?  His concept of branding 

as cultural activism gives credence to the notion that political brands may act in 

accordance with the social and political values of a nation.  Political brands may simply 

be extensions of already-exiting values found in campaigns and elections in particular, 

and democracy in general. 

This study uncovers additional support for the concepts of emotional and cultural 

branding through the collection of data.  The ways in which citizens identified with the 

Obama and Romney brands on emotional and cultural levels is explored and there is 

evidence for their merits.  As the literature points out, the emotional and irrational 

appeals of brands can often trump the functional appeals.  This could not be more 

relevant to politics, where politicians with very low approval ratings get reëlected time 

and time again. 

Assessing Great Brands 

In 2008, the world’s 100 most valuable brands were worth a collective $1.2 

trillion in market value (Clifton et al., 2009), signaling the massive importance they play 

on the world’s economies.  Brands are not all created equally, though; great brands rise to 
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the top and win the hearts of consumers while ineffectual brands wither away.  The ways 

in which people identify with and show allegiance to brands plays heavily in how brands 

are evaluated. 

Most brands are “complex entities” with many minor attributes, but most always 

inhibit a defining characteristic or theme (Williams, 2000).  The rise of consumer society 

in the late 19th century and throughout the 20th century parallels the rise of brands and 

branding.  Consumers, however, in the 21st century expect more from brands.  Today, 

they expect social good, environmental stewardship, transparency – brands have become 

arbiters of social good campaigns (Clifton et al., 2009).  These are important 

considerations of how brands must operate in contemporary times and, perhaps, give 

indication to how a political brand may operate under the auspices of social good.  Voting 

for Obama or Romney may be an exercise in social good framed by today’s brand 

operating standards. 

In attempting to objectively assess brands, the communications agency Young & 

Rubican created a proprietary “brand asset valuator” matrix.  The matrix is comprised of 

four brand dimensions, or pillars: (1) Differentiation, (2) relevance, (3) esteem, and (4) 

knowledge.  Differentiation is what makes a brand unique, relevance is the 

appropriateness of the brand and its offerings to its intended audience, esteem is how well 

regarded a brand is in the marketplace, and knowledge is how well consumers know and 

understand a brand (as cited in Adamson, 2006, p. 12). 

Similarly, Aaker (1996) created a “brand identity model,” which outlined a brand 

identity system.  In it, a brand should be considered as: (1) A product, (2) an 

organization, (3) a person, and (4) a symbol.  Building on these four core elements, a 



 

 19 

brand must offer a value proposition and credibility.  A value proposition includes 

functional, emotional, and self-expressive benefits (p. 78-79).  All of these elements 

create successful brands that are memorable and meaningful to consumers.  Both Young 

& Rubican’s and Aaker’s models informed the creation of a framework for assessing the 

Obama and Romney brands, which was tailored for the political marketplace. 

Brand Equity 

What motivates a consumer to keep purchasing the same brand product for years, 

even decades?  Allegiance to a brand’s product or service is probably a central 

consideration, but there is also another consideration: brand equity. 

Brand equity is a concept born in the 1980s amidst the rise of business strategy 

and consulting in tandem with advertising’s great influence on the U.S. economy and 

society.  Brand equity has been defined as a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a 

brand, its name, and symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product 

or service to customers (Aaker, 1991, 1996; Keller 1993, 1998).  Brand equity has also 

been defined in economic terms as the pecuniary value associated with a brand (Biel, 

1993). Brand equity is about value, whether economic or cultural, and the many 

contributing assets and liabilities of a brand (Keller, 1998).  Brand assets work together to 

create value in various ways and it is the successful management of a brand that 

determines its equity.  Positive brand associations equal strong brand equity (Keller, 

1993).  These associations are formed in the minds of consumers, stored away in their 

memories, and accessed later. 

Holt (2004) defined brand equity as the economic value of a brand.  Holt went on 

to strictly apply this definition to the consumer space, whereby those brands that have 
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strong brand equity command higher prices – and loyalty – in the marketplace.  Iconic 

brands build reputations over long periods of time.  His research is an early indicator of 

equity as temporal capital – that time is the central and deciding factor in building a 

strong and iconic brand.  Time as an essential element of brand equity parallels the 

concept of political incumbency.  Candidates who are running for reëlection have a 

record of leadership and action developed over time through their term in office that 

ultimately benefits them on the campaign.  This has been coined by scholars as the  

“incumbency effect,” which this study incorporates into the concept of political brand 

equity.  The incumbency effect is the overall advantage an elected official has in pursuing 

reëlection, often due to their actual governing during an election, greater intraparty (and 

donor) unity, and risk aversion of voters (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes, 1960; 

Campbell, 2000, 2005; Weisberg, 2002).  The incumbency effect is in many ways a type 

of political inertia on the part of voters. 

Another name for brand equity has also been coined: “brandscendence,” which is 

a portmanteau of the words “brand” and “transcendence.”  This description of brand 

equity centers on three main components: relevance, context, and mutual benefit.  

Relevance includes the primary idea and character of the brand, context includes 

innovation and adaptive behavior that drives a brand’s evolution through time, and 

mutual benefit includes the reciprocal advantage for two or more parties (Clark, 2004). 

Like brands, brand equity goes beyond the physical assets and into the intangible 

assets.  Intangibles can include such things as consumer loyalty, brand connotations and 

personality, or emotional connections.  Biel (1993) created five categories of brand 

equity: (1) Brand loyalty, (2) name awareness, (3) perceived quality, (4) brand 
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associations, and (5) other brand assets (p. 15-16).  Importantly, he noted that should a 

brand’s name or symbol be changed, some or all of the assets or liabilities may be 

threatened.  His components of brand equity parallel with Aaker’s (1996) and Young and 

Rubicam’s (as cited in Adamson, 2006) models that assess the strengths and weaknesses 

of a brand. This is especially relevant as Romney created an entirely new brand for 

himself in the 2012 campaign that differed greatly from his past brand(s), while Obama 

maintained his brand through his first term in office. 

An anthropological approach to studying the value of brands, particularly as it 

relates to cultural significance, has been gaining credibility.  In this framework, brands 

are containers of meanings, and brands have value because they add value by adding 

meanings (McCracken, 1993).  In his research, advertising and marketing were paired 

with purchase and consumption rituals to make up his “meaning transfer model” (as cited 

in Aaker and Biel, 1993, p. 128).  The reputation brands have in the minds of consumers 

is vital to the success and longevity of a brand.  A brand is essentially a business strategy 

to encourage us to consume one product over its competitors, which is maintained 

through trust and loyalty over time.  The ways consumers feel toward a brand and its 

products and/or services influence the value of the brand (Williams, 2000).  Again, there 

is a focus on the reciprocal relationship between brands and consumers – a relationship 

also found between citizens and politicians. 

There has been little published on assessing the equity of political brands.  French 

and Smith (2010) attempted to “map” political brands using a consumer-oriented 

approach in order to operationalize brand equity.  Their research found strong brand 

equity for two political parties in the U.K., the Conservative and Labour Parties.  This is 
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not surprising since political parties exist far longer than politicians in the political 

marketplace.  The opportunity to assess the political brand equity of individual 

politicians—Obama and Romney—builds on French and Smith’s research, and in the 

U.S. context. 

Brand equity essentially refers to the value of a brand, comprised of both assets 

and liabilities.  In this study, political brand equity is defined as the value – pecuniary and 

non-pecuniary – of a political brand, reflected in both its material and immaterial brand 

markers and strengthened with time.  Political brand equity may be a novel concept, but it 

is one that carries great weight in the findings of this study due to the fact that Obama 

was victorious amidst so many liabilities working against his favor. 

Political Branding 

There is a limited amount of literature on political branding, which is part of the 

impetus behind this study.  In academic literature, the topic of political branding has 

traditionally found a home in the field of political marketing due to their shared economic 

components.  However, as the preceding literature on branding articulates, the concept of 

brands has moved beyond purely economic terms and into the emotional and cultural.  

While political marketing tends to focus exclusively on the economics of campaigns and 

elections – and is thus market-oriented – political branding is one element among many 

that makes up the marketing of a political campaign. 

Branding is but one tool of marketing; yet, as we see in the case of the 2012 

presidential election, it has become increasingly important for companies and campaigns 

alike in competing for consumers’ – and voters’ – attention.  An ongoing consideration in 

political marketing research is whether or not it deserves to be studied as its own field.  
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Recent literature indicates its increasing importance in the eyes of scholars and 

researchers.  This study also provides strong evidence for the importance of brands in 

politics, and the fact that brands are now being created before any marketing functions 

begin.  A central argument throughout this study is that political branding has ascended 

to seriousness in both the political process and as a topic of academic study. 

Defining Political Branding 

The application of branding to the political process has been described as 

“equivocal” (French and Smith, 2010).  Scholars are divided between those that support a 

consumer-oriented framework for elections and democracy and those that support a civic-

oriented framework.  The basis of this study is a consumer-oriented framework. 

The existing literature does not feature many definitions of political branding, 

which is indicative of how nascent the topic is in scholarship.  A consumer-oriented 

framework has increasingly been used to research how citizens learn of political parties 

and candidates.  Some have argued that only political parties can be considered a brand 

(Smith and French, 2011), while others have extended the label to candidates, politicians, 

and policies.  This study applies political branding to the candidates and their campaigns, 

often using these terms interchangeably to denote one Obama brand and one Romney 

brand. 

Most recently, Lees-Marshment (2009) defined political branding as how a 

political organization or individual is perceived overall.  This is a vague and general 

definition of political branding.  She implied that a brand is less tangible and more 

psychological in nature and that it lacks a functional purpose like a product inherently 

demonstrates.  In her understanding of political brands, she fails to acknowledge the 
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functional benefits of voting for a candidate, such as governing and policymaking.  She 

concluded three main points about political brandings: (1) It needs to be authentic, (2) it 

needs to deliver, and (3) that its success is not guaranteed.  Again, these are vague 

descriptors for how a political brand should operate in order to be successful in the 

political marketplace. 

Political brands have also been framed as heuristic devices for voters, which is an 

important consideration to studying candidates in an election.  Heuristics are mental 

shortcuts and associations that form in people’s minds that allow them to make 

judgments or decisions.  Due to the multitude of issues and complexities of candidate and 

party platforms during any given election, voters can save time and energy by using 

heuristics to help them decide who to vote for.  The associations they have with a party 

brand obviates the need to engage in new learning (Smith and French, 2011, p. 9).  This 

points to cognitive and psychological functions of the mind, which are not topics in this 

study. 

 “A political brand is defined as an associative network of interconnected political 

information and attitudes, held in memory and accessible when stimulated from the 

memory of a voter” (Smith and French, 2011, p. 4).  Voters attach meaning to political 

entities, allowing them to differentiate these entities within the political marketplace and 

tap into their meaning at important times (i.e. during an election).  While these brand 

associations may vary in strength, favorability, and uniqueness, it is the cumulative effect 

of the competitiveness of the political marketplace; the credibility, attractiveness, and 

personality of leaders; and a party’s perceived salience and credibility that determine how 

voters will vote in an election (p. 6).  Like commercial brands, political brands are 
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comprised of many parts that together create powerful meaning for citizens.  People tap 

into their memories to recall associations for any one brand (Keller, 2003), which works 

well for choosing who to vote for in any given election. 

 Like others who have created frameworks for assessing brands (Aaker, 1996; 

Adamson, 2006; Clifton et al., 2009), Needham (2005) proposed six criteria for a 

successful political brand: 

(1) Brands act as simplifiers, so voters do not need such detailed product 

information; (2) brands are unique and clearly differentiated from the 

competition; (3) brands are reassuring and make voting for them less 

risky; (4) brands are aspirational and evoke a positive vision of a better 

way of life; (5) brands symbolize better internal values of the product or 

organization compared with the competitors; and (6) brands are perceived 

as credible, delivering on their promises. (pp. 347-348) 

Needham’s six criteria are comprehensive while being broad enough to include ever-

changing marketing and branding tools and products.  Like the brand assessment models 

of Aaker (1996), Adamson (2006), and Clifton et al. (2009), Needham’s (2005) political 

brand assessment model informed the framework for assessing the Obama and Romney 

brands in this study. 

Needham (2006) also analyzed the brands of incumbent political parties.  She 

concluded that incumbents seek “repeat sales,” appealing to the consumer side of voters.  

As such, securing brand loyalty happens when political leaders are effective in 

maintaining relationships with supporters well after the initial election.  The idea of 

“repeat sales” is basically the idea of reëlection, with brand loyalty acting as a kind of 
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political capital.  As brands acts as a shortcut to consumer choice (Scammell, 2008), the 

incumbency of a candidate may be greatly beneficial in an election.  The issue of 

incumbency and its strong relationship to brand equity is explored later in this study. 

Political Branding in Practice 

There are a handful of studies that explore the salience of political branding.  

Schneider (2004) tested voters’ knowledge of politicians and political parties in order to 

deduce the manifestations or forms of political branding.  He concluded that political 

brands “cannot be managed in a purely market-oriented manner” (pp. 60-61), 

differentiating political branding from earlier and traditional notions of political 

marketing, which places an emphasis on the economics of the marketplace (see Lees-

Marshment, 2009).  Moreover, he argued that political marketing derives from the 

creation of a political product that is oriented around the needs of voters, which furthers 

the notion that political branding has risen in response to changing voter and consumer 

tastes and culture. 

 Barberio (2006) studied presidential branding in the U.S. in order to better 

understand how presidents try to sell their policies to Congress, interest groups, the 

media, and the public.  He outlined three main principles of presidential branding: (1) 

Appeal to universally desired values such as strength, reliability, and fairness; (2) make 

claims and offer a comparison about how their product, service, or plan more fully 

provides these values, or, in extreme cases, how the competition’s offering is completely 

devoid of these values; and (3) encourage the consumer to see a benefit beyond the one 

immediately evident in the product, service or plan offered.  This encouragement may 

come directly, by means of code words, or indirectly, by the use of symbols.  
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Importantly, he noted historical examples of presidential branding of policies, such as 

“The Square Deal,” “The New Deal,” “The Great Society,” and “No Child Left Behind,” 

which are all attempts at gaining public support before the policies go through the formal 

legislative process.  The extension of political branding to governing and policymaking is 

considered in the theoretical framework of this study to benefit future research. 

Evidence regarding the effectiveness of political branding continues to be 

published by studying political campaigns as recent as five years ago.  A study into the 

use of political branding in the 2005 United Kingdom general election concluded that the 

different colors of the three main parties each carried brand equity.  The three parties – 

Labour, Conservative, and Liberal Democrat – each had their own color associated with 

it to differentiate among the three, which demonstrated the longevity of the brands with 

voters’ associations from past elections (Lloyd, 2006).  This study only focused on 

parties, and not the leaders citizens actually elected.  A study that explored the strategies 

that U.K. Prime Minister Tony Blair utilized in order to re-brand himself during his 

second term found evidence for the power of political branding for individual politicians 

(Scammell, 2008).  And in an analysis of the New Labour Party that emerged in the 

1990s in the U.K., which was a re-branding of the Labour Party, researchers found that 

the initial branding and brand promise were strong in forming the party and 

communicating it to citizens.  However, the brand was greatly devalued when promises 

made were not kept or delivered (White and de Chernatony, 2011).  This is a relevant 

consideration in instances when candidates are seeking reëlection, as is the case with 

Obama in 2012.  It also points to the fulfillment of promises as essential to creating brand 

equity. 
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According to Lees-Marshment (2009), political branding succeeds in its ability to 

help differentiate parties or politicians from others, ultimately offering more choice for 

voters.  But is this all political branding does – differentiate?  The combination of 

branding literature with political branding literature points to the fact that branding can 

inspire people on emotional levels, and for irrational reasons to boot.  Branding is not 

simply about product differentiation. 

Interestingly, Lees-Marshment (2009) argued that there are more negative 

consequences of political branding than positive ones.  She posited that branding overly 

simplifies political discourse, causing the public to “[rely] on the brand without detailed 

scrutiny of elite behavior” and that branding “plays on emotion, reducing debate” (p. 

120).  According to her, political branding may also lead to less freedom at the local level 

as well as encouraging confrontation rather than compromise.  This study takes the 

opposite position – that there are more positive consequences of political branding than 

negative ones.  This study posits that branding in politics is about accessibility of the 

political process, not a deflation of the political process on superficial grounds. 

 “Branding has been seen to produce unwanted effects such as narrowing the 

political agenda, increasing confrontation, demanding conformity of behavior/message, 

and even increasing political disengagement at the local level” (Scammell, 1999; Lillekar 

and Negrine, 2003; and Needham, 2005 as cited in French and Smith, 2010, p. 461).  

These may be consequences of political branding when viewing it one-dimensionally.  

However, as political branding has matured in recent elections we must assess whether 

such consequences have played out, or if branding had tapped into new and unknown 

realms and benefits for democracy. 
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Lees-Marshment’s (2005, 2009) writings on political branding offer the most 

recent and comprehensive contribution to political branding literature and she is a leading 

scholar in the field of political marketing.  And yet, her critiques on political branding are 

not grounded in empirical data, which undermines many of her arguments.  This study 

closes the gaps in hers and others’ research into political branding by collecting empirical 

evidence that directly ties to the Obama and Romney brands during the 2012 election.  

The literature on political branding is tepid.  It is evident that many scholars have 

argued for the increasing importance of political branding, but they have failed to 

systematically study political branding in practice with the type of rigor found in the 

study of political marketing.  We find before us an opportunity to confirm political 

branding as a formidable force in American elections and government and demonstrate 

its importance to scholars. 

Political Marketing 

 The concept of political branding finds its roots in the field of political marketing, 

which includes decades of literature and research on 20th century elections and 

campaigning.  Political marketing is a field based on economic principles that govern 

how campaigns are managed and financed, the effectiveness of a campaign’s messaging, 

and the assets and collateral that make up a successful marketing campaign (i.e. direct 

mail fliers, TV commercials, campaign rally signs, etc.).  The field takes its cue from 

commercial marketing, the multi-billion dollar, global industry that is responsible for 

selling products to consumers. 

 The study of political marketing includes the study of most of the economic 

activities found in a campaign.  The selling of a candidate to the electorate is the essential 
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function of political marketing.  To do this, campaigns must make national, state, and 

local media buys, such as purchasing time for a TV commercial, space for a website 

banner advertisement, or equipment for a political rally.  Because marketing is about 

selling goods and services, it is about the exchange, or transaction, between the seller and 

the buyer.  As we see in the literature, this consumer-oriented approach to studying 

political campaigning has gained a lot of traction through the years and serves as a 

baseline to the study of political branding. 

Defining Political Marketing 

At its core, political marketing is about selling a candidate or policy to the public, 

which takes a lot of time and a lot of money.  There is tension in the loftiness of many 

definitions and concepts of political marketing.  Some scholars make one-to-one 

comparisons between commercial and political marketing, while others aspire for 

political marketing to offer a democratic exchange of ideas through elections and 

governing.  While constructive civic engagement, such as voting or attending a town hall 

meeting, is indeed an ideal, this study recognizes how much our world has changed and 

the need to find social and cultural articles that can unite a disparate electorate.  Branding 

is one such article that appeals to individuals. 

Political marketing has been defined as “seeking to establish, maintain, and 

enhance long-term political relationships at a profit for society, so that the objectives of 

the individual political actors and organizations involved are met” (Henneberg, 2002, p. 

103).  This is done by mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises (Henneberg, 2002).  

The phrase “long-term” alludes to the concept of brand equity, while the phrase 

“fulfillment of promises” draws parallels from similar notions in branding literature.  
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Political marketing has also been simply defined as the study of how politicians interface 

with their electorates (Kotler, 1985; Lees-Marchment and Lilleker, 2005).  The 

“interfacing” that occurs between politicians and the electorate can be applied to the 

commercial world as the interfacing that occurs between brands and consumers.  This 

one-to-one comparison of the commercial marketplace to the political marketplace comes 

up frequently in the literature and throughout this study – and is fully endorsed. 

Laufer and Paradeise (1990) provided foundational concepts of marketing as it 

relates to politics and democracy from social, economic, and historical contexts.  They 

argued for three main concepts in regards to marketing democracy: (1) Marketing is a 

fundamental social phenomenon and an expression of the present crisis in the exercise of 

power; (2) marketing, which is usually associated with the dynamism of the private 

sector, characterizes the development of modern bureaucracies whether public or private; 

and (3) marketing is related in a very basic way to the intellectual foundations of our 

society (p. 335).  Their work points to the historical beginnings of modern-day notions of 

political marketing, captured through social and economic lenses.  However, their notion 

of marketing as “an expression of the present crisis in the exercise of power” is more 

about critiquing the polity than understanding marketing as an essential enterprise of 

elections.  Similar concepts of political marketing as an expression of state power will not 

be a focus of this study. 

“Politics sells an abstract and intangible product; it is value-laden; it embodies a 

certain level of promise about the future, some kind of attractive life vision, or anything 

the satisfactions of which are not immediate but long-term, vague, and uncertain” 

(O’Shaughnessy and Henneberg, 2002, p. xi).  Elections are essentially a condensed 
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consumer-product-marketing campaign, alluding to, like Laufer and Paradeise (1990), the 

commercial, transactional nature of elections.  Political marketing is the organizing 

economic principle behind political communications and messaging, with branding 

contributing a contributing factor.  As we will see later in this study, branding 

applications can help unite a campaign’s messaging across mediums. 

Political Advertising 

Scholars have demonstrated the merits of political marketing by closely 

examining its features in elections.  In particular, political advertising has been studied as 

a function of political marketing.  The differentiation of the two is important to 

understanding the relationships between branding, advertising, and marketing.  Like 

branding, advertising is traditionally categorized as a function of marketing. 

 The rise of political advertising in the U.S. can be traced from the partisan 

newspapers of the country’s early years all the way through to television advertising that 

is now a hallmark of the modern age.  Early forms of message transmission included 

parades, pamphlets, banners, and billboards advertising candidates to the electorate, while 

buttons, badges, kerchiefs, and bandanas “transformed the supporter into an 

advertisement” (Jamieson, 1986, p. 1).  Advertising is a function of political marketing.  

These early forms of political advertising indicate that many campaign practices in the 

U.S. may not have changed much over time.  Branding may be a much more refined 

marketing strategy in the political marketplace – one that unifies all marketing and 

advertising activity during a campaign. 

A predominant form of political advertising is television, which not only 

transformed American households but also American politics.  TV was a catalyst for 
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change in campaigns and elections by highlighting the marketing power of one medium.  

Political advertising on television revolutionized campaigning and how citizens receive 

information about candidates (Newman and Sheth, 1985).  During the 2012 election, the 

Romney campaign spent a whopping $492 million on TV ads and the Obama campaign 

spent a comparable $404 million (“Mad money,” 2012).  These are very high amounts 

allocated to TV adverts for both campaigns, signaling the dominance of the medium in 

American culture and politics.  In total, the Romney campaign raised $992.5 million and 

the Obama campaign raised $1.073 billion, an historic record that broke his 2008 record 

(Ashkenas, Ericson, Parlapiano, and Willis, 2012). 

Today, advertising takes many forms and messages travel through many 

mediums.  The Internet played a crucial role in the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections 

with online advertising targeting specific sub-populations of the electorate and in 

sophisticated ways.  What was evident in all the ads in the 2012 election is how the 

Obama and Romney brands were standardized across applications, such as the practice of 

including their logos and slogans on all adverts. 

Political Consumerism 

 A central argument in this study is that citizens act as consumers in the political 

marketplace.  They learn about a product (the candidate) and decide whether or not they 

want to make a purchase (vote).  This study takes this analogy one step further by 

expanding the concept of purchase to also include “buy in,” which is not transactional.  

Citizens do not necessarily have to cast a ballot to participate in the democratic process.  

While it may be the ideal – and certainly the goal of campaigns, with their spending 

hundreds of millions of dollars to persuade citizens to vote for their candidate – political 



 

 34 

participation can be as benign as “Liking” a candidate’s Facebook page. 

 Consumption is a marker of material culture.  And it is our consumer culture that 

has found its way into our political process.  Because marketing, advertising, and 

branding emphasize private consumption rather than the social good, some scholars 

contend that reducing voters to consumers and candidates to products cheapens the 

democratic process.  Their position may have been valid as little as four years ago; 

however, rapid global economic and social forces over the last decade have rendered 

brands and individual consumption essential components of life.  This is reflected in 

elections in changes to campaigning through the harnessing of technology to get the 

message out on multiple platforms – which, as a result, makes it more difficult to 

maintain brand consistency.  Many channels can lead to fragmented messaging.  The 

power of branding is that a good brand unifies all the disparate articles found in a 

political campaign, and the power of consumerism is that consumers know how to digest 

these brand articles. 

If civic engagement is truly on the decline, as scholars such as Putnam (2000) 

have argued, then there must be something else that is slowly taking its place.  The idea 

of consumer-oriented politics and government can be thought to be limited – that it does 

not allow for deep and meaningful levels of participation that fulfills citizens’ role in a 

democratic society.  Consumers are thought to be passive and disengaged, while citizens 

are thought to be active and engaged.  This notion could not be more outdated. 

Citizens vs. Consumers 

Like political marketing and branding, political consumerism has been explained 

using analogies to the commercial marketplace.  Scholars have made the connection 
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between citizens and consumers by appropriating consumer behavior to politics.  Political 

consumerism is straightforward in definition: it is a politics of consumption based on 

choice between products (Lewis, Inthorn, and Wahl-Jorgensen, 2005; Schudson, 2006, 

2007; Shah et. al., 2007; Baek, 2010).  A more pointed definition of political 

consumption is the idea that a citizen-consumer can either punish (i.e. boycott) or reward 

(i.e. purchase) political products through selective choices of brands, based on social, 

political, or ethical considerations (Baek, 2010, p. 1066).  The real power of the citizen-

consumer lies in their ability to refuse political products (Baek, 2010; Schudson, 2006, 

2007).  This is a powerful consequence of the citizen-consumer because it cuts to a core 

American value of distrust of government.  If refusing, or in consumer terms deciding not 

to buy, a political product is the ultimate exercise of civic participation, then consumer-

oriented politics has been around in some form or another for quite some time. 

Scholars remain divided on political consumerism and its consequences for 

democracy.  Some argue it is reductionist and shallow; that it focuses on the wants of the 

individual rather than the needs of the country (Barber, 1999; Zavattaro, 2010).  

However, coupled with the declining levels of political participation observed over the 

past decade, a consumer-oriented politics makes sense.  The most ardent defender of the 

citizen-consumer is Schudson (2006; 2007), whose work has rationalized consumer 

politics by tracing it back to the U.S.’s founding.  The Boston Tea Party?  A consumer 

boycott against taxes levied on the Americans by the British.  Citizens have always acted 

as political consumers on some level, just like our branding of government institutions 

that began when the U.S. was founded. 
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A Consumer-Oriented Polity 

If brands have become the driving force in consumer behavior, have they also 

become the driving force in citizen behavior?  The one-to-one comparison of voters as 

consumers and candidates as products has existed for quite some time in the literature.  

This consumer-driven framework is helpful to the study of political branding because the 

primary job of brands is to appeal to consumers in the crowded marketplace; and the 

primary job of politicians is to appeal to the electorate in the crowded political 

marketplace.  Political consumerism can positively affect the body politic, but evidence 

of this is sparse. 

According to Kotler (as cited in Newman and Sheth, 1985), in business marketing 

a seller communicates its goods and services to buyers in the marketplace, and in return 

receives money and information from buyers.  In political marketing a candidate 

communicates promises and favors to voters in the political marketplace, and in return 

receives votes and information from voters (p. 3).  This codification of “voters” as 

“consumers” is central to this study.  Moreover, Kotler acutely noted that due to the 

complexity of modern campaigns, candidates must develop a marketing strategy that goes 

beyond appealing to voters; campaigns must also appeal to the party, contributors, 

interest groups, and other entities.  His research did not, however, articulate how 

successful campaigns do this, which leaves open questions about not just marketing but 

also branding as a tool for winning elections.  It may be that a candidate’s strong brand 

can appeal to these various interest groups and do so in a unifying and consistent manner. 

The convergence of politics, products, and markets may be influencing the ways 

in which citizens think of politics and participate in the political process.  If we have 
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become a nation of consumers, then this must be reflected on some level in our politics.  

In moving toward a more product-oriented framework, political consumerism has been 

defined as the use of market purchases by individuals, groups, and institutions who want 

to take responsibility for political, economic, and societal developments (Micheletti, 

Follesdal, and Stolle, 2004).  Political consumerism is positioned within the values and 

attitudes of citizens regarding issues of justice, fairness, family well-being, and business 

and government practice.  This is similar to the expectation of brands as ambassadors of 

social good (Clifton et al., 2009).  In this sense, political consumerism maintains lofty 

goals for supporting democracy akin to traditional notions of civic engagement.  For 

Micheletti, Follesdal and Stolle (2004), political consumers act both individually as well 

as collectively in making market choices the scholars see highly embedded in social and 

normative contexts.  Like Henneberg (1996), their concept of political consumerism for 

affecting the social good hints at civic engagement and an idealized body politic. 

Nonetheless, their research raises an important question: Could the choice of who to elect 

president in 2012 – Obama or Romney – have come down to which “product” voters 

choose to “purchase”? 

Others have argued that voters choose parties as consumers choose products and 

that a political party is increasingly no longer tied to historical ideology or futuristic 

rhetoric, but instead is market-oriented (Lees-Marchment and Lilleker, 2005).  Reeves, de 

Chernatony, and Carrigan (2011) adopted Lees-Marshment’s (2009) three-level model of 

the market-orientation of political parties.  They found that the New Labour Party in the 

U.K., as well as voters, were moving toward the market-oriented model because it is the 

most consumer-driven of the three.  They suggested that this may be due to a decreased 
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emphasis on ideology, which is evident in the product- and sales-oriented models.  

Similar trends can be found in American politics, such as the populist sour reception of 

the ideologically-driven wing of the Republican Party in 2012. 

A study conducted on the primary election of the Board of Trustees of the Los 

Angeles Community Colleges explored voting behavior in a consumer-oriented 

framework.  The study concluded that, “Isolating the determinants of voting behavior 

under minimum information is essentially identical to finding the determinants of market 

shares for products which are not very salient to the consumers” (Nakanishi, Cooper, and 

Kassarjian, 1985, p. 16).  Because the tools and methodologies used to study consumer 

behavior can be used to study political elections, the authors suggested that we may well 

be entering into an era where our concerns in consumer behavior can turn from products 

and brands to problems of society such as voting or other areas in which the consumer is 

asked to make a choice between alternative courses of action (p. 21).  Their findings are 

particularly prescient to the study of the 2012 campaigns that operated in a consumer-

oriented marketplace where they employed political branding to great effect. 

Limitations of the analogy between commercial and political marketing were 

found on the micro-level (Peng and Hackley, 2009).  This mostly has to do with voters’ 

political knowledge and information (as far as an experiment by Peng and Hackley 

demonstrated).  It is thought that, at the macro-level, political branding and marketing is 

very effective.  It has also been argued that other nuanced, contextual information found 

in the political process cannot effectively be transferred to the commercial model (Lock 

and Harris, 1996; O’Shaughnessy, 1990 as cited in Peng and Hackley, 2009).  This study 

takes this criticism into account but offers an alternative argument – that a consumer-
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oriented politics incorporating political branding can encourage political participation, 

which in turn may affect levels of political knowledge and information.  As the next 

section indicates, our ideas of what constitutes political participation must evolve with 

our society and culture.  And because we have become a nation of consumers, 

participating in a consumer-oriented manner may make politics and government more 

relevant to citizens. 

Political Participation 

An historic cornerstone of American democracy is that political participation by 

each individual is vital to the democratic process.  From Tocqueville and Rousseau to 

Verba and Nie and Putnam, political theorists have long described America’s democracy 

in lofty terms that place sometimes great expectations on its citizens.  In essence, these 

and other scholars contend that civil society is something to aspire to, harkening back to 

the glory days of nascent democracies marked by the embers of revolution.  This 

idealized vision of democracy as a participatory space is one that has been repeated 

throughout the literature, but one that is also changing. 

The terms “voter engagement,” “voter participation,” “civic engagement,” and 

“political participation” have all been used interchangeably in the literature.  While some 

scholars have gone to great lengths to explicitly differentiate these terms, most simply use 

them interchangeably to explain one idea: the ways and levels in which people engage 

and participate in democracy.  Engagement and participation can take many forms, from 

registering to vote to attending a political rally to volunteering at a community 

organization.  The common thread in these terms and their respective literature is that 

engagement and participation of some kind are necessary to a functioning democracy.  
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The term “political participation” is used in this study, as the term “political engagement” 

carries with it connotations for more idealized civic participation. 

Political participation is defined in this study as any act of participation initiated 

by a person in order to seek out more information about a political candidate, campaign, 

party, or policy.  This definition discredits the idea that political participation should 

ultimately be measured by whether or not a person casts a ballot on Election Day.  

Political participation is not exclusive to campaigns and elections – it is an ongoing 

process whereby citizens participate in many ways with their government and elected 

officials.  This definition is inclusive in this sense while clearly articulating that a person 

must initiate participation – that it is an active behavior.  For the purposes of this study’s 

national survey, which measured respondents’ modes and rates of political participation, 

a succinct overview of the existing literature on political participation outlines how this 

conceptual definition of political participation was formed and how it reinvigorates what 

it means to participate in democracy. 

Defining Political Participation 

 For decades the agreed-upon definition of civic and political participation was any 

activities citizens participate in that activate and promote democracy (Verba and Nie, 

1972; Conway, 1991).  Political participation was something grand and aspirational.  

Casting a ballot on Election Day was the ultimate goal – and the ultimate measure of 

participation (Freie, 1997).  Conventional forms of political participation, however, may 

also include working for a candidate or political organization, advocating for a policy, 

attending a local community meeting, or something as benign as writing a letter to an 

elected official (Conway, 1991).  Junn (1991) noted, “Participation extends far beyond 
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the act of voting, in both level of difficulty and engagement” (p. 195).  Political 

participation, in fact, comes in many forms and has many modes.  Political participation 

promotes democracy and an informed electorate. 

 A more recent definition of political participation was provided by Bang (2005), 

which he described as “the matching of political power and values in the situated 

interaction between political authorities and laypeople” (p. 249).  His definition is one 

that allows for broad applications.  He discredits the notion that participation is an 

exercise to create strong, community-based moral ties that advance the common good.  In 

taking this position, he acknowledges that participation has increasingly become an 

individual activity, which is also a feature of a consumer society. 

Levels of political participation influence levels of political knowledge.  People 

who have higher levels of participation in turn demonstrate higher levels of political 

knowledge – of candidates, policies, and the government (Junn, 1991).  An expanded 

inquiry into political knowledge often falls under the field of political socialization, 

which explores the ways in which people gain political knowledge and become 

contributing members to civil society.  A focus on the development of the individual and 

integration into civil society is a recurring theme is earlier literature (Verba and Nie, 

1972; Conway, 1991; Freie, 1997).  How civil society is being defined in the 21st century 

is changing. 

 The U.S. has historically had the weakest levels of political participation as 

measured by the vote of all the major industrialized democracies (Crotty, 1991).  Just 

over half of adults in the U.S. vote in presidential elections.  In the 2012 election, 58.2% 

of Americans turned out to vote (McDonald, 2013).  The socioeconomic status of 
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individuals affects levels of political participation; those in a higher socioeconomic class 

are more likely to turnout to vote and display high levels of political participation and 

knowledge (Verba and Nie, 1972; Conway, 1991; Crotty, 1991).  If a person does not 

vote then they are left out of the democratic process.  This raises the possibility that 

political branding may encourage citizens from middle and lower socioeconomic classes 

to participate in the democracy. 

Putnam (2000) detailed the precipitous decline in civic participation in all aspects 

of community life.  Like Verba and Nie (1972), he emphasized social capital and the 

threads that hold individuals and communities together through shared activities that 

make up the fabric of civil society.  This focus on community – and evidence for the 

decline of community – trends with the rise of a consumer culture centered on the 

individual.  The wants, needs, and feelings of individuals have trumped the wants, needs, 

and feelings of the collective.  Today we find much of our social capital in the goods we 

consume, and brands are the organizing principle.  If this individualistic, consumer-

driven culture is the new norm, then we should expect similar shifts in our political 

culture.  Data from this study provide evidence of this shift. 

These traditional notions of political participation and engagement are both 

outdated and unrealistic.  Political branding may be a response to the decline of collective 

modes of participation and the rise of individual consumption. 

From Communities to Individuals 

Political appeals must be personal in order to reach individuals (Han, 2009).  A 

well-branded candidate is likeable and able to form a connection with individual citizens.  

We see here again an increasing emphasis on the individual.  Political socialization may 
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very well be on the decline as a community-based process (Putnam, 2000), but individual 

political socialization may be on the rise.  Freie (1997) found that participation in 

campaigns can change political attitudes, however the direction of such change is 

uncertain.  Does participation influence political attitudes, or do campaigns?  We may see 

a similar phenomenon in studying political branding and participation – does 

participation influence brand recognition, or does the brand influence participation?  This 

is a significant dilemma this study tackles through its national survey. 

The alienation of citizens with the declining levels of civic engagement and 

political participation as well as changing forms of participation are giving rise to a 

politics of individualism.  Participating in politics is becoming an individual exercise, 

rather than a community-based exercise.  While Putnam (2000) argued that decreasing 

levels of community-based political participation will lead to weaker government, Bang 

(2005) argued that increasing levels of individual-based political participation will lead to 

new forms of participation.  With the decrease in community-based political 

participation, many citizens feel alienated from the political process.  Given today’s 

hyper-partisan politics, individuals may feel off-put to join a collective political group or 

movement. 

The rise of consumer technology and the Internet and their use in elections and 

governing is having a meaningful impact on what it means to participate politically.  We 

live in a society where, on any given day, citizens may interact more with their mobile 

phones or computers than with other people.  This is having a precipitous effect on not 

only social relations but also expectations for political participation. 
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The government has sought to become more transparent by harnessing new 

technologies.  Today, one can find many federal agencies “talking” with everyday 

citizens on social networking websites such as Facebook and Twitter (McClurg, 2003; 

Bridges, Appel, and Grossklags, 2012).  This has resulted in unprecedented access to 

elected officials, but with mixed results.  It is thought that the Internet can level the 

socioeconomic playing field, allowing traditionally excluded groups to now have access 

to and participate in democracy.  In the 2000 U.S. presidential election, it was found that 

the probability of voting increased by an average of 12% with access to the Internet.  

Similarly, the probability of voting increased by an average of 7.5% with access to online 

election news (Tolbert and McNeal, 2003).  We can posit that these figures have 

increased since then, reflected in the 2004, 2008, and 2012 presidential elections. 

More recently, Bridges, Appel, and Grossklags (2012) found decreased levels of 

political knowledge and participation in young adults’ online participation behaviors, 

largely due to “information overload.”  While there may be unprecedented access to 

government officials, navigating through the various agencies and their online presences 

is a daunting task.  This, of course, is not exclusive to political participation – information 

overload caused by the advent of the Internet is a common social issue.  This is but one 

possible consequence of participating via new and social media via the Internet. 

Advancing the Study of Political Branding 

Political branding and consumerism may be the most powerful democratizing 

forces in 21st century America.  The amalgamation of civic-based social rituals with 

consumer-based social rituals is where we currently find ourselves. 
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Young people today are interested in non-traditional or alternative forms of 

citizenship (Owen, 2006, 2013).  This has been largely driven by the strong online 

presence of young people and the hyper-connectedness the Internet brings.  Individual 

consumption is closely tied with political consumerism (Ward, 2008).  Political branding 

may, in fact, empower the young – not as a shallow commodification of society, but as a 

new form of political participation.  Such a new form of political participation has caused 

anxiety among scholars whose research is dedicated to identifying solutions for the 

decades-long decrease in civic engagement.  What if individual political participation 

based on political brand recognition and buy-in was acceptable?  This study shows that it 

can be and that it is trending in this direction. 

Political consumerism may provide people with an alternative mode to engage 

with public issues that go beyond the traditional civic model of voting or volunteering.  

Shah et. al. (2007) found that consumer-citizens exercise their political values through 

consumption patterns – patterns that already inhabit their lives.  Five years after their 

research was published, there is evidence to support the consumer-citizen argument in the 

2012 election.  The ways in which people participated in the 2012 election are examined 

in this study, which give clues to how political participation is being redefined in 

contemporary times and with the support of political brands. 

 Scholars’ existing work on political branding is full of conjecture, lacking the 

empirical evidence to support many assumptions.  This is most evident in extant literature 

on political branding and political consumerism, two closely related topics that have 

caused a divide among social scientists.  Both those for and against political branding, for 

and against political consumerism recognize that these are very important topics and real-
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life phenomena, yet fail to provide meaningful data on their impact on elections and 

politics.  This study does present empirical evidence supporting the increasing influence 

and importance of political branding.  It also recognizes political consumerism as a 

potentially democratizing force, challenging traditional notions of civic engagement and 

political participation by empowering the citizen-consumer. 

What all scholars who study these topics can agree on is that we find ourselves 

amidst a great sea change in American politics.  The study of political branding is really 

the study of how the political process can be reinvigorated to make it more relevant and 

meaningful to citizens who now almost fully operate as consumers.  The existing 

literature clearly demonstrates a correlation between higher levels of political 

participation and socioeconomic status – education and income especially.  So it is 

curious that scholars who oppose the ideas of political branding and the citizen-consumer 

would do so without recognizing the potential for a socioeconomically inclusive 

electorate, one that is more likely to participate via brands than town hall meetings. 

There are clear gaps in the literature between political marking, political branding, 

and political consumerism.  Thus far, scholars have not integrated the study of all three 

topics into one framework.  This study provides a clear framework for researching the 

effects of a consumer-oriented polity by using the 2012 election as a case study.  In this 

framework, political branding is positioned at the nexus of political marketing, political 

consumerism, and political marketing to allow for meaningful study both now and in the 

future. 

Works addressing the trends of decreased civic engagement have focused on ways 

in which people participate in their communities and in elections.  The declining number 
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of people engaged in the political process, even with the rise of empowering technologies 

like the Internet, is a defining feature of more recent literature and is evident in 

communities across the country.  These trends make clear the need to reimagine what 

exactly it means to participate in democracy in the 21st century.  

As our world continues to become connected with politicking increasingly 

happening on individuals’ mobile devices and the like, we must expand traditional 

notions of political participation and engagement to be inclusive of this sea change.  A 

consumer-oriented framework provides the necessary and relevant foundation to the 

study of political branding in politics because the primary job of brands is to appeal to 

consumers in the crowded marketplace; and the primary job of politicians is to appeal to 

citizens in the crowded political marketplace. 

As the next chapter illustrates, strong and consistent political branding played a 

central role during the 2012 election.  The exploration of the visual representations of the 

Obama and Romney brands coupled with the social, cultural, and emotional brand 

connotations for each candidate/campaign makes explicit what scholars have thus far 

made implicit.  In doing so, we discover how the rise of the Obama brand during the 

2008 election, and the successful management of the brand since, made him resilient to 

negative claims during the 2012 election.  We find that the same cannot be said for the 

Romney brand, which was inconsistent in its core messaging and did not inspire citizens 

in the same ways that the Obama brand did in 2008 and again in 2012.
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CHAPTER III: THE OBAMA AND ROMNEY BRANDS 
 

 

 It is evident that branding in elections and politics has increased in stature.  Those 

who were observers of the 2012 or 2008 U.S. presidential elections saw first-hand the 

advantages that strong political branding had on candidates and the ways in which 

citizens participated.  In an environment where modern-day American elections are 

fought in specific counties, cities, and even neighborhoods, the candidate with the 

stronger brand may have greater chances of winning an election by offering greater 

messaging appeal that is consistent across mediums and demographics. 

This chapter presents an overview and qualitative analysis of the Obama and 

Romney brands.  I review their material brand assets and basic applications to understand 

the effectiveness of their respective brands.  Their immaterial brand assets are also 

reviewed, which provide evidence for irrational brand appeals that may have informed 

who citizens voted for during the election.  Informational interviews conducted with 

branding experts provide insight into branding and brand equity as well as the strengths 

and weaknesses of each candidate’s/campaign’s material brand markers.  An overview of 

the topic of political brand equity and its relationship to Obama and Romney is also 

presented. 

The analysis reveals that Obama had the stronger brand of the two 

candidates/campaigns.  It also reveals the significance of political brand equity, which is 

a concept built on the foundations of commercial brand equity and political incumbency.  

Obama’s strong brand equity, particularly carried over from the 2008 election, propelled 

him to victory in the 2012 election. 
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The central research question in this study is: Does political branding affect 

political participation?  This chapter explores the first half of this question – political 

branding – while the national survey results in Chapter IV and analysis and discussion in 

Chapter V address the connection of branding to political participation.  This chapter 

provides a context for this study’s main findings from the national survey so one can 

understand how the public perceived the Obama and Romney brands in the political 

marketplace of the 2012 election. 

Methodology 

I conducted a qualitative analysis of each candidate’s/campaign’s brand.  This 

analysis focuses on Obama’s and Romney’s respective material and immaterial brand 

markers as well as their political brand equity.  Each candidate’s/campaign’s analysis 

incorporates insight gained from interviews with branding experts to assess the strengths 

and weaknesses of the Obama and Romney brands.1 

Interviews with Branding Experts 

 Four semi-structured interviews were conducted with branding experts from 

leading advertising, marketing, and creative agencies.  These interviews provided insight 

on brands, branding, and the strengths and weaknesses of the Obama and Romney 

brands.  Interviewees were recruited through my personal and professional network.  

Interviews were conducted via telephone on various days in the four weeks leading up to 

Election Day, which was November 6, 2012. 2 

                                                
1 I reached out to both campaigns multiple times in the fall of 2012, hoping to speak with someone intimate 
with the design and applications of the visual brand assets. Neither campaign responded to my requests.  
Additionally, for the purposes of classification, each candidate’s/campaign’s slogan is considered a 
material brand marker since they most often appeared in visual form during the election. 
2 Interviews were recorded using Google Voice mobile software.  Google Voice requires both callers to 
opt-in to recording, and all four interviewees opted-in to be recorded.  Interviewees reviewed a participant 
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After the interviews were conducted, I manually transcribed each interview.3  I 

then reviewed the transcripts and highlighted key passages in order to identify common 

themes across interviewee responses.  Reponses were group into four large categories: 

commercial brands and branding, brand equity, material branding of Obama and 

Romney, and immaterial branding of Obama and Romney.  These categories helped 

guide the structure of the qualitative analysis.  The six images (Figures 3.1-3.6) found in 

this chapter were presented to each interviewee to assess.  A list of questions that guided 

these semi-structured interviews is found in Appendix B.  

 Biographies of branding experts.  Interviewees are all experts on brands and 

branding and have significant professional experience in leading advertising, marketing, 

and creative agencies.  These interviewees were chosen for their professional experience 

and depth of knowledge of branding.  Short biographies of each interviewee are included 

below to articulate their experience with, and credibility on, branding. 

 Alain Goulet is director of global marketing at the pharmaceutical company Eisai.  

He has over 25 years of experience in marketing, advertising, and branding and has 

formed a career specializing in pharmaceuticals.  His expertise in pharmaceutical 

branding is especially prescient to the study of political brands, as prescription drugs are 

commonly marketed as “lifestyle” products, which parallels how political candidates are 

often marketed to the public. 

                                                                                                                                            
consent form that was sent to them via email prior to each interview.  Interviewees verbally consented to 
participate in the interviews and also consented to the use of their name, title, and company in the final 
written work.  One interviewee, Pappas (2012), requested quote approval in the final written work.  The 
Institutional Review Board of Georgetown University approved the use of semi-structured interviews and 
their features for this study. 
3 Interview transcripts are available upon request. 
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Anthony Pappas is the president of Pappas Group, which is a full-service creative 

agency based in Washington, D.C.  Pappas Group specializes in branding, marketing, 

advertising, and media.  Prior to establishing his namesake creative agency in 2003, 

Pappas was vice president and executive creative director at Proxicom.  He has developed 

and executed creative strategy and interactive marketing and design for more than 50 

Fortune 500 clients, including Gap, General Electric, Marriott, Microsoft, Nike, and 

Pepsi, among others. 

Robert Schaffer is executive director of client services at Interbrand, which is one 

of the largest creative agencies in the world that specializes in creating and managing 

brands.  Interbrand is also a leading voice on the topic of branding and releases an annual 

report on the world’s best brands, which gains wide circulation each year.  Schaffer has 

more than 20 years of experience in marketing, advertising, and branding. 

Chantel Zapata is creative director at Fly Communications, which is a full-service 

creative agency based in New York City.  At Fly, Zapata is responsible for combining 

branding with metrics-driven marketing across media channels and digital platforms, 

including web, TV, radio, social media, print, collateral, and outdoor (i.e. billboards).  

She has significant design experience having previously worked as a graphic designer. 

Insight from these branding experts allows us to gain comprehension into what 

brands and branding are and how they affect our lives – both commercial and political. 

Political Branding in the 2012 Election 

Political branding is the overall perception of a political candidate, campaign, 

party, or policy communicated to a population through the use of both material and 

immaterial cues and language.  This original definition is informed by extant literature, 
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responses from interviews conducted with branding experts, and personal observations 

and analysis of the forms and functions of brands and branding in politics. 

Most all of the foundational concepts found in extant literature on commercial 

branding can be applied to politics.  Here I establish the one-to-one analogy between the 

commercial and political marketplace, and between commercial and political brands.  

Said Pappas (2012), “Brands are becoming the heart of everything.”  Brands make up the 

fabric of our consumer-driven society.  They not only define our commercial landscape, 

but also our personal landscape.  We all prefer certain products and services to others.  

The same can be said about candidates running for public office. 

Political branding has been around in American politics for longer than one would 

initially think.  Since the U.S.’s founding, politicians have had to position themselves as 

unique offerings in the political marketplace.  Persuading citizens to vote for them has 

always been an exercise in personal branding.  What we have called this has changed 

over time.  More recently some would have referred to the selling of a candidate as 

political marketing.  However, political branding is as accurate a term for contemporary 

politics given the rise of consumer culture and the unique demands of recent campaigns 

driven by technology. 

Elected officials and government agencies have long branded their policies into 

easily digestible concepts.  For N.A.S.A. and President John F. Kennedy it was the 

“Space Race,” while for Lyndon B. Johnson it was the “Great Society.”  Both of these are 

examples of grand public policies that were branded, packaged, and sold to the public.  

Both are particularly aspirational and directly reflected the mood and optimism of mid-

century America.  Ronald Reagan created a new brand of conservative politics during his 
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two terms as president in the 1980s.  He famously remarked, “Government is not the 

solution; government in the problem.”  With this single statement, Reagan branded the 

Republican Party and conservative politics for a generation – and then some.  Political 

branding can also be malignant.  George W. Bush created the term “W.M.D.s,” or 

“Weapons of Mass Destruction.”  This easy-to-remember acronym caused great 

provocation in the build-up to the Iraq War and helped sell the Bush Administration’s 

foreign policies to the public during his two terms in office. 

The greatest political branding constants in American politics are political parties.  

Political parties must craft their platform, which includes their core values, public 

policies, and vision for the country.  Today’s dominant parties in the U.S. – the 

Democratic Party and the Republican Party – have long branded themselves in material 

and immaterial ways.  The Democrats appropriate the color blue and a donkey as their 

mascot.  The Republicans appropriate the color red and an elephant as their mascot.  

Additionally, the Republicans have a colloquial nickname, the G.O.P., or Grand Old 

Party.  Of course, political positions and policies have changed over time in each party.  

Yet the holding power of these visual symbols has stood the test of time as the parties 

have evolved in response to changing society and culture. 

Political branding today is prevalent and essential to governing.  From Obama to 

Romney, Democrats to Republicans, Medicare to Obamacare, détente to real politic, the 

ways in which political candidates, campaigns, parties, and policies are created, 

packaged, and sold to the public require strong and cogent branding.  What we do not 

fully understand, and what is traditionally difficult to measure, is the effectiveness of 

political branding and its ability to inspire citizens to buy-in. 
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Material Brand Markers 

Brands are comprised of many parts.  Logos, slogans, jingles, colors, typefaces, 

and other material markers make up the visual representations of a brand.  The benefit of 

using these material brand markers is that they can create instant recall in the minds of 

consumers, who then assign meaning to them (Danesi, 2006; Williams, 2000; Clifton et 

al., 2009).   

A logo mark is arguably the most important material asset of any brand.  It is the 

single visual representation of a brand, packaged in a succinct and oftentimes adaptable 

manner.  Overviews of Obama’s and Romney’s 2012 election material brand markers 

emphasize their logos because they are so core to the candidates/campaigns.  And 

because their logos appeared the most frequently in an array of mediums and applications 

during the lection, understanding their meaning and possible messages to the public is 

important to understanding the candidates’/campaigns’ overall brand identities. 

Obama logo.  Obama’s primary logo in the 2012 campaign featured traditional 

American campaign colors – red, white, and blue.  The shades of the red and blue are 

muted, compared to the richer red and blue found on the American flag, for example.  

The logo mark is in the shape of an “O,” invoking the first letter of “Obama.”  The visual 

style is flat, which means there are no gradients or special visual treatments (i.e. a flare) 

applied to the logo.  This is an updated look from Obama’s 2008 logo (see Appendix C), 

which did feature extra visual treatments.  Figure 3.1 shows Obama’s primary logo for 

the 2012 election. 
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All the branding experts agreed that the Obama logo is dynamic and modern – 

that there is movement communicated through the static symbol.  “The Obama logo is 

very open – the ‘O’ and the stripes moving across create a certain dynamic movement.  

That dynamic movement appears to be going from left to right,” said Schaffer (2012).  

This could symbolize Obama, a Democrat, reaching from the left toward the center, 

communicating compromise and governing from the moderate middle.  He continued, 

“…it’s light, it’s free, it’s fresh, it’s modern.”  Goulet (2012) remarked, “The Obama 

logo in 2012 shows some movement – its rounded edges are very approachable, it’s got 

the sun beaming at the end of the tunnel, which makes it very visionary.  The angle in the 

red lines gives me the impression that it’s a field, maybe it’s a valley – it’s very 

wholesome, it’s very approachable, it’s very traditionally democratic.”  Compared to 

Obama’s 2008 logo, Pappas (2012) said, “They took away some of the sun, but the shape 

is still there.  It’s a nicer, cleaner look.  They made it more usable.”  What this means is 

the basicness of the updated logo mark – just two colors – made it more adaptable across 

a range of applications.  Finally, Zapata (2010) said, “The movement of the logo and the 

way the lines are and the way it plays off the ‘O’ and uses interior space to evoke a sun, 

you get that sense of progress happening and movement, which I think ties well into his 

 
 
Figure 3.1.  Barack Obama primary logo. 
Source: goo.gl/Gxu13 



 

 56 

message.”  The ability – and strategy – to easily adapt the logo mark demonstrates the 

versatility of the symbol and how logos are essential in communicating messages and 

meaning.   

The Obama campaign’s ability to retain so much meaning from the 2008 logo 

greatly influenced the ways in which he was perceived during the 2012 election.  Much 

of the meaning and equity found in his logo from 2008 remained intact during the 2012 

election, regardless of Obama’s performance as president or his failure to live up to some 

of his promises from 2008.  This is discussed in detail in the Political Brand Equity 

section of this chapter. 

Romney logo.  The Romney logo, like the Obama logo, features the first letter of 

his last name, “R.”  Romney’s primary logo in the 2012 election is colored in the 

traditional red, white, and blue scheme, however with richer shades (i.e. like the 

American flag) than Obama’s red and blue.  The logo mark features what seem to be 

three silhouettes of the letter “R”, each one forming the boundaries of the letter by 

overlaying on one another.  There is also a distinct visual “flare” located on the upper 

right portion of the “R.”  Figure 3.2 shows Romney’s primary logo for the 2012 election. 

 
 
Figure 3.2.  Mitt Romney primary logo. 
Source: goo.gl/iCa2l 
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Unlike their glowing assessment of the Obama logo, the branding experts agreed 

that the Romney logo was poorly designed and mediocre.  “It’s not very good,” said 

Pappas (2012).  He noted that as opposed to the Obama logo, where the “O” could stand 

for anything – the homeland, a path forward, a new day dawning, the American flag – the 

Romney logo does not easily conjure up familiar images.  “That shape does not easily 

remind me of anything, so I’m not really getting anything from it,” he said.  “It’s not a 

very good-looking ‘R’” (Pappas, 2012).  Schaffer (2012) said the Romney logo is in a 

more traditional style than the Obama logo and that the solid block of red creates a 

heavy-looking visual.  He also noted that as opposed to the left-to-right, upward direction 

of the stripes in the Obama logo, “the movement of the overall ‘R’ is moving down, it’s 

not moving up” (Schaffer, 2012).  This would be considered a negative directional flow, 

which many in the creative community feel affects a logo’s appeal to consumers.  Goulet 

(2012) said that the “R” communicates authority, is visually conservative, and does not 

speak of a vision.  He said, “The twinkle on the top of the ‘R’…is flashy,” which 

communicates that “he’s going to be in the limelight” (Goulet, 2012), referring to 

Romney’s political aspirations.  Finally, Zapata (2012) frankly stated, “It looks like a 

toothpaste logo.”  Moreover, she noted that the way the “R” is shaped and curved is not 

as stable as the Obama logo.  However, it has the requisite red, white, and blue color 

scheme, which is standard in American elections (Zapata, 2012). 

The Romney logo was not inspiring in the ways the Obama logo was during the 

election.  It was not as beautiful visually and many were confused as to its meaning.  

Unlike Obama, Romney also did not have the benefit of using a familiar logo mark that 

had been around for nearly five years (since the start of the Democratic primaries in 
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2007).  The strong meaning behind the Obama logo stands in start contract to the lack of 

meaning behind the Romney logo. 

 Obama slogan.  The candidate’s/campaign’s slogans are considered here to be 

material brand makers, since they most often appeared in visual forms throughout the 

election.  Obama’s 2012 slogan was “FORWARD.”  The slogan almost always appeared 

in all capital letters and with a period after the “D.”  Some exceptions included TV 

adverts, where just the first letter was capitalized.  The slogan also most always featured 

the Obama logo inside the “O” of “FORWARD.”  Figure 3.3 shows Obama’s slogan on a 

banner at a campaign rally. 

 
 
Figure 3.3.  Barack Obama slogan, shown at a campaign rally. 
Source: goo.gl/YvoyL 

 
When asked about the meaning of Obama’s slogan, Pappas (2012) suggested it 

implies “we’re just going to move forward – period.”  Similarly, Schaffer (2012) said, 

“It’s one word.  The period actually anchors it and gives it a sense of modernity, and the 

‘FORWARD.’ is also branded with [Obama’s] ‘O’ in the middle.  So, again, it’s 

consistent with his other identity components.”  Zapata (2012) remarked, “It’s like 

‘FORWARD.’ – we’re moving, we’re going to keep going, whether you like it or not we 
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need to keep moving.”  Finally, Goulet (2012) connected Obama’s 2012 slogan back to 

his 2008 campaign.  “It says that we had a dream back in 2008 and we’re still moving 

forward, our job isn’t finished…we’re moving, we’re making progress, we’re going 

places.”  The slogan provided a strong message in 2012 while not forgetting the 2008 

election and its many connotations. 

Romney slogan.   Romney’s 2012 slogan was “Believe in America.”  This is a 

traditional and safe slogan – no one, regardless of political identity, would disagree with 

believing in the promise of America.  The slogan most often appeared underneath 

Romney’s logo and name.  This differs from the Obama campaign, which more often 

than not featured its slogan “FORWARD.” on its own.  Figure 3.4 shows Romney’s 

slogan on a banner at a campaign rally. 

 
 
Figure 3.4.  Mitt Romney slogan, shown at a campaign rally. 
Source: goo.gl/f2ggl 

 
 Romney’s slogan is a generic statement about the promise of America.  Schaffer 

(2012) said the slogan is “some sort of mission statement that he’s trying to elevate.”  

Romney is trying to connect his vision for America through his slogan, he said.  Goulet 

(2012) called Romney’s slogan “very conservative, very established, traditional.”  Zapata 
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(2012) gave a more pointed assessment of Romney’s slogan.  His slogan, she said, says to 

the public, “If you want to keep moving forward with this other guy (Obama), then you 

don’t believe in America.”  Romney’s slogan paints him as the patriotic choice (Zapata, 

2012), which very much falls in line with contemporary Republican themes in American 

politics – that they are the party of patriots and “real Americans.”  Overall his slogan is 

not memorable due to its generic sensibility. 

 Obama rally sign.  The rally sign is one of the most photographed items on the 

campaign trail.  To see a candidate’s crowd awash in their rally signs clearly brands the 

event for the press and public.  Obama’s primary rally sign simply featured the year 

“2012” in large, white block letters.  Inside the number “0” is Obama’s logo, similar to 

the placement of his logo inside the “O” of his slogan.  Under the “2012” was 

“BARACKOBAMA.COM,” which doubly presents his name and his website on one line.  

At the very bottom of the sign in small print it reads, “PAID FOR BY OBAMA FOR 

AMERICA.”  This is a standard inclusion on campaign materials, dictated by the U.S.’s 

campaigns and elections laws.  The sign’s background color featured the same shade of 

blue found in his logo.  Figure 3.5 shows Obama’s primary rally sign. 

 
 
Figure 3.5.  Barack Obama primary rally sign.  Source: goo.gl/jpio8 
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Said Schaffer (2012) of the rally sign, “Obama’s [rally sign] is almost neutral, it’s 

void of any pure message.  It’s ‘2012’ and the Obama icon.  So the core of the [rally sign] 

is really ‘Obama in 2012’ (Schaffer, 2012).  He also remarked on how the sign is visually 

balanced by centering all the text and design.  On the topic of brand equity, Zapata (2012) 

remarked: 

It’s just “2012,” which I think in a way continues along the path of that consistent, 

forward movement type of message.  You don’t really need to put his name…he’s 

gotten to a point where [he’s] kind of like the Nike swoosh, where you’ve seen 

[his] mark for years now, and you already associate this mark with Barack 

Obama. 

Obama’s visual identity system – his material brand markers – is more modern, fresher, 

and more iconic than Romney’s (Schaffer, 2012). 

 Romney rally sign.  Romney’s primary rally sign featured his name in large, blue 

block letters.  The first letter of the word “ROMNEY” is his logo.  Underneath his name 

is his slogan, “BELIEVE IN AMERICA,” also in block letters.  At the bottom of the sign 

is “MITTROMNEY.COM,” which, like Obama’s rally sign, doubly presents his name 

and his website on one line.  At the very bottom of the sign in small print it reads, “Paid 

for by Romney for President, Inc.”  The name of his official campaign organization was 

an interesting choice, given the fact that many accused him of being a cold corporatist 

during the election.  The sign is primarily white with a band of blue at the bottom that is 

concave at the top.  Figure 3.6 shows Romney’s primary rally sign. 
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Figure 3.6.  Mitt Romney rally sign.  Source: goo.gl/8HJOW 

 
The branding experts were relatively neutral in assessing Romney’s rally sign.  

“The font that they use is a very old font.  The ‘MITTROMNEY.COM’ look is trying to 

be more progressive, but it has this kind of half-moon shape,” said Pappas (2012).  He 

went on to say that the entire aesthetic looked dated, like something that would have been 

designed around 2005.  Schaffer (2012) remarked that the sign looks very corporate.  

“The ‘MITTROMNEY.COM’ is sitting in what looks like a smile, a little blue smile.”  

He said that Romney’s rally sign is not as well-founded as Obama’s rally sign, which is 

centered and more balanced.  Zapata (2012) identified the fact that Romney used his 

name on his rally sign, whereas Obama did not.  “Romney…is a new candidate, so he has 

to put his name out there,” she said.  Romney very consciously had to be more aggressive 

in communicating his logo, name, and tagline, whereas Obama did not have to do the 

same because he is an established candidate (Zapata, 2012). 

Other applications.  Because this study’s focus is on the relationship between 

political branding and participation, an in-depth look into Obama’s and Romney’s many 

applications of their material brand markers is not warranted.  Such an analysis would 

delve into the visual designs and strategies at a level that would not add significant value 
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to answering this study’s research question.  However, summaries of each 

candidate’s/campaign’s applications are provided below.  Overall, Obama’s visual 

applications are more consistent than Romney’s in the mediums included below.  Images 

that feature examples of applications of Obama’s and Romney’s material brand markers 

(i.e. website, Facebook, etc.) are found in Appendix C. 

Obama’s logo, slogan, and other visual assets (i.e. fonts and colors) were 

consistently carried through in every medium.  He utilized his material brand markers 

across his website; social media, including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram; mobile 

app; emails; advertising, including TV, print, and online; and other applications, such as 

merchandise.  The consistency found in the Obama campaign’s many applications 

created a strong and united visual branding system, which in turn enabled strong and 

consistent messaging. 

 Romney’s logo, slogan, and other visual assets also demonstrated consistency 

through various mediums.  Like Obama, he utilized his material brand markers across his 

website; social media, including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram; two mobile apps; 

emails; advertising, including TV, print, and online; and other applications, such as 

merchandise.  His campaign did not demonstrate the same level of design discipline or 

consistency across mediums.  This may be due to the fact that Romney’s visual identity 

system was so young, versus Obama’s more mature system that had a proven track record 

from the 2008 election. 

In a selection of 20 of the most recent images posted on each candidate’s 

Facebook page (selected on November 5, 2012), Obama’s logo was featured in nine of 

his images, while Romney’s logo was featured in just three of his images (“featured” 
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refers to digital overlay of the logo, rather than a picture of someone wearing a campaign 

T-shirt with a logo).  This illustrates the higher level of consistency found throughout 

Obama’s applications of visual branding, which reinforced his messaging to potential 

voters by including the recognizable logo mark.  Examples of these Facebook images are 

found in Appendix C. 

 Overall, Obama’s material brand markers are stronger in both their design and 

effectiveness.  Said Pappas (2012), “There’s a boldness to [the 2012] identity.”  Obama’s 

logo is well-designed, balanced, fresh, and inspiring – all characteristics of how he 

positioned himself in 2008 and how he largely continued to positioned himself in 2012.  

Overall, Romney’s material brand markers are “just not very mature,” said Pappas 

(2012).  This is evident in the poor aesthetic design and lack of consistency in 

applications found throughout the election.  For both Obama and Romney, their visual 

brand markers played central roles throughout the election, signaling the importance of 

strong and consistent visual brand messaging for winning a national election. 

Immaterial Brand Markers 

Brands also go beyond a logo or slogan – a brand is in everything and everywhere 

a product or service permeates the marketplace (Pappas, 2012).  Brands are also 

comprised of immaterial brand markers, which are just as important – if not more – than 

their material companions.  In the context of an election, citizens do not vote for a 

candidate solely based on who has the better platform.  Citizens also vote for candidates 

based on the ways they inspire us and make us feel, which can often be irrational. 

Immaterial brand markers include the aspirational, the emotional, and the rational 

– things that evoke cognitive reactions and feelings in the minds of consumers (Williams, 
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2000; Holt, 2004; Clifton et al., 2009).  Examples include the feelings of community one 

gets when drinking Starbucks coffee, or the functional benefits of using a sleek Apple 

computer.  Such qualities are not easily created via marketing and advertising; rather, 

they are built over time in the minds of consumers through cues and language.  While 

immaterial brand markers are often harder to pinpoint because they are intangible, their 

effect on the brand and consumers is arguably more powerful than that of their tangible 

counterparts (i.e. logo).   

Such emotional and aspirational qualities of a product or service lay the 

foundation for a relationship to form between consumers and the products and services 

they are purchasing (Pappas, 2012; Schaffer, 2012).  Great branding is essentially about 

the relationship between a product and a consumer.  Branding is a promise that a 

company makes on behalf of their product or service (Adamson, 2006; Healey, 2008; 

Pappas, 2012).  This promise must be maintained and is the basis for the relationship that 

forms, which is dynamic and ebbs and flows with time (Schaffer, 2012).  As far as 

political brands are concerned, candidates and politicians make plenty of promises.  And 

time and time again we witness the downfall of elected officials when they do not make 

good on those promises.  In essence, broken promises cause broken political brands.  

Politicians with the ability to maintain their brand through time and fulfill promises made 

on the campaign trail are better poised for long-term success. 

An essential component of immaterial brand markers is the lack of control from a 

brand’s designers or marketers, and organic development in the marketplace at large.  

Immaterial brand markers and brand meanings form over time and can be capricious, 

especially in the era of social media where consumers can talk back to companies about 
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their products and services (mostly when they are unhappy).  We saw this phenomenon at 

play with the Obama brand during the 2012 election, where citizens often overlooked his 

negative qualities in favor of his brand’s positive qualities that formed and continued on 

from the 2008 election.  Some would consider their continued support of Obama 

irrational, given his performance as president.  And yet his strong brand overcame this. 

 Obama.  Obama’s immaterial brand markers include many components.  His 

youth, his good looks, and his charisma are all relevant elements of his personal brand.  

On more meaningful levels are his expert oratorical skills, personal attainment of the 

American Dream, and inspirational vision for the U.S.  The vision he sold to the 

electorate in 2008 is what got him elected – his hopes and dreams for a fresh beginning, 

one where the country’s best days are ahead.  Obama’s brand in the 2012 election 

remained largely positive, even with the glacial pace of the country’s economic recovery 

and high unemployment rate, both considered to be under his domain and tied to his 

performance as president. 

Obama’s soaring rhetoric has been a central element of his brand since becoming 

a national political figure.  In his many speeches during the 2012 election, he made 

promises or promoted policies that would be considered functional appeals.  Functional 

appeals are a category of immaterial brand markers (Aaker, 1996).  At a very basic level, 

Obama campaigned for public office by making promises and appeals that directly 

related to individuals – jobs, the economy, education, the environment, science and 

research, gay rights.  Promising to end the Afghanistan War or create jobs, for example, 

offer functional benefits to the electorate, which are considered rational brand assets. 
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Immaterial brand markers are also made up of emotional appeals (Aaker, 1996).  

These appeals pull at the heartstrings of the public and manifest themselves in some of 

history’s greatest public figures, such as Abraham Lincoln or Franklin Delano Roosevelt.  

Since the 2008 election, Obama has inspired millions of Americans.  His youth, African-

American race, and lack of experience in Washington politics represented a candidate 

who was not part of the status quo.  This was perhaps Obama’s greatest immaterial brand 

marker – an outsider with a promise to clean up a corrupt Washington.  Moreover, 

Obama was consistently portrayed in the news as a man with a warm personality who is 

relatable.  His appeals to voters characterized him as supporting the interests of the 

working class, middles class, and poor.  Even withstanding his performance during his 

first term as president, citizens generally liked his vision for the U.S. and identified with 

him on personal and emotional levels.  Regular people identified more strongly with 

Obama’s values than they did with Romney’s values in the 2012 election. 

Romney.  Romney’s immaterial brand markers include many components that are 

antithetical to Obama’s immaterial brand markers.  What is evident is that many of 

Romney’s immaterial brand markers were negative, which affected his overall brand 

strength. 

Most of Romney’s functional appeals were aimed at Obama’s failures, and 

specifically pointed out that Obama had become part of the Washington establishment he 

campaigned against in 2008.  Romney promised to fix the economy, to create more jobs, 

to lower the country’s debt and reign in spending, and to get tough with Iran on their 

nuclear program, among others.  These rational appeals were generally well-received, but 

when pressed for details by the news media the campaign did not deliver.  Romney 
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strengthened his personal brand by touting his decades of business and private sector 

experience, having served as CEO of a very successful private equity firm for most of his 

career.  He campaigned on his proven track record as a leader with the business acumen 

to balance budgets and create profitable enterprises.  All these appeals were rational and 

in many ways were answers to Obama’s perceived failed record, particularly as it relates 

to jobs and the economy. 

 It is the emotional appeals of Romney’s campaign where the public lost faith in 

his brand.  Unlike Obama, Romney was born into wealth, his father being the former 

governor of Michigan, CEO of General Motors, and one-time presidential candidate.  The 

public never truly identified with him personally, be it because of his wealth and 

privilege or a lack of understanding of his political positions.  He consistently declined to 

talk openly about his Mormon faith, which caused distrust among some Republican 

voting blocs of Christians.  He was thought to be old-fashioned, cold and robotic, and 

unrelatable to the majority of Americans.  He was perceived to be a defender of the rich 

and of corporate interests, which would only advance the status quo.  Perhaps the most 

damaging immaterial brand marker was his infamous comments about “the 47%,” which 

referred to the percentage of Americans who would vote for Obama based solely on 

receiving government handouts.  What is more, Romney refused to release more than two 

years of his personal tax returns, which caused perceptions about lack of transparency 

and distrust with the public.  All these negative elements worked against creating a strong 

and reliable Romney brand. 

Obama’s and Romney’s immaterial brand markers manifested themselves in 

larger narratives that formed during the election and became part of the public sphere.  
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Because immaterial brand markers are intangible, they are more likely to manifest 

themselves emotionally – in the feelings we feel when we see or use a brand’s product or 

service – rather than functionally, or rationally (Aaker, 1996).  Voting for a candidate is 

not simply about voting for better policies or ideas – it is also about the ways candidates 

make us feel.  We clearly see this with the overview of Obama’s and Romney’ 

immaterial brand markers. 

Advertising and Marketing 

Branding is a function of marketing and advertising.  This is important to 

understand when assessing the economic functions of political campaigns since citizens 

are exposed to thousands of adverts each election cycle.  Branding has become front and 

center in all of a campaign’s marketing and advertising efforts. 

Brands are expressed and communicated to consumers through adverts, TV and 

radio commercials, live events, websites, social media, and other modes of marketing and 

advertising (Goulet, 2012; Pappas, 2012; Schaffer, 2012).  “Today, brands are built and 

then they are communicated,” said Pappas (2012).  Brands are playing an increasing role 

in how marketing and advertising campaigns are created and when they launch in relation 

to the creation and rise of the brand. 

Extant literature indicates that political marketing is about the economics of 

campaigns (Kotler, 1985; Henneberg, 2002; Lees-Marchment and Lilleker, 2005).  Using 

this study’s definition of political branding, however, indicates that this is a narrow 

definition of political marketing.  We can expand our understanding of political 

marketing to also include political parties, public policies, and government agencies – 

entities with a stake in participatory democracy that must market their platforms and 
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policies to the public.  This does not always have to involve expensive marketing 

campaigns.  The notion that political marketing is solely an economic enterprise is 

outdated.  Laufer and Paradeise (1990), for example, argued for a broader and more 

inclusive understanding of political marketing.  They support the idea that marketing is a 

core social enterprise that reflects the values of society. 

Branding is a tool of marketing, but feedback is both ways.  Today, the brand is 

often created and nurtured first, with marketing and advertising tactics following.  

Advertising and other forms of communication are expressions of a brand – they are not 

branding in and of themselves (Schaffer, 2012).  However, political branding works in 

tandem with marketing and advertising to sell the candidate to the public, often invoking 

aspirational cues to inspire citizens to vote for their candidate (O’Shaughnessy and 

Henneberg, 2002). 

We see here that while brands and branding may traditionally fall under the 

marketing umbrella as a tool, brands are becoming more autonomous and powerful.  

Today, brands can be created and cultivated well before any marketing or advertising 

functions take place. 

All of the brand markers covered in this chapter, including attitudes and 

perceptions of the candidates, for both Obama and Romney were tested in this study’s 

national survey.  These findings are presented in the next chapter and analyzed and 

discussed in detail in Chapter V. 

Political Brand Equity 

A significant consideration in understanding the findings of this study is the 

concept of political brand equity.  Political brand equity is the value – pecuniary and non-
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pecuniary – of a political brand, reflected through material and immaterial cues and 

language and strengthened with time.  This original definition of political brand equity 

combines foundational concepts of commercial brand equity with foundational concepts 

of political incumbency.  Both offer advantages to politicians running for reëlection in the 

political marketplace. 

The topic of brand equity is an important one because equity is something that 

cannot be created by designers, strategists, or marketers.  Equity is not something that can 

be forecast.  Equity is earned. 

Brand equity is the value of a brand that is built over time (Goulet, 2012; 

Schaffer, 2012; Pappas, 2012).  It is set of brand assets and liabilities linked to a brand, 

its name, and symbol, that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or 

service (Aaker, 1991; Keller 1993, 1998).  “The longer you have your brand and its assets 

– the more equity you build with it within consumers – the stronger it will be over time.  

So equity equates to time,” said Pappas (2012).  And because brand equity is 

representative of “goodwill,” it is very often intangible (Schaffer, 2012).  “It’s very hard 

to put a monetary value or some sort of statistical value to the goodwill of a brand,” said 

Schaffer. 

Coca-Cola is a befitting example of an iconic brand with high levels of brand 

equity.  Goulet (2012) noted that the brand Coke has much more value than the actual 

product Coke.  This is because Coca-Cola has built brand value over its 100-year history 

and has attached many emotions to the brand, which appeals to consumers and keeps 

them loyal to the brand and its various products (Goulet, 2012). 
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We see a similar phenomenon at play here with Obama and Romney.  It is clear 

that Obama had greater equity and a stronger brand than Romney in the 2012 election.  It 

is also clear that Obama’s brand carried more goodwill with the electorate and has had 

the benefit of time to help solidify its core values and meaning.  Additionally, he had the 

benefit of being an incumbent president in the 2012 election, which further strengthened 

his brand because it gave him a preeminent platform and a track record of national 

governing for voters assess. 

In 2002, Barack Obama was a virtual unknown and Mitt Romney was receiving 

praise for successfully saving the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics.  In 2004, Obama had 

introduced himself to the country in an electrifying speech at the Democratic National 

Convention and Romney was halfway into his term as governor of Massachusetts.  By 

2008, Obama had begun to cultivate his national brand and Romney was trying to re-

brand himself as a conservative after governing a liberal state for four years. 

In 2008, we saw the Obama brand take flight and the Romney brand flutter.  

“Hope,” “Change we can believe in,” and “Yes, we can” entered into the national lexicon 

during the historic 2008 campaign.  They have constantly served as reference points to 

Obama’s governing as president ever since.  His 2008 campaign was widely applauded 

for its grassroots support, use of social media, social and cultural resonance, and sharp 

visual design.  The Obama logo’s designers as well as Obama’s campaign staff came to 

refer to his logo as “the rising sun” (Thomas, 2010).  This is an apt name given the social 

and political environment at the time, alluding to new beginnings and a fresh start 

Americans yearned for. 
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The mood of the country was dark during the 2008 election.  The U.S. was still 

engaged in the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, the public was angry over the indiscretions of 

the Bush Administration, and the U.S. and global economies were on the brink of 

collapse.  The U.S. debt was at a historic high and only continuing to rise.  In many ways, 

Obama was a welcome political outsider with a clean slate and a fresh vision for how to 

rid America of its troubles.  These intangible qualities of then-candidate Obama played a 

significant role in the development of his political brand.  These immaterial brand assets 

provided meaning for his material brand assets in 2008 and were embedded in the 2012 

election as well. 

Meanwhile in 2008, Romney campaigned during the Republican primaries to 

secure his party’s nomination, but did not win it.  By 2008, he was an established figure 

in American politics, but he did not have a core brand identity.  He earned national 

prominence as a businessman, state governor, and then Republican presidential 

candidate.  However, these many roles may have worked against his brand.  While it is 

true that brands must evolve to stay relevant, they must also be cautious in their evolution 

so as to keep intact their core values and identity. 

By the time the 2012 election arrived, Obama had four years of governing as 

president while Romney had to change his political positions to appease the far-right 

members of the Republican party.  His positions during the Republican primaries differed 

from his positions once he secured the party’s nomination.  His track record as governor 

of a liberal state also worked against him, as did his lack of transparency about his 

personal and business affairs.  All of these elements worked against the creation and 

maintenance of a strong and cohesive brand.  His brand confused the public.  Said Pappas 
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(2012), “I don’t think Romney has any equity.”  Goulet (2012) said that Romney’s lack 

of being able to connect with average Americans damaged his brand. 

Obama’s equity is reflected among many components.  Chief among these is his 

iconic logo.  There are a couple examples germane to the strong equity of Obama’s logo.  

For the 2012 Democratic National Convention, a logo was created that directly mimicked 

Obama’s.  The logo featured the same shape and colors, but instead of horizontal stripes 

at the bottom it featured silhouettes of people (this image is found in Appendix C).  The 

party’s choice to model their logo after Obama speaks to the powerful meaning attached 

to it.  Additionally and earlier in the 2012 election cycle, a handful of major candidates 

for the Republican presidential nomination had logo marks that featured visual treatments 

to a letter from their names – Jon Huntsman’s “H,” Michele Bachmann’s “H,” Rick 

Santorum’s “O,” and Ron Paul’s “A.”  The old adage, “Imitation is the greatest form of 

flattery,” holds true here.  Obama’s logo carries so much meaning with it – and has so 

much equity – that his own party as well as candidates from the opposing party 

reappropriated it to work in their favor. 

More than anything, a political brand is about promises.  Maintaining promises 

helps build and keep intact brand equity.  During the 1988 campaign, George H.W. Bush 

promised Americans that he would not raise taxes.  During his first term in office he 

raised taxes.  He not only failed to keep his promise, but he then implemented a policy 

that was antithetical.  He lost his bid for reëlection and has never really recovered from 

this “brand error.”  A broken promise equals a broken brand.  His is an advisory on 

keeping the promises imbedded in a political brand. 
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Holt (2004) stated, “The success of a brand’s prior myths establishes a reputation.  

The brand becomes renowned for telling certain kinds of stories that are useful in 

addressing certain social desires and anxieties.  In formal terms, from the brand’s prior 

myths grow two kinds of assets – cultural authority and political authority” (p. 95).  The 

Obama brand has harvested both cultural and political authority, reflected in his strong 

brand equity, and evidenced through this study’s national survey.  There is equity across 

his brand – his icons, people’s interactions with him, his promises (Pappas, 2012). 

What is gleaned from this chapter’s qualitative analysis of the Obama and 

Romney brands is operationalized for this study’s national survey.  The material brand 

markers are tested through questions on recognition while the immaterial brand markers 

are tested through questions on attitudes and perceptions toward the candidates.  Also at 

play are the ways in which people participated in the 2012 election, specifically with each 

candidate/campaign.  Data from the survey are analyzed through statistical measures, 

which indicate a relationship between political brand recognition and political 

participation, among other findings.  These findings are presented in the next chapter and 

are further analyzed and discussed in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER IV: NATIONAL SURVEY RESULTS 
 

 

I created a national survey to uncover how, if at all, the political branding of 

Obama and Romney may have affected the 2012 election by encouraging political 

participation.  The survey gathered data about Americans’ brand recognition of each 

candidate/campaign, modes of individual political participation, and attitudes toward and 

perceptions of the candidates.  Combined with demographic information that was also 

collected, the survey reveals relatively high levels of brand recognition for both Obama 

and Romney and offers sometimes-nuanced support for a relationship between political 

brand recognition and political participation through statistical correlations.  It also shows 

moderate-strength predictability through Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 

analyses for the relationship between political brand recognition and political 

participation, providing evidence that recognizing political brands may lead to 

participation.  Overall, data presented in this chapter provide evidence for a strong 

Obama brand and a weak Romney brand.  All the findings from the national survey are 

analyzed and discussed in length in Chapter V.   

Methodology 

The national survey was comprised of 73 questions that were of mixed format, 

which included open- and closed-ended items.  The survey was only open to U.S. citizens 

age 18 years or older.  All participants remained anonymous and no identifying 

information, such as computer IP addresses, was collected. 

The survey was designed using the Survey Monkey platform and released through 

the Mechanical Turk platform, which is a service of Amazon.  Mechanical Turk features 
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human intelligence tasks (HITs) for members, which they call “workers,” and 

compensates them for completing selected tasks.  For the purposes of this study and the 

survey, all participants who successfully completed the survey were compensated $1.00.  

This amount, which is on the middle- to high-end of rates on Mechanical Turk, was 

chosen in part because literature shows participation rates are affected by compensation 

rates (Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling, 2011). 

The survey was conducted after Election Day, which was on November 6, 2012.  

This timeframe was chosen in order to collect data from those participants who voted in 

the election as well as to ensure the election and the candidates were still at the top of 

mind for all participants.  A pre-test of the survey included 50 participants and was 

collected on November 15-18.  The pre-test was conducted in order to test the efficacy of 

the survey, such as its questions and design, and to find any potential errors.  After the 

pre-test was completed, no problems were found and the demographic distribution was 

healthy.  The national survey was then conducted on November 26-27.  With the pre-test 

survey responses combined with the national survey responses, a total of 1,398 responses 

were collected.4 

Question Design 

Survey questions utilized a variety of formats (i.e. multiple choice, range, Likert 

scale, text box, images, etc.) in order to collect the most salient data and keep participants 

engaged.  The survey featured four main categories of questions: political branding, 

political participation, political attitudes, and demographics.  Participants were required 

to answer all questions except six open-ended questions put in place to qualify 
                                                
4 The Institutional Review Board of Georgetown University approved the survey and its features before it 
was released to the public. 
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participants’ responses to brand recognition questions and a set of three nested questions 

about voting in the 2012 election.  The set of nested questions was based on whether the 

participant was registered to vote or not.  If they were, they answered the nested 

questions about their voting record in the 2012 election; if they were not, they continued 

on to the demographics questions.  Requiring participants to answer the majority of 

questions resulted in a dataset with no missing values, as the survey settings would not 

allow participants to continue on without answering a question. 

The political branding questions tested for Obama and Romney logo recognition, 

slogan recognition, and campaign rally sign recognition.  As part of these questions, an 

affective branding matrix was created in order to measure participants’ feelings and 

connotations of these material brand markers and later group responses by theme for 

analysis (see Affective Branding Matrix). The political participation questions measured 

modes of political participation during the 2012 election.  Questions included social 

media and Internet use, news media exposure, television coverage of the election, and 

other traditional and non-traditional modes of participation.  A political participation 

additive index was created to be used for analysis, encompassing 17 areas of participation 

(see Political Participation Additive Index).  The attitudes questions measured both the 

personal attitudes of participants toward Obama and Romney as well as larger 

perceptions about each candidate that developed during the election.  Political 

identification and recent voting history were also collected.  Finally, the demographics 

questions solicited standard survey information such as age, sex, income, marital status, 

and geography.  The survey in its entirety, which includes question formatting as it was 

presented to participants, is found in Appendix A. 
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Demographics 

 There were advantages to using the Mechanical Turk platform to collect data – 

namely its reliability and quality responses.  The collection of survey data has changed 

with the rise of new technologies, moving from the utilization of landline telephones, for 

example, to mobile phones and web-based platforms.  During this transition there has 

been some concern about collecting nationally representative samples based on 

demographic data.  It is thought that just as landline phone surveys skew older in age so 

too do Internet surveys skew younger in age.  These generalizations are quickly 

becoming outdated as more and more Americans report regular Internet use.  Overall, this 

study’s participants fall in line with reported demographic data from the U.S. Census 

Bureau.5 

 The Mechanical Turk platform has also grown in scope and national 

representativeness since its introduction in 2005.  During its nascent years there was 

concern about the quality of data collected through Mechanical Turk by social scientists, 

particularly survey data.  However, recent literature has found that data collected through 

surveys on Mechanical Turk are reliable (Paolacci, Chandler, and Ipeirotis, 2010; 

Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling, 2011).  Moreover, Buhrmester, Kwang, and Gosling 

(2011) found that Mechanical Turk participants are more demographically diverse than 

standard Internet samples and typical American college samples.  Paolacci, Chandler, and 

Ipeirotis (2010) found that gender, race, age, and education of Mechanical Turk samples 

match the population more closely than standard Internet samples and typical American 

college samples. 

                                                
5 U.S. Census Bureau data on national population facts can be found here: 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.html 
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The demographic data collected in this study’s survey show a healthy distribution 

of national representation and are reliable.  Demographic data on age, sex, level of 

education, gross household income, religion, employment status, and domicile status 

show healthy distributions.  Demographic data from the survey are shown in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1 
Demographic Characteristics of Sample 
Age                   % (n) 
18-24  35.5% (496) 
25-34  37.8% (528) 
35-44  14.6% (204) 
45-54  7.4% (104) 
55+  4.7% (66) 
   
Sex       % (n) 
Male  52.1% (729) 
Female  47.9% (669) 
   
Level of education       % (n) 
Less than high school  1.0% (14) 
High school/GED  9.8% (137) 
Some college  34.1% (477) 
2-year associate’s degree  9.4% (132) 
4-year bachelor’s degree  32.1% (449) 
Graduate degree  13.5% (189) 
   
Gross household income       % (n) 
$0-19,999  22.5% (314) 
$20,000-39,999  25.5% (357) 
$40,000-59,999  21.7% (303) 
$60,000-79,999  12.1% (169) 
$80,000-99,999  9.1% (127) 
$100,000+  9.2% (128) 
   
Employment status       % (n) 
Yes  66.7% (932) 
No  33.3% (466) 
   
Marital status       % (n) 
Single  63.4% (887) 
Married  30.2% (422) 
Divorced  6.4% (89) 
   
Race       % (n) 
White  79.9% (1,117) 
Black or African-American  5.4% (75) 
Asian  6.0% (84) 
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino  5.4% (75) 
Other  3.4% (47) 
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Table 4.1 (continued) 
Demographic Characteristics of Sample 
Religion       % (n) 
Christian  33.0% (461) 
Catholic  12.2% (170) 
Jewish  1.6% (23) 
Buddhist  1.4% (19) 
Other  5.7% (80) 
Not religious  46.1% (645) 
   
Student status       % (n) 
Yes  32.7% (457) 
No  67.3% (941) 
   
Domicile status       % (n) 
Own  42.6% (596) 
Rent  57.4% (802) 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05; data on the state residences of 
participants can be found in Table 4.1.1 in Appendix A. 

 
The number of Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino participants is low at just 5.4%.  In 

the 2012 election, Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino participants made up 10% of voters, of 

which 71% voted for Obama, and their increasing influence on American politics was a 

central topic during and after the election.6  Overall, the group makes up 16.7% of the 

total U.S. population. 7  The lower number of Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino survey 

participants may be a result of lower overall Internet usage by the group, which is slowly 

decreasing. 

The number of participants who self-identified as students is slightly high at 

32.7%, while the number of married participants is low at 30.2%.  The low number of 

married participants may be related to the high number of student participants, as the 

                                                
6 Pew Research Hispanic Center: http://www.pewhispanic.org/2013/03/07/closing-the-digital-divide-
latinos-and-technology-adoption/ 
7 U.S. Census Bureau data on national population facts can be found here: 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.html 
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majority of the country’s college students are not married.  Just over half of the U.S. 

population was married in 2011.8 

Overall, these minor degrees of demographic variation fall in line with changing 

demographics of the U.S., including higher rates of Internet adoption that affect online 

survey participation among sub-populations of Americans. 

Party Identification and Voting History 

 Data on participants’ political party identification and recent election voting 

history were also collected, which are shown in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2 
Party Identification and Voting History 
Party Identification                   % (n) 
Democrat  41.1% (575) 
Republican  15.5% (217) 
Independent  36.2% (506) 
Other  7.2% (100) 
   
Registered to Vote       % (n) 
Yes  90.0% (1,258) 
No  10.0% (140) 
   
Vote in 2008 Election       % (n) 
Yes  66.4% (928) 
No  33.6% (470) 
   
Vote in 2010 Election       % (n) 
Yes  43.5% (608) 
No  56.5% (790) 
   
Vote in 2012 Election       % (n) 
Yes  80.2% (1,121) 
No  19.8% (277) 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05; the independent party identification 
category includes those who self-identified as libertarians. 

 
The number of participants self-identifying as Democrat is slightly high at 41.1%, 

while the number of participants self-identifying as Republican is slightly low at 15.5%.  

The number of participants self-identifying as Independent, which includes Libertarians, 

                                                
8 Pew Research Social and Demographic Trends: http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/14/barely-half-
of-u-s-adults-are-married-a-record-low/ 
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is most accurate.9  The number of participants registered to vote is high at 90.0%, as is 

the number of participants who voted in the 2012 election.10  In a landmark study, Lupia 

(1994) found that political survey participants with low levels of political information 

often use what limited information they have to answer questions that emulate the voting 

behavior of more informed participants.  It is not uncommon to see higher-than-average, 

self-reported voting histories and other “model” citizen behaviors and participation rates 

in political surveys.  For this survey, the self-reported number of participants who voted 

in the 2008 and 2010 elections is historically accurate. 

Vote Choice in the 2012 Election 

 Participants who indicated on the survey that they were currently registered to 

vote, and voted in the 2012 election, were asked which candidate they voted for in the 

2012 election.  These data are shown in Table 4.3. 

Table 4.3 
Vote Choice in 2012 Election 
Candidate       % (n) 
Barack Obama  64.7% (725) 
Mitt Romney  23.6% (265) 
Other  11.7% (131) 
Note: n = 1,121; p ≤ .05 

 
The number of participants who voted for Obama is high at 64.7%, while the 

number of participants who voted for Romney is low at 23.6%.  The number of 

participants who voted for another candidate is also high at 11.7%.  The final election 

results report Obama winning 51.1% (65.9 million) of the votes and Romney winning 

47.2% (60.9 million) of the votes (Giroux, 2013). 

                                                
9 Gallup data on Americans’ political party affiliation can be found here: 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/15370/party-affiliation.aspx 
10 U.S. Census Bureau data on voting and registration can be found here: 
http://smpbff1.dsd.census.gov/TheDataWeb_HotReport/servlet/HotReportEngineServlet?reportid=767b138
7bea22b8d3e8486924a69adcd&emailname=essb@boc&filename=0328_nata.hrml 
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There are a couple reasons that may explain why the survey’s reported vote 

choice is skewed.  The first reason is that Mechanical Turk workers choose to participate 

in “tasks” based on their own interests.  Workers are able to browse through tasks based 

on keywords, description, compensation rate, and length of task.  The survey’s 

description was “give us your opinion about your political participation in the 2012 U.S. 

presidential election,” and its keywords were “survey, politic, election, branding, media.”  

The survey appealed to persons interested in politics and elections, which may be why 

participants reported higher rates of voting in the 2012 election (80.2%) than the general 

population.  The second reason is that the survey skewed high for self-identified 

Democratic participants (41.1%) and skewed low for self-identified Republican 

participants (15.5%).  This may help in explaining the high vote choice for Obama 

(64.7%) and low vote choice for Romney (23.6%).  On the topic of human nature, some 

people do not like admitting that they voted for the losing candidate, even if it is on an 

anonymous survey.  All of these reasons may account for the differences between survey 

data and election data. 

Political Participation Additive Index 

For the survey’s set of political participation questions a political participation 

additive index was created in order to categorize modes of participation for analysis.  A 

total of 21 response choices were included for each participation choice and organized 

into 18 categories.  For the first 12 categories, these questions were posed for both 

Obama and Romney and responses were coded “1” for “did” and “0” for “did not.”  The 

last 6 categories were not candidate-specific and were coded “1” for “yes” and “0” for 

“no.”  The responses for all political participation questions were then collapsed into 
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three general categories: Obama political participation, Romney political participation, 

and general political participation.  The political participation additive index, outlined in 

Table 4.4, is utilized for tests of material brand markers and political participation (see 

Tests), and its frequencies are also reported (see Political Participation). 

Table 4.4 
Political Participation Additive Index 
Category Survey Question Response Choices 
Email Signed up to receive official email from campaign 
Website Visited official candidate website 
Social media  Facebook Visited or "Liked" official candidate Facebook page 
                       Twitter Visited or "Followed" official candidate Twitter account 
                       Instagram Visited or "Followed" official candidate Instagram account 
Mobile app Downloaded official candidate mobile app(s) 
Online video Visited official candidate YouTube account to watch videos 
Book Read a book written by or about candidate 
Event Attended official candidate rally, organizing party, dinner, or fundraising event 
Donate Donated to the campaign 
Store Purchased official campaign merchandise 
Advert Advertised candidate with bumper sticker, yard sign, T-shirt, button, etc. 
Post Showed support for candidate with an email, social media post, or other online 

activity 
Social Discussed candidate with friends, family, and/or coworkers 
Convention  Republican 
                      Democratic 

Watched all or parts of the Republican National Convention 
Watched all or parts of the Democratic National Convention 

Debate Watched at least one presidential or vice-presidential debate 
News Read political news from a newspaper, news website, mobile news app, or e-

reader 
TV news Watched political news on network or cable TV 
Magazine Subscribed to magazine with political news content 
Radio Tuned into radio program with political news content 
 

Findings 

 Survey data were analyzed using the SPSS computer application, which is a 

leading statistics software package used by statisticians, researchers, and social scientists.  

The following section presents findings from survey data on material brand markers, 

immaterial brand markers, and political participation.  These findings and tests are 

focused on exploring possible relationships between political branding and political 

participation.  A statistical test of correlation indicates there is a weak-to-moderate 

relationship between political branding and participation.  Statistical tests of linear 
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regression indicate moderate-strength predictability for the relationship between political 

brand recognition and political participation, which suggests that political branding may 

encourage political participation (see Tests). 

Political Participation 

The survey asked participants to indicate the ways in which they participated in 

the 2012 election.  Response choices included participation pertaining to Obama and 

Romney (i.e. visit candidate website), as well as general election participation (i.e. watch 

presidential debate).  The findings below also measure political participation against 

participants’ age to understand how young people in particular participated in the 

election.  For this, the survey’s five age ranges (see Table 4.1) were collapsed into just 

two age ranges: participants ages 18-34 and participants age 35 and older.  The 18-34 age 

range was chosen because it is the standard age range in the commercial marketing, 

advertising, and branding world – the “sweet spot” of the country’s consumers that 

brands are aimed at in order to convince us to buy their products or services.  Nielsen 

reports its TV ratings data by this age group, for example, which dictates advertising rates 

for TV networks.  New entities like Google Analytics also measure online audiences and 

report on this age range.  Since this study supports the one-to-one analogy between the 

commercial and political branding worlds, this age range is a natural fit and allows for a 

more relevant analysis. 

 Obama and Romney political participation.  Table 4.5 presents findings on 

participants’ modes of political participation in the 2012 election for each 

candidate/campaign. 
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Table 4.5 
Modes of Political Participation for Each Candidate/Campaign 
Participation Mode Obama Romney 
Email  24.9% (348)  7.5% (105) 
Website  48.6% (680)  35.4% (495) 
Social media  Facebook  27.8% (389)  12.2% (170) 
                       Twitter  19.0% (265)  7.2% (101) 
                       Instagram  5.0% (70)  1.6% (23) 
Mobile app  3.9% (55)  2.1% (30) 
Online video  23.9% (334)  14.9% (209) 
Book  11.4% (160)  3.6% (50) 
Event  6.6% (92)  2.6% (36) 
Donate  10.7% (149)  2.5% (35) 
Store  7.2% (100)  2.4% (33) 
Advert  15.7% (219)  4.1% (58) 
Post  30.4% (425)  10.2% (143) 
Social  83.5% (1,168)  73.9% (1,033) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 These findings show that Americans are participating via new and social media as 

well as traditional modes.  Of note, the candidates’ websites and social media platforms 

show the highest rates of engagement, other than the social category.  Obama’s website 

usage was 48.6%, while Romney’s was 35.4%.  Obama’s Facebook usage was 27.8%, 

while Romney’s Facebook usage was 12.2%.  This difference in the two candidates’ 

Facebook and other social media platforms is not surprising.  Obama was praised during 

and after the 2008 election for his campaign’s extensive and strategic use of social media 

to get out the vote and reach young people. 

Traditional political sociability (the social category), which is talking about and 

sharing political information within one’s social network, was a very high 83.5% for 

Obama and 73.9% for Romney.  This is also not surprising, as discussing politics with 

family and friends is a mainstay in social relations. 

 Obama political participation and age.  Table 4.6 presents findings on 

participants’ modes of political participation for Obama measured against age. 
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Table 4.6 
Modes of Political Participation for Obama and Age 
Participation Mode Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Email  18.0% (251)  6.9% (97) 
Website  37.8% (529)  10.8% (151) 
Social media  Facebook  21.5% (300)  6.4% (89) 
                       Twitter  15.7% (219)  3.3% (46) 
                       Instagram  4.4% (61)  0.6% (9) 
Mobile app  3.2% (45)  0.7% (10) 
Online video  19.2% (268)  4.7% (66) 
Book  8.5% (119)  2.9% (41) 
Event  5.5% (77)  1.1% (15) 
Donate  7.1% (99)  3.6% (50) 
Store  5.6% (78)  1.6% (22) 
Advert  12.2% (170)  3.5% (49) 
Post  22.7% (318)  7.7% (107) 
Social  62.0% (867)  21.5% (301) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 Romney political participation and age.  Table 4.7 presents findings on 

participants’ modes of political participation for Romney measured against age. 

Table 4.7 
Modes of Political Participation for Romney and Age 
Participation Mode Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Email  4.6% (64)  2.9% (41) 
Website  26.8% (374)  8.7% (121) 
Social media  Facebook  8.6% (120)  3.6% (50) 
                       Twitter  5.4% (76)  1.8% (25) 
                       Instagram  1.4% (19)  0.3% (4) 
Mobile app  1.7% (24)  0.4% (6) 
Online video  12.1% (169)  2.9% (40) 
Book  2.9% (41)  0.6% (9) 
Event  2.1% (29)  0.5% (7) 
Donate  1.8% (25)  0.7% (10) 
Store  1.7% (24)  0.6% (9) 
Advert  2.9% (40)  1.3% (18) 
Post  6.5% (91)  3.7% (52) 
Social  55.3% (773)  18.6% (260) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 Controlling for age, data show a strong pattern for both candidates of higher rates 

of participation across categories for persons ages 18-34 than for persons age 35 and 

older.  However, when it comes to participating via new and social media, persons ages 

18-34 participated at much higher rates with the Obama campaign than they did with the 

Romney campaign.  Of note, Obama website usage for participants ages 18-34 was 
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37.8%, versus 10.8% for participants age 35 and older.  Romney website usage for 

participants ages 18-34 was 26.8%, versus 8.7% for participants age 35 and older.  The 

difference is telling, especially since websites were very much the central platform that 

candidate/campaign media encouraged Americans to visit. 

General political participation.  Table 4.8 presents findings on participants’ 

general modes of political participation in the 2012 election (these are not 

candidate/campaign-specific). 

Table 4.8 
General Modes of Political Participation 
Participation Mode Yes No 
Convention  Republican  48.6% (680)  51.4% (718) 
                      Democratic  52.7% (737)  47.3% (661) 
Debate  83.6% (1,169)  16.4% (229) 
News  91.1% (1,274)  8.9% (124) 
TV News  83.4% (1,166)  16.6% (232) 
Magazine  13.7% (192)  86.3% (1,206) 
Radio  42.5% (594)  57.5% (804) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 

 
 Data show that traditional modes of political participation remain strong.  Of note, 

83.6% of participants watched the presidential debates, and 91.1% of participants read 

news about the candidates and/or the election via print and digital sources. 

General political participation and age.  Table 4.9 presents findings on 

participants’ general modes of political participation measured against age. 

Table 4.9 
General Modes of Political Participation and Age 
Participation Mode Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Convention  Republican  34.0% (475)  14.7% (205) 
                      Democratic  37.9% (530)  14.8% (207) 
Debate  62.7% (877)  20.9% (292) 
News  67.0% (937)  24.1% (337) 
TV News  61.4% (858)  22.0% (308) 
Magazine  10.2% (142)  3.6% (50) 
Radio  30.5% (427)  11.9% (167) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 



 

 90 

 Data show participants ages 18-34 had higher rates of participation than 

participants age 35 and older in every single category.  This is particularly meaningful 

since these general modes of participation include many traditional modes that have 

become stalwarts of American presidential elections (i.e. debates).  It is even a little 

surprising, given social attitudes that young people are apathetic and non-participatory 

when it comes to politics.  However, since the survey overall skews a bit young, I do not 

read too heavily into differences among the age groups’ participation via traditional 

modes. 

Material Brand Markers and Political Participation 

 Material brand markers are visual manifestations of a brand, such as logos.  Both 

Obama and Romney greatly utilized visual marks and designs to express their 

personality, candidacy, campaign, and policies.  These material brand markers were 

found everywhere – from websites and Facebook to T-shirts and campaign buttons.  The 

following section tests for participants’ recognition of these visual markers, and the 

results indicate that these brand markers were ubiquitous during the election 

 The political branding additive index is utilized in this section.  In this index, the 

responses for all political participation questions were collapsed into three general 

categories: Obama political participation, Romney political participation, and general 

political participation.   

Tests.  Nine hypotheses were tested that provide evidence for levels of political 

brand recognition as well as the relationship between political brand recognition and 

political participation.  They also show persons ages 18-34 had higher levels of brand 

recognition than persons age 35 and older.  H1, H2, and H3 test for political brand 
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recognition of three of Obama’s and Romney’s material brand markers: logo, slogan, and 

rally sign. 

H1: Recognition of the Obama logo is higher than recognition of the Romney 

logo.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Data show that there is high logo recognition 

for both candidates: 80.4% of participants recognized the Obama logo while 76.7% 

recognized the Romney logo.  High recognition for Obama was expected, but not high 

recognition for Romney.  In fact, recognition of the Obama logo is just under 4% more 

than recognition of the Romney logo.  The difference is statistically significant (see Table 

4.10). 

Table 4.10 
Logo Recognition 
Logo Yes No 
Obama  80.4% (1,124)  19.6% (274) 
Romney  76.7% (1,072)  23.3% (326) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 

H2: Recognition of the Obama slogan is higher than recognition of the Romney 

slogan.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Slogan recognition is lower than logo 

recognition for both candidates.  There is also a greater difference in slogan recognition 

between the two candidates/campaigns than the difference between logo recognition.  

Data show that 64.9% of participants recognized the Obama slogan while 52.8% 

recognized the Romney slogan.  The difference is statistically significant (see Table 

4.11). 

Table 4.11 
Slogan Recognition 
Slogan Yes No 
Obama  64.9% (907)  35.1% (491) 
Romney  52.8% (738)  47.2% (660) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 



 

 92 

H3: Recognition of the Obama rally sign is higher than recognition of the 

Romney rally sign.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Of the three visual brand 

markers, the rally sign had the highest levels of recognition for both 

candidates/campaigns.  This is not surprising given the fact that the candidates’ names 

were on their respective signs.  Data show that 89.9% of participants recognized the 

Obama rally sign while 83.3% recognized the Romney rally sign.  The difference is 

statistically significant (see Table 4.12).   

Table 4.12 
Rally Sign Recognition 
Rally Sign Yes No 
Obama  89.5% (1,251)  10.5% (147) 
Romney  83.3% (1,164)  16.7% (234) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 

Overall, H1, H2, and H3 show that Obama had higher levels of brand recognition 

across all three categories, which was expected. 

H4, H5, and H6 test for correlations between political brand recognition and 

political participation.  The three brand recognition questions (logo, slogan, and rally 

sign) are measured against the three political participation categories (Obama 

participation, Romney participation, and general participation). 

H4: There is a positive correlation between logo recognition and political 

participation.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Data show a positive correlation 

between participants who recognized the Obama logo and participated via Obama (.119) 

and generally (.116).  Data show a positive correlation between participants who 

recognized the Romney logo and participated via Romney (.117) and generally (.178).  

The strongest correlation is between people who recognized the Romney logo and 

participated generally (.178).  This is a surprise finding, and may be explained by the fact 
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that people needed to learn more about Romney, so they participated in ways that are 

reliable in American elections (i.e. watched presidential debates).  The relationships are 

statistically significant (see Table 4.13). 

Table 4.13 
Logo Recognition and Political Participation 
Logo General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Obama  .116  .119   
Romney  .178    .117 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05; the Pearson’s R coefficient is reported. 
 

H5: There is a positive correlation between slogan recognition and political 

participation.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Data show a positive correlation 

between participants who recognized the Obama slogan and participated via Obama 

(.173) and generally (.261).  Data show a positive correlation between participants who 

recognized the Romney slogan and participated via Romney (.200) and generally (.195).  

Across the board, the correlations are stronger than shown by logo recognition (see Table 

4.13).  The strongest correlation is between people who recognized the Obama slogan 

and participated generally (.261).  This may be due to the fact that slogan recognition for 

both candidates was the lowest among the three tests (logo, slogan, and rally sign; see H1, 

H2, and H3), indicating that a higher level of participation may be required to recognize 

slogans from among the three.  The relationships are statistically significant (see Table 

4.14). 

Table 4.14 
Slogan Recognition and Political Participation 
Slogan General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Obama  .261  .173   
Romney  .195    .200 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05; the Pearson’s R coefficient is reported. 
 

H6: There is a positive correlation between rally sign recognition and political 

participation.  There is support for this hypothesis.  Data show a positive correlation 
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between participants who recognized the Obama rally sign and participated via Obama 

(.201) and generally (.138).  Data show a positive correlation between participants who 

recognized the Romney rally sign and participated via Romney (.144) and generally 

(.163).  These findings are mixed; participants who recognized the Romney rally sign and 

participated generally (.163) is higher than those who recognized the Obama rally sign 

and participated generally (.138), while the strongest correlation is between participants 

who recognized the Obama rally sign and participated via Obama (.201).  The latter may 

simply mean that Obama supporters had a higher level of affinity for Obama’s rally sign, 

which has been referred to as “bold” and “iconic.”  The relationships are statistically 

significant (see Table 4.15). 

Table 4.15 
Rally Sign Recognition and Political Participation 
Rally Sign General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Obama  .138  .201   
Romney  .163    .144 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05; the Pearson’s R coefficient is reported. 
 

H4, H5, and H6 show that there is a weak-to-moderate relationship between 

political brand recognition and participation and are central findings in this study.  They 

provide the first evidence for a relationship between political branding and participation.  

Romney shows slightly stronger correlations than Obama in some instances, such as the 

correlation between people who recognized the Romney logo and participated generally 

(.178).  In other instances, Obama shows stronger correlations, such as between 

recognizing his logo and participating via his campaign (.119).  Across the board, the 

correlations are strongest between slogan recognition and participation for both 

candidates than between logo recognition and participation.  This may indicate that 
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memorable political slogans take time and energy to learn, and can inspire people on a 

certain level to participate in the election. 

H7, H8, and H9 test for political brand recognition of three of Obama’s and 

Romney’s brand markers (logo, slogan, and rally sign) and measure it against age. 

H7: Persons between the ages of 18 to 34 are more likely to recognize the 

Obama and Romney logos than persons age 35 and older.  There is support for this 

hypothesis.  In fact, there is a significant difference in logo recognition between the two 

age groups.  Data show that 63.1% of participants ages 18-34 recognized the Obama logo 

while 17.3% of participants age 35 and older recognized the Obama logo.  Data show that 

59.0% of participants ages 18-34 recognized the Romney logo while 17.7% of 

participants age 35 and older recognized the Romney logo.  This indicates that young 

people may be sensitized to brands and branding more so than their older counterparts.  

This could have far-reaching ramifications on the political process.  The difference is 

statistically significant (see Table 4.16). 

Table 4.16 
Logo Recognition and Age 
Logo Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Obama  63.1% (882)  17.3% (242) 
Romney  59.0% (825)  17.7% (247) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 

H8: Persons between the ages of 18 to 34 are more likely to recognize the 

Obama and Romney slogans than persons age 35 and older.  There is support for this 

hypothesis.  Data show that 47.4% of participants ages 18-34 recognized the Obama 

slogan while 17.5% of participants age 35 and older recognized the Obama slogan.  This 

is much lower than the 18-34 age group’s logo recognition, which was 63.1% for Obama 

and 59.0% for Romney (see Table 4.16).  Data show that 38.7% of participants ages 18-
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34 recognized the Romney slogan while 14.1% of participants age 35 and older 

recognized the Romney slogan.  This is about the same as for Obama logo recognition 

(17.3%) and slightly lower for Romney logo recognition (17.7%).  The difference is 

statistically significant (see Table 4.17). 

Table 4.17 
Slogan Recognition and Age 
Slogan Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Obama  47.4% (662)  17.5% (245) 
Romney  38.7% (541)  14.1% (197) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 

 
H9: Persons between the ages of 18 to 34 are more likely to recognize the 

Obama and Romney rally signs than persons age 35 and older.  There is support for this 

hypothesis.  Rally sign recognition for both candidates, and both age groups, is higher 

than logo and slogan recognition.  This is not surprising given the fact that the 

candidates’ names were on their respective signs.  Data show that 69.3% of participants 

ages 18-34 recognized the Obama rally sign while 20.2% of participants age 35 and older 

recognized the Obama rally sign.  Data show that 63.3% of participants ages 18-34 

recognized the Romney rally sign while 20.0% of participants age 35 and older 

recognized the Romney rally sign.  The difference is statistically significant (see Table 

4.18). 

Table 4.18 
Rally Sign Recognition and Age 
Rally Sign Ages 18-34 Ages 35+ 
Obama  69.3% (969)  20.2% (282) 
Romney  63.3% (885)  20.0% (279) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 

 
H7, H8, and H9 show that participants ages 18-34 had higher levels of brand 

recognition for both candidates and across all three categories than participants age 35 

and older.  Additionally, participants ages 18-34 had higher levels of Obama brand 
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recognition than Romney brand recognition across all three categories.  These two larger 

findings provide evidence that young people are brand-savvy and that Obama has a 

stronger brand than Romney that had greater appeal toward young people. 

Multivariate analysis.  The nine preceding tests provide evidence for a 

relationship between political brand recognition and political participation.  These 

findings warrant further inquiry to provide additional evidence and to introduce statistical 

controls. 

A multivariate analysis was conducted using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 

regression analysis.  Regression allows us to assess the strength of an independent 

variable’s influence on a dependent variable.  Such an analysis enables us to see whether 

certain independent variables, such as age or sex, influence a dependent variable holding 

constant the effects of all other variables in the equation. 

General participation, Obama participation, and Romney participation are our 

three dependent variables.  A seven-point scale was constructed for the independent 

variable “overall brand recognition,” which includes both Obama’s and Romney’s logos, 

slogan, and rally signs (six items in total).  Four-point scales were also constructed for the 

independent variables “Obama brand recognition” and “Romney brand recognition,” each 

including their respective logo, slogan, and rally sign.  These scales allowed us to predict 

political participation (general, Obama, and Romney) via political brand recognition 

(overall, Obama, and Romney) by collapsing all material brand recognition into single 

variables. 

Overall brand recognition, Obama brand recognition, and Romney brand 

recognition comprise our independent variables in each of the tables below.  Age, 
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Democrat, Republican, and education are also included as predictors of participation in 

each table.  The adjusted R2 for each model also is reported, which shows how much 

variance in each model can be explained by the independent variables. 

Table 4.19 presents findings on overall brand recognition and political 

participation. 

Table 4.19 
Overall Brand Recognition and Political Participation 
Independent Variable General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Overall Brand Recognition  .296**  .210**  .203** 
Age  .058**  -.054*  .013 
Democrat  .092**  .367**  -.187** 
Republican  .082**  -.149**  .360** 
Education  .066*  -.042  -.023 
       
Adj. R2  .107**  .252**  .249** 
Note: n = 1,197; **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05; the standardized beta coefficient is reported. 
  
 Data show that overall brand recognition is a strong predictor of general 

participation (.296).  Overall brand recognition is also a strong predictor of Obama 

participation (.210) and Romney participation (.203).  Democratic party identification is 

the strongest predictor of Obama participation (.367) and Republican party identification 

is the strongest predictor of Romney participation (.360), both of which are to be 

expected. 

These data show that 10.7% (Adj. R2) of the variance in the general participation 

model can be explained by the independent variables, while 25.2% of the variance in the 

Obama participation model and 24.9% of variance in the Romney participation model 

can be explained by the independent variables.  The latter two – of each 

candidate/campaign – show relatively high thresholds of variance, which means brand 

recognition is a greater predictor of candidate/campaign participation than of general 
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participation.  This may mean that strong candidate/campaign political branding can 

encourage higher rates of political participation for the candidate/campaign. 

Table 4.20 presents findings on Obama brand recognition and political 

participation. 

Table 4.20 
Obama Brand Recognition and Political Participation 
Independent Variable General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Obama Brand Recognition  .262**  .206**  .145** 
Age  .067**  -.407  -.007 
Democrat  .085**  .362**  -.178** 
Republican  .089**  -.135**  .343** 
Education  .067*  -.035  -.020 
       
Adj. R2  .087**  .239**  .208** 
Note: n = 1,397; **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05; the standardized beta coefficient is reported. 

 
Data show that Obama brand recognition is a strong predictor of general 

participation (.262).  Obama brand recognition is also a strong predictor of Obama 

participation (.206) and, as one would expect, a weaker predictor of Romney 

participation (.145).  Party identification is again a strong predictor of corresponding 

candidate participation. 

These data show that 8.7% (Adj. R2) of the variance in the general participation 

model can be explained by the independent variables, while 23.9% of the variance in the 

Obama participation model and 20.8% of variance in the Romney participation model 

can be explained by the independent variables.  Again, these are strong thresholds for the 

candidates/campaigns. 

Table 4.21 presents findings on Romney brand recognition and political 

participation. 
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Table 4.21 
Romney Brand Recognition and Political Participation 
Independent Variable General Participation Obama Participation Romney Participation 
Romney Brand Recognition  .255**  .188**  .206** 
Age  .043  -.067*  -.009 
Democrat  .096**  .371**  -.175** 
Republican  .078**  -.143**  .332** 
Education  .076*  -.026  -.022 
       
Adj. R2  .086**  .233**  .229** 
Note: n = 1,397; **p ≤ .01, *p ≤ .05; the standardized beta coefficient is reported. 
 

Data show that Romney brand recognition is a strong predictor of general 

participation (.255) and of Romney participation (.206).  It is a weaker predictor of 

Obama participation (.188), which is to be expected.  Party identification is also a strong 

predictor of corresponding candidate participation, as expected. 

These data show that 8.6% (Adj. R2) of the variance in the general participation 

model can be explained by the independent variables, while 23.3% of the variance in the 

Obama participation model and 22.9% of variance in the Romney participation model 

can be explained by the independent variables.  Again, these are strong thresholds for the 

candidates/campaigns and are in the same range as those found in the other models (see 

Tables 4.19 and 4.20). 

Across Tables 4.19, 4.20, and 4.21 (encompassing nine models), younger people 

are more likely to participate via Obama and older people are more likely to participate 

via Romney.  People with lower levels of education are also more likely to participate via 

Obama than Romney.  Here, age is again demonstrating to be a significant indicator in 

not just understanding who voted for Obama and Romney, but also of who recognized 

political brands and who participated in the election.11 

                                                
11 Sex was not statistically significant in any of the models, so was not a factor. 
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Overall, data from these OLS regression models provide the strongest evidence 

for a relationship between political branding and political participation.  They provide 

deeper understanding of the nine preceding tests, all of which showed support. 

Affective political branding matrix.  For the set of questions that tested for 

candidate/campaign material brand recognition (logo, slogan, and rally sign), participants 

were also asked to choose words that describe these material brand markers from an 

affective political branding matrix.  This matrix was created in order to group responses 

by theme, or category, for analysis.  Participants’ response choices reflected the 

impressions each candidate’s/campaign’s material brand marks left on the public – how 

these brand markers made them feel. 

A total of 18 response choices were included for each branding question to 

measure affective reactions to the brand marks.  These response choices were then 

consolidated into five categories for reporting and analysis.  The goal in choosing these 

categories was to demonstrate brand attributes that are explicitly Democratic and 

Republican (i.e. liberal, conservative), non-partisan or neutral (i.e. patriotic, timeless), 

and positive and negative (i.e. fresh, stale).  The vocabulary used for the positive and 

negative categories were drawn directly from responses from interviews with branding 

experts to best align with the branding industry (see Chapter III).  Table 4.22 outlines the 

index. 

Table 4.22 
Affective Branding Responses 
Category Question Response Choices 
Democrat Progressive Liberal     
Republican Traditional Conservative     
Neutral Patriotic Timeless     
Positive Memorable Fresh Inspiring Balanced Approachable Modern 
Negative Forgettable Stale Uninspiring Unbalanced Corporate Old-

fashioned 
 



 

 102 

Affective branding responses data are reported and discussed in Chapter V.  

These data provide validation for the tests in this chapter as well as other arguments. 

Immaterial Brand Markers 

Immaterial brand markers are non-visual manifestations of a brand.  These are 

harder to measure since they are intangible and because they increasingly involve 

emotions, which are very subjective.  Starbucks coffee, for example, encourages 

community, while Nike shoes create an athlete out of anyone.  Such brand appeals can be 

emotional (i.e. memories of sipping coffee with grandma) or be rational (i.e. buy these 

shoes and they will make you run farther and faster).  Both demonstrate very powerful 

effects on consumers, engendering brand loyalty that can oftentimes be irrational. 

Obama and Romney were each part of a larger narrative in the public sphere that 

assigned immaterial brand markers to each candidate.  These narratives helped, but were 

not exclusive, in shaping each candidate’s brand.  The candidates’ immaterial brand 

markers included attitudes, perceptions, and feelings that arose in the minds of Americans 

when thinking about or engaging with the Obama or Romney brands.  The following 

section presents findings on participants’ attitudes toward the candidates and perceptions 

of the candidates that formed throughout the election.  These findings indicate support for 

Obama’s and Romney’s larger brand identities, with Obama’s being more positive and 

Romney’s being more negative. 

Attitudes toward candidates.  Table 4.23 presents findings on participants’ 

overall attitude toward each candidate. 
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Table 4.23 
Overall Attitude Toward Candidates 
Candidate Positive Attitude Negative Attitude Neutral 
Obama  62.3% (871)  30.2% (422)   7.5% (105) 
Romney  22.7% (318)  71.0% (992)   6.3% (88) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 Data show that participants had a positive attitude toward Obama (62.3%) and a 

negative attitude toward Romney (22.7%).  A high number of participants had a negative 

attitude toward Romney (71.0%).  These overall attitudinal trends are expected, as these 

master attitudes were evident throughout the election. 

Controlling for political party identification provides greater insight into these 

attitudes.  Table 4.24 presents findings on participants’ overall attitude toward each 

candidate controlling for party identification. 

Table 4.24 
Overall Attitude Toward Candidates and Party Identification 
Candidate Party Identification Positive Attitude Negative Attitude Neutral 
Obama  Democrat  95.7% (550)  2.4% (14)  1.9% (11) 
  Republican  9.2% (20)  81.6% (170)  9.2% (20) 
  Independent  52.4% (265)  36.2% (183)  11.5% (58) 
Romney  Democrat  3.7% (21)  92.3% (531)  4.0% (23) 
  Republican  84.8% (184)  11.1% (24)  4.1% (9) 
  Independent  18.6% (94)  72.1% (365)  9.3% (47) 
Note: n = 1,298; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 It is not surprising to find that a majority of Democratic respondents (95.7%) had 

a positive attitude toward Obama, and a majority of Republican respondents (84.8%) had 

a positive attitude toward Romney.  What is surprising is the large number of 

Independents (72.1%) with a negative attitude toward Romney, while a lower number of 

Independents (36.2%) had a negative attitude toward Obama.  This provides the first 

evidence for a non-partisan understanding of overall attitudes toward the candidates 

during the 2012 election, given the importance of Independents in recent presidential 

elections as determinants of the winners. 
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Perceptions of candidates during the election.  Participants were asked to 

indicate their level of agreement with statements about the perceptions of each candidate 

that formed throughout the election.  Level of agreement does not necessarily represent 

the personal opinions of participants.  These perceptions are considered immaterial brand 

markers for each candidate, something that is traditionally difficult to measure 

empirically.  Table 4.25 presents findings on the perceptions of each candidate during the 

election. 

Table 4.25 
Perceptions of Candidates During the Election 
Statement Agree Disagree Neutral 
Barack Obama is relatable.  68.7% (960)  18.0% (251)   13.4% (187) 
Mitt Romney is not relatable.  65.8% (920)  20.2% (283)   13.9% (195) 
       
Barack Obama has a warm 
personality. 

 71.6% (1,001)  14.2% (199)  14.2% (198) 

Mitt Romney has a cold 
personality. 

 58.2% (813)  26.3% (368)  15.5% (217) 

       
Barack Obama is a once-in-a-
generation politician. 

 43.8% (612)  28.1% (393)  28.1% (393) 

Mitt Romney is a once-in-a-
generation politician. 

 10.8% (151)  64.5% (902)  24.7% (345) 

       
Barack Obama represents the 
interests of the middle class and 
poor. 

 64.3% (899)  19.1% (267)  16.6% (232) 

Mitt Romney represents the 
interests of the rich. 

 80.0% (1,119)  10.6% (148)  9.4% (131) 

       
Barack Obama represents the 
interests of the working class. 

 60.8% (850)  23.7% (331)  15.5% (217) 

Mitt Romney represents the 
interests of corporations. 

 80.6% (1,127)  8.0% (112)  11.4% (159) 

       
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his political activities. 

 50.7% (709)  27.4% (383)  21.9% (306) 

Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his political activities. 

 48.8% (682)  26.8% (375)  24.4% (341) 
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Table 4.25 (continued) 
Perceptions of Candidates During the Election 
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his personal affairs.  

 47.3% (661)  24.6% (344)  28.1% (393) 

Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his personal affairs. 

 46.0% (643)  28.9% (404)  25.1% (351) 

       
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his business affairs. 

 44.9% (628)  23.8% (333)  31.3% (437) 

Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his business affairs. 

 65.5% (916)  18.8% (263)  15.7% (219) 

Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 

Data show that participants generally agreed with positive statements about 

Obama and negative statements about Romney.  However, controlling for political party 

identification provides greater support for these positive and negative perceptions of the 

candidates.  Of particular interest are responses from Independents, who were a 

barometer for public opinion during the election.  Table 4.26 presents findings on the 

perceptions of each candidate during the election controlling for party identification. 

Table 4.26 
Perception of Candidates During the Election and Party Identification 
Statement Party Identification Agree Disagree    Neutral 
Barack Obama is relatable.  Democrat 91.0% (523) 2.3% (13) 6.8% (39) 
  Republican 30.0% (65) 51.2% (111) 18.9% (41) 
  Independent 62.8% (318) 20.2% (102) 17.0% (86) 
Mitt Romney is not relatable.  Democrat 83.0% (477) 5.6% (32) 11.5% (66) 
  Republican 21.7% (47) 63.6% (138) 14.7% (32) 
  Independent 65.4% (331) 18.4% (93) 16.2% (82) 
      
Barack Obama has a warm 
personality. 

 Democrat 91.1% (524) 1.6% (9) 7.3% (42) 
 Republican 37.3% (81) 41.9% (91) 20.7% (45) 

  Independent 67.0% (339) 15.2% (77) 17.8% (90) 
Mitt Romney has a cold 
personality. 

 Democrat 75.8% (436) 12.5% (72) 11.7% (67) 
 Republican 18.9% (41) 71.4% (155) 9.7% (21) 

  Independent 55.5% (281) 24.3% (123) 20.2% (102) 
      
Barack Obama is a once-in-a-
generation politician. 

 Democrat 61.4% (353) 13.6% (78) 25.0% (144) 
 Republican 21.2% (46) 53.9% (117) 24.9% (54) 

  Independent 35.6% (180) 32.4% (164) 32.0% (162) 
Mitt Romney is a once-in-a-
generation politician. 

 Democrat 7.3% (42) 69.9% (402) 22.8% (131) 
 Republican 29.0% (63) 37.8% (82) 33.2% (72) 

  Independent 7.7% (39) 70.0% (354) 22.3% (113) 
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Table 4.26 (continued) 
Perception of Candidates During the Election and Party Identification 
Barack Obama represents the 
interests of the middle class 
and poor. 

 Democrat 90.3% (519) 1.9% (11) 7.8% (45) 
 Republican 28.6% (62) 52.1% (113) 19.4% (42) 
 Independent 54.0% (273) 21.7% (110) 24.3% (123) 

Mitt Romney represents the 
interests of the rich. 

 Democrat 94.4% (543) 2.3% (13) 3.3% (19) 
 Republican 41.0% (89) 40.1% (87) 18.9% (41) 

  Independent 80.8% (409) 8.1% (41) 11.1% (56) 
      
Barack Obama represents the 
interests of the working class. 

 Democrat 88.9% (511) 2.6% (15) 8.5% (49) 
 Republican 19.4% (42) 66.8% (145) 13.8% (30) 

  Independent 50.6% (256) 26.3% (133) 23.1% (117) 
Mitt Romney represents the 
interests of corporations. 

 Democrat 90.8% (522) 1.9% (11) 7.3% (42) 
 Republican 53.0% (115) 28.1% (61) 18.9% (41) 

  Independent 81.0% (410) 6.9% (35) 12.1% (61) 
      
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his political activities. 

 Democrat 73.2% (421) 9.7% (56) 17.0% (98) 
 Republican 24.4% (53) 57.6% (125) 18.0% (39) 

  Independent 39.5% (200) 33.4% (169) 27.1% (137) 
Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his political activities. 

 Democrat 61.9% (356) 15.3% (88) 22.8% (131) 
 Republican 16.1% (35) 67.7% (147) 16.1% (35) 

  Independent 49.0% (248) 22.7% (115) 28.3% (143) 
      
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his personal affairs. 

 Democrat 65.7% (378) 9.4% (54) 24.9% (143) 
 Republican 24.4% (53) 56.7% (123) 18.9% (41) 

  Independent 38.1% (193) 27.5% (139) 34.4% (174) 
Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his personal affairs. 

 Democrat 56.0% (322) 18.4% (106) 25.6% (147) 
 Republican 18.9% (41) 62.7% (136) 18.4% (40) 

  Independent 45.3% (229) 28.7% (145) 26.1% (132) 
      
Barack Obama is transparent 
about his business affairs. 

 Democrat 66.1% (380) 8.0% (46) 25.9% (149) 
 Republican 18.4% (40) 56.2% (122) 25.3% (55) 

  Independent 35.0% (177) 27.7% (140) 37.4% (189) 
Mitt Romney is not transparent 
about his business affairs. 

 Democrat 79.1% (455) 8.5% (49) 12.3% (71) 
 Republican 26.7% (58) 50.7% (110) 22.6% (49) 

  Independent 67.4% (341) 17.6% (89) 15.0% (76) 
Note: n = 1,298; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 Controlling for party identification indicates even greater support for positive 

public perceptions of Obama and negative public perceptions of Romney.  Across the 

board, both Democrats and Independents are in majority agreement about the candidates’ 

overall public perceptions.  Data in the “Agree” column are most relevant, showing 

support for positive perceptions about Obama and negative perceptions about Romney.  

We see that overall Independents viewed Obama positively and viewed Romney 

negatively.  Their responses matter as objective, non-partisan support for overall attitudes 
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and perceptions of the candidates – which are categorized in this study as powerful 

immaterial brand makers.  These data provide evidence that support each 

candidate’s/campaign’s immaterial brand markers, which include both functional and 

emotional appeals as political brands, with Independents clearly distinguishing between 

Obama and Romney. 

Personal identification with candidates’ values and vision for the U.S.  Table 

4.27 presents findings on participants’ personal identification with each candidate’s 

values and Table 4.28 controls for party identification. 

Table 4.27 
Personal Identification with Candidates’ Values 
Candidate Identify To Some Extent Does Not Identify At All 
Obama  88.5% (1,237)  11.5% (161) 
Romney  58.9% (824)  41.1% (574) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
Table 4.28 
Personal Identification with Candidates’ Values and Party Identification 
Candidate Party Identification Identify To Some Extent Does Not Identify At All 
Obama Democrat 99.7% (573) 0.3% (2) 
 Republican 63.1% (137) 36.9% (80) 
 Independent 88.5% (448) 11.5% (58) 
Romney Democrat 41.2% (237) 58.8% (338) 
 Republican 96.8% (210) 3.2% (7) 
 Independent 65.0% (329) 35.0% (177) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
 Data show that more participants identified with Obama’s values (88.5%) than 

with Romney’s values (58.9%).  Controlling for party identification reveals Independents 

identified with Obama’s values at a higher rate (88.5%) than they did with Romney’s 

values (65.0%).  This trends with Independents’ overall rates of favorability toward 

Obama (see Tables 4.24 and 4.26). 

Table 4.29 presents findings on participants’ personal identification with each 

candidate’s vision for the U.S. and Table 4.30 controls for party identification. 
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Table 4.29 
Personal Identification with Candidates’ Vision for the U.S. 
Candidate Identify To Some Extent Does Not Identify At All 
Obama  85.8% (1,199)  14.2% (199) 
Romney  57.2% (799)  42.8% (599) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 
 
Table 4.30 
Personal Identification with Candidates’ Vision for the U.S. and Party Identification 
Candidate Party Identification Identify To Some Extent Does Not Identify At All 
Obama Democrat 99.5% (572) 0.5% (3) 
 Republican 54.4% (118) 45.6% (99) 
 Independent 85.8% (434) 14.2% (72) 
Romney Democrat 40.9% (235) 59.1% (340) 
 Republican 97.7% (212) 2.3% (5) 
 Independent 60.1% (304) 39.9% (202) 
Note: n = 1,398; χ2 ≤ .05 

 
Data show that more participants identified with Obama’s vision for the U.S. 

(85.8%) than with Romney’s vision for the U.S. (57.2%).  Controlling for party 

identification reveals Independents identified with Obama’s vision at a higher rate 

(85.8%) than they did with Romney’s vision (60.1%).  These data on participants’ 

personal identification with candidates’ values and visions for the U.S. further support the 

notion that the majority of the public held favorable views toward Obama and negative 

views toward Romney. 

There are clear trends among all of the data and findings presented in this chapter.  

First, political brand recognition was high for both Obama and Romney, signaling a 

brand-savvy population and the penetrative effects of each candidate’s/campaign’s 

material brand markers.  Second, young people ages 18-34 participated at higher rates 

across new and social media than people age 35 and older.  This is a significant finding 

given that many in society write off young people as apathetic to politics and 

disinterested in elections.  Third, there is strong evidence for a relationship between 

political branding and political participation, which helps to answer the central research 
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question of this study.  There is a statistically significant relationship of moderate 

strength between political brand recognition and political participation, suggesting that 

strong political branding may encourage participation.  Finally, the survey measured 

immaterial brand markers in the form of attitudes and perceptions toward each candidate, 

which has traditionally been a difficult thing to measure in regards to marketing, 

advertising, and branding.  Data clearly show a positive Obama brand and a negative 

Romney brand through these immaterial brand markers.  The implications of political 

branding, its relationship to political participation, and what it means for the future of 

campaigns, elections, and democracy are analyzed and discussed in detail in the next 

chapter. 
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CHAPTER V: POLITICAL BRANDING AS A DEMOCRATIZING PRINCIPLE 

 

 The famous social scientist Paul Lazarsfeld once compared casting votes in a 

democratic election to buying soap from the supermarket.  In this comparison, he 

remarked that an individual could simultaneously be sovereign and passive, referring to 

the state of being a dual citizen-consumer.  In this state, individuals both affirm the 

values of democracy through active participation and the values of consumer capitalism 

through purchasing power (as cited in Schudson, 2006).  Political branding is about 

individuals in a democracy occupying this space defined by the citizen-consumer, and 

through this study we saw its features at play in the 2012 U.S. presidential election. 

 This chapter analyzes findings on the Obama and Romney brands and discusses 

their possible implications.  Drawing connections among the topics of political branding, 

political participation, and political consumerism establishes a framework for continuing 

research and scholarship on political branding.  This study finds that political branding 

makes politics accessible, particularly for younger citizens, and inspires novel ways to 

participate in democracy.  The consumer-citizen is able to easily recognize and assign 

meaning to political brands, which may encourage political participation. 

Study Findings 

There is evidence that political branding affects political participation, which was 

the central research question in this study.  The 2012, and 2008, U.S. presidential 

elections demonstrated the advantages of creating, maintaining, and harnessing a robust 

political brand to win the presidency.  This study’s national survey provides data on how 
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political branding may influence political participation, which is an exciting development 

for the field of political communication. 

This study’s main findings show that young people ages 18-34 participated at 

higher rates via new and social media than people age 35 and older.  These novel forms 

of participation include watching online videos or following candidates on Twitter.  

Traditional forms of election participation, such as watching presidential debates, remain 

strong, showing high rates of participation across age groups.  Finally, there is a 

statistically significant relationship of moderate strength between political brand 

recognition and political participation.  This means that political branding may have 

encouraged citizens to participate in the 2012 election, indicating the importance for 

future campaigns and elections of having a strong and recognizable political brand. 

 Three original definitions were created in this study that advance the field of 

political branding research and scholarship.  Political branding is the overall perception 

of a political candidate, campaign, party, or policy communicated to a population through 

the use of both material and immaterial cues and language.  Political participation is any 

act of participation initiated by a person in order to seek out more information about a 

political candidate, campaign, party, or policy.  This definition of political participation 

strips down outdated definitions to highlight initiation as the core distinguishing feature 

of participating in democracy, which is thus active.   Lastly, political brand equity is the 

value – pecuniary and non-pecuniary – of a political brand, reflected through material and 

immaterial cues and language and strengthened with time.  All these definitions were 

created to work in tandem with one another, providing a framework for future research 

and scholarship on political branding. 
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This study concludes that political branding is a democratizing principle, making 

the political process more accessible and relevant to average citizens, especially young 

people. 

Obama™ Outsells Romney™ 

Powerful brands communicate their values and promises through every point of 

contact they have with consumers.  It is evident that Obama’s 2012 campaign remained 

remarkably consistent in its brand messaging through every point of contact.  Romney’s 

campaign did not demonstrate this same level of consistency in its brand messaging. 

In many ways this is not surprising.  Obama had the benefit of being commander-

in-chief, with a first-rate presidential campaign that catapulted him to victory in 2008 and 

again in 2012.  Ultimately, people “look to the brand to perform myths that resolve acute 

anxieties in their lives” (Holt, 2004, p. 111), and Americans identified with the Obama 

brand on deeply personal levels.  They pinned their hopes and dreams and aspirations on 

him in 2008, and elected him again in 2012 to stay on the path of realization.  Even if we 

were to chalk up Obama’s 2012 victory to the fact that Romney was a weak candidate, 

the fact remains that Obama’s political brand was very strong. 

When participants of the national survey were asked to type in any three words 

that describe each candidate, their responses were telling.  The top 10 words for Obama, 

in descending order by frequency, were: Liberal (200), president (157), progressive 

(120), black (115), change (112), hope (108), intelligent (93), Democrat (83), inspiring 

(69), and caring (62).  Not one of these words is negative (unless you are a political 

pundit using the word “liberal” as a slur).  The top 10 words for Romney were: 

Conservative (301), rich (283), Mormon (191), liar (137), Republican (134), corporate 
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(133), old (95), wealthy (58), business (55), and fake (55).  Participants were not as 

favorable in their descriptions of Romney.  These descriptive words nicely summarize 

each candidate’s/campaign’s overall brand perceptions as it is reflected in the data and in 

the political marketplace of the 2012 election. 

Brand Recognition 

“Obama himself was his own best logo.  Young, African-American, charismatic – 

change wasn’t just a message, it was the candidate’s very embodiment.  When it was all 

said and done, Obama was a smart guy with a unique message and a good product” 

(Thomas, 2010).  Obama’s strong material and immaterial branding worked in tandem to 

communicate his values, platform, and vision to the population.  Romney’s lack of clear 

messaging was reflected in his material and immaterial brand markers, both of which 

were weaker and often full of negative meaning.  His brand markers allowed for negative 

meaning to be ascribed to them due to lack of strong messaging and undesirable personal 

appeals.  His radical and inconsistent brand changes and about-faces in the 2012 election 

and throughout his political career did not help either in creating and maintaining a 

coherent brand. 

 Material brand recognition.  Obama had higher levels of brand recognition than 

Romney across the three material brand markers tested: logo, slogan, and rally sign.  This 

was expected, particularly because Obama’s logo has existed since 2007 when he 

launched his 2008 campaign for president.  The logo had the benefit of time to work its 

way through the population.  However, Romney’s logo recognition was higher than 

expected (76.7%), with a less than four-point difference in recognition from Obama’s 

logo (80.4%).  This is testament to the power of simple, visual logo marks that are central 
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to branding.  Additionally, it speaks to the lingua franca of a nation of consumers, who 

are already well-versed in brand recognition.  The fact that Obama’s logo mark was so 

well-known may have even primed citizens to more easily recognize Romney’s logo 

mark. 

 Obama’s slogan, “FORWARD.,” had a higher level of recognition (64.9%) than 

Romney’s slogan, “Believe in America” (52.8%).  The margin of difference is greater 

here than that of their logos.  Most of the branding experts who were interviewed for this 

study agreed that Obama’s slogan was memorable and Romney’s generic.  Obama’s 

campaign also made a conscious choice to spell their one-word slogan in all capital letters 

and put a period at the end.  These details further differentiated the slogan from 

Romney’s and made it simple, straightforward, and easy to recall. 

 The highest rates of material brand recognition for both candidates/campaigns 

was their rally signs.  Obama’s rally sign recognition was 89.5% and Romney’s rally sign 

recognition was 83.3%.  This is not surprising given that both candidates’ names were on 

the rally signs.  Even though Obama’s rally sign featured the year “2012” rather than his 

name (his name appeared at the bottom in the form of his website address), participants 

still recognized it more than Romney’s rally sign, which prominently featured his name.  

This again speaks to Obama’s high brand recognition, especially when featuring his logo 

prominently like he did in his rally sign. 

 Survey participants were presented with an affective branding matrix for Obama’s 

and Romney’s logos and slogans in order to measure their feelings and connotations of 

these material brand markers (see Table 4.22).  Participants’ responses provide further 

evidence for positive and progressive connotations of Obama’s material brand markers 



 

 115 

and negative and traditional connotations of Romney’s material brand markers.  The top 

six (of 18 total) affective responses for the Romney logo, reported by frequency 

(n=1,398), were: Patriotic (92.3%), conservative (91.7%), traditional (88.1%), memorable 

(87.4%), corporate (86.0%), and approachable (83.5%).  The top six affective responses 

for the Obama logo were: Patriotic (93.3%), liberal (92.1%), memorable (92.0%), 

modern (91.6%), approachable (90.3%), and progressive (89.7%).  Based on the response 

categories, participants indicated that Romney’s logo was Republican (conservative and 

traditional) and negative (corporate), but also positive (memorable and approachable).  

Participants indicated that Obama’s logo was Democratic (progressive and liberal) and 

positive (memorable, modern, and approachable).  Patriotic responses are considered 

neutral for both candidates. 

 Similarly, the top six affective responses for the Romney slogan were: Patriotic 

(93.3%), traditional (91.7%), old-fashioned (88.3%), conservative (86.1%), approachable 

(85.7%), and balanced (79.9%).  The top six affective responses for the Obama slogan 

were: Progressive (87.7%), liberal (84.5%), approachable (82.0%), modern (81.4%), 

inspiring (77.5%), and patriotic (76.0%).  Like the top responses for the 

candidates’/campaigns’ logos, participants indicated that Romney’s slogan was 

Republican (conservative and traditional) and negative (old-fashioned), but also positive 

(memorable and balanced).  Participants indicated that Obama’s slogan was Democratic 

(progressive and liberal) and positive (approachable, modern, and inspiring).  All of these 

affective branding responses support the notion that material brand markers represent the 

candidate’s values and top qualities.  They also show slightly higher levels of positive 

connotations for Obama that for Romney. 
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Aaker (1996) argued that strong symbols “can provide cohesion and structure to 

an identity and make it much easier to gain recognition and recall.  Their presence can be 

a key ingredient of brand development and their absence can be a substantial handicap.  

Elevating symbols to the status of being part of the identity reflects their potential power” 

(p. 84).  Obama’s logo mark and other core material brand assets were in everything the 

campaign produced and demonstrated outstanding consistency and penetration in the 

minds of citizens.  

 Immaterial brand recognition.  Immaterial brand markers are arguably more 

important than their material counterparts.  This is because they target consumers’ 

emotions and reflect deeper levels of meaning.  Survey participants’ overall attitude 

toward Obama was positive (62.3%), while their overall attitude toward Romney was 

negative (71.0%).  This is but one reflection of the intangible cues assigned to each 

candidate/campaign during the election. 

Findings show that attitudes and perceptions of Obama and Romney largely fall 

along party lines.  Overall, higher percentages of Democrats held a positive attitude 

toward Obama (95.7%) than Republicans who held a positive attitude toward Romney 

(84.8%).  Obama’s supporters were more enthusiastic than Romney’s during the election, 

which was evident to observers of the election and mentioned frequently in the news 

media.  What is telling are the attitudes of Independents: 52.4% held a positive attitude 

toward Obama while 72.1% held a negative attitude toward Romney.  Since Independents 

have become an increasingly important section of the electorate, their attitudes toward the 

candidates offer the most objective insight into the public’s overall attitudes and 

perceptions of the candidates in the 2012 election. 
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Participants identified more with Obama’s values (88.5%) than they did with 

Romney’s values (58.9%).  They also identified more with Obama’s vision for the U.S. 

(85.8%) than they did with Romney’s vision for the U.S. (57.2%).  Controlling for party 

identification shows higher levels of identification for both candidates: 99.7% of 

Democrats identified with Obama’s values and 96.8% of Republicans identified with 

Romney’s values, while 99.5% of Democrats identified with Obama’s vision for the U.S. 

and 97.7% of Republicans identified with Romney’s vision for the U.S.  Independents 

show a similar dynamic to their overall attitudes toward the candidates: 88.5% identified 

with Obama’s values and 65.0% identified with Romney’s values, while 85.8% identified 

with Obama’s vision for the U.S. and 60.1% identified with Romney’s vision for the U.S.  

These numbers show a clear trend in favor of Obama among Independents, which 

reinforces that his brand was stronger and held more positive connotations than 

Romney’s brand. 

 There were 16 questions that asked survey participants to indicate their level of 

agreement with statements about the perceptions of each candidate that formed during the 

2012 election.  In all 16 cases the majority of participants agreed with statements about 

positive perceptions of Obama and agreed with statements about negative perceptions of 

Romney (see Table 4.25).  This demonstrates the shear power of Obama’s political brand, 

which in the 2012 election withstood poor economic conditions, a higher joblessness rate, 

and mixed results of his first term in office.  Controlling for party identification again 

shows that the majority of Independents agreed with positive perceptions of Obama and 

negative perceptions of Romney (see Table 4.26).  Of note for Independents, 80.8% 

agreed that Romney represents the interests of the rich, 81.0% agreed that Romney 
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represents the interests of corporations, 65.4% agreed that Romney is not relatable, and 

55.5% agreed that Romney has a cold personality.  On the other hand for Independents, 

50.6% agreed that Obama represents the interests of the working class, 54.0% agreed that 

Obama represents the interests of the middle class and poor, 62.8% agreed that Obama is 

relatable, and 67.0% agreed that Obama has a warm personality.  While these numbers 

for Obama are not overwhelming – in fact, they are barely a majority in some instances – 

overall data show that Independents agreed with negative perceptions of Romney at 

higher rates than they agreed with positive perceptions of Obama.  This shows that 

perceptions of Obama’s brand – and performance as president – were still highly divided, 

even among Independents.  It also shows that more people agreed on negative 

perceptions of Romney, which is indicative of the weakness of his brand.  The fact is 

Obama’s brand had many positive connotations, overcoming negative associations of his 

performance in office, while Romney’s brand had many negative connotations. 

Young People, Branding, and Participation 

 The consumer “Holy Grail” of the multi-billion dollar commercial marketing, 

advertising, and branding industry is people between the ages of 18 and 34.  Every 

marketing campaign created, every advertising dollar spent, every focus group conducted 

is aimed at persuading people in the 18-34 age range to purchase companies’ brand 

products and services.  If this demographic dominates in the commercial marketplace, it 

should come as no surprise that they now dominate in the political marketplace, too. 

 Findings show that people between the ages of 18-34 had higher rates of political 

brand recognition and participated at higher rates across new and social media.  This 
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provides clear evidence for the changing nature of American elections and politics and 

has many implications for future elections. 

Brand Consumers 

Young people have been inculcated with brands their entire lives.  They 

understand brands and their purchasing power rewards brands that offer great products 

and services with the best promises.  Findings show that young people had higher levels 

of brand recognition for both candidates than older people, providing evidence that young 

people are brand-savvy. 

More survey participants ages 18-34 recognized the Obama logo (63.1%) and 

Romney logo (59.0%) than participants age 35 and older (17.3% and 17.7%, 

respectively).  More young people in this age group also recognized the Obama slogan 

(47.4%) and Romney slogan (38.7%) than people in the older age group (17.5% and 

14.1%, respectively).  Rally sign recognition was also higher, with many more young 

people recognizing the Obama rally sign (69.3%) and Romney rally sign (63.3%) than 

older people (20.2% and 20.0%, respectively).  Across the board, people ages 18-34 had 

much higher levels of brand recognition, which is not surprising.  Young people clearly 

know brands. 

New and Social Media Participation 

Political participation has changed dramatically with the rise of the Internet and 

social media. Today, “Liking” a cause on Facebook can lead to offline activism (Dixon 

and Keyes, 2013; Smith, 2013), which has great implications for campaigns and 

elections.  Findings show that people are participating via new and social media, with 
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young people reporting higher rates of participation via these novel platforms that are on 

trend with the literature (Owen, 2006, 2013). 

Obama had higher rates of participation than Romney across every 

candidate/campaign mode.  Of note for both candidates is that, second to discussing the 

candidates with friends and family (83.5% for Obama and 73.9% for Romney), their 

websites were the top mode of participation (48.6% for Obama and 35.4% for Romney).  

Following visiting the candidates’ websites is “Liking” their Facebook pages (27.8% for 

Obama and 12.2.% for Romney), signing up for campaign emails (24.9% for Obama and 

7.5% for Romney), watching online video (23.9% for Obama and 14.9% for Romney), 

and following the candidates on Twitter (19.0% for Obama and 7.2% for Romney).  

These are the top five modes of participation (excluding discussions with friends and 

family) for both candidates: website, Facebook, email, online video, and Twitter.  Obama 

had much higher rates of participation than Romney on all these platforms.  Interestingly, 

30.4% of participants reported posting about Obama on social media while only 10.2% 

reported doing the same about Romney.  It is clear Obama’s supporters participated with 

his campaign at higher rates than Romney and also embraced new and social media, 

which is indicative of their young age. 

Controlling for age shows similar patterns of participation.  Participants ages 18-

34 participated at higher rates with the Romney campaign and at much higher rates with 

the Obama campaign than did people age 35 and older.  Again, we see the same top five 

modes of participation for Obama, controlling for the two age groups (18-34 vs. 35+): 

website (37.8% vs. 10.8%), Facebook (21.5% vs. 6.4%), online video (19.2% vs. 4.7%), 

email (18.0% vs. 6.9%), and Twitter (15.7% vs. 3.3%).  For Romney we generally see 
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lower rates of participation for both age groups for these modes: website (26.8% vs. 

8.7%), Facebook (8.6% vs. 3.6%), online video (12.1% vs. 2.9%), email (4.6% vs. 2.9%), 

and Twitter (5.4% vs. 1.8%).  The popularity of online video hints as a disruption to 

traditional campaign spending on national TV buys.  It seems that campaigns can post 

adverts to the Internet – for free – and yield high returns in the form of millions of views.  

It is also clear that social media platforms played an essential role in the 2012 election 

because the shear number of follower impressions can be very high (versus traditional 

print adverts, for example, which have a limited audience).  As of November 5, 2012 (the 

day before the election) Obama had an astounding 31,851,701 followers, while Romney 

had 11,986,656 followers.  This matters because each follower equals multiple, daily 

impressions in one’s “news feed,” with follower interactions then being reported to 

friends and friends of friends who may not officially “Like” the candidates themselves. 

Even with the high rates of participation via new and social media, the “old 

media” modes of participation remained strong in the 2012 election.  A majority of 

participants watched at least one presidential debate (83.6%), read political news 

(91.1%), and watched TV news (83.4%) during the election.  About half of all 

participants tuned in on TV to the party conventions: 52.7% watched at least some part of 

the Democratic National Convention and 48.6% watched at least some part of the 

Republican Party Convention.  Controlling for age shows that young people are 

participating via old media just as strongly as via new media (see Table 4.9).  These 

modes of media participation are validated here as stalwarts for presidential elections. 
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Political Branding and Participation 

 There is evidence for a statistically significant relationship between political 

branding and political participation.  This is an exciting finding for its many implications, 

among them informing the ways in which campaigns should be managed in future 

elections.  These findings also most directly answer this study’s research question: Does 

political branding affect political participation?  We have evidence that political branding 

may encourage political participation. 

 Tests show weak-to-moderate strength, positive correlations between political 

brand recognition and political participation.  The correlation between people who 

recognized the Romney logo and participated generally (.178) is stronger than the 

correlation between people who recognized the Obama logo and participated generally 

(.116).  This could actually help explain the weakness of the Romney brand – since fewer 

people knew about what the Romney brand stood for, the more they had to learn about 

him.  This would result in increased attention to news coverage of him and his campaign 

and increased effort to tune into the presidential debates or Republican National 

Convention. 

We see a different phenomenon with slogan recognition and participation.  The 

correlation between participants who recognized the Obama slogan and participated 

generally (.261) is much stronger than the correlation between participants who 

recognized the Romney slogan and participated generally (.195).  Obama’s  slogan was 

bold and distinct, and in many ways his most memorable new material brand marker of 

the 2012 election.  The slogan’s memorable qualities may have been more effective at 

inspiring people to participate than his other brand markers or Romney’s generic slogan.  
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There are similarly mixed findings with the correlation between participants who 

recognized the Obama rally sign and participated via Obama (.201) and generally (.138) 

as well as the correlation between participants who recognized the Romney rally sign and 

participated via Romney (.144) and generally (.163).  Participants who recognized the 

Romney rally sign and participated generally (.163) is higher than those who recognized 

the Obama rally sign and participated generally (.138), while the strongest correlation is 

between participants who recognized the Obama rally sign and participated via Obama 

(.201).  The latter may simply mean that Obama supporters had a higher level of affinity 

for Obama’s rally sign, which has been referred to as “bold” and “iconic.”  Regardless, 

these correlations provide evidence for a relationship between political brand recognition 

and political participation, whichever candidate/campaign they favor. 

 Multivariate analyses of these tests reveal a moderate level of predictability 

between political brand recognition and participation.  The OLS regression analyses show 

that age, party identification, and education influence participation. 

Data show that overall brand recognition is a strong predictor of general 

participation (.296).  Overall brand recognition is also a strong predictor of Obama 

participation (.210) and Romney participation (.203).  Democratic party identification is 

the strongest predictor of Obama participation (.367) and Republican party identification 

is the strongest predictor of Romney participation (.360), both of which are to be 

expected.  An impressive 25.2% of the variance in the Obama participation model and 

24.9% of variance in the Romney participation model can be explained by the 

independent variables.  Brand recognition is a greater predictor of candidate/campaign 

participation than of general participation, since the variance for the general participation 
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model was just 10.7%.  These findings imply that strong political branding can encourage 

higher rates of political participation for the candidate/campaign.  And as we see here, 

branding worked equally well for Obama and Romney in encouraging people to 

participate. 

Similarly, Obama brand recognition is also a strong predictor of Obama 

participation (.206) and a weaker predictor of Romney participation (.145).  Likewise, 

Romney brand recognition is a strong predictor of general participation (.255) and 

Romney participation (.206) and is a weaker predictor of Obama participation (.188), 

which is to be expected.  Again, party identification is a strong predictor of corresponding 

candidate/campaign participation, which provides evidence that creating strong political 

brands may pay off for campaign managers and strategists.  Variances in these models 

range from 20.8% to 23.9%, showing how much of an influence independent variables 

have on the model.  Again, these are strong thresholds for the candidates/campaigns. 

In all of these models, younger people are more likely to participate via Obama 

and older people are more likely to participate via Romney.  People with lower levels of 

education are also more likely to participate via Obama than via Romney, which most 

likely corresponds with age.  These data are in line with election data from the Pew 

Research Center, which reported similar trends (“Changing face of America,” 2012).  

Here, age is again demonstrating to be a significant indicator in not just understanding 

who voted for Obama and Romney, but also who recognized political brands and who 

participated in the election.  Age has proven to be a key indicator of political branding 

and participation throughout this study’s findings. 
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The Promise of a Branded, Consumer-Citizen Polity 

If brands have become the driving force in consumer behavior, why shouldn’t 

they also become the driving force in citizen behavior? 

Democracy need not be an institution for the socioeconomic elite; by offering 

branded political products to a nation of consumers, democracy can be refreshed and 

made more relevant.  Being a consumer can be empowering.  This power is exercised 

through the choice to purchase one brand’s product over another’s.  Applying this 

purchasing power to politics may make the political process more accessible to average 

citizens and encourage participation in elections and democracy. 

Branding is moving to the forefront for companies and organizations because of 

its powerful effects (Pappas, 2012).  “Iconic brands provide extraordinary identity value 

because they address the collective anxieties and desires of a nation” (Holt, 2004, p. 6), 

which makes branding in politics a fitting enterprise.  Barack Obama is the most expertly 

branded politician in American history.  His already-iconic logo and political rise have 

been collectively internalized by the nation.  Romney, on the other hand, has been 

relegated to the footnotes of history due to his weak and forgettable branding.  Because 

customers ultimately value some products as much for what they symbolize as for what 

they do (Holt, 2004, p. 3), it is becoming more important than ever for politicians to 

position themselves, and their campaigns, as inspiring, authentic, and meaningful brands.  

Obama symbolized the collective feelings, hopes, and aspirations of Americans in 2008.  

These powerful brand effects played a large role in his reëlection in 2012 and will no 

doubt continue to influence his career after he leaves the White House. 
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The consumer spirit has always been imbedded in Americans.  Our society has 

flourished due to out capitalist economic system.  And so, too, has the individual been 

imbedded in the American spirit.  Moving toward individual-based political participation, 

rather than community-based, is a natural evolution for 21st century democracy.  The 

convergence of politics, products, and markets may influence citizens to think of 

themselves more and more as consumers, and the political process should evolve in 

response to these social and cultural changes.  Moreover, recent literature has shown that 

political consumerism is positioned within the values and attitudes of citizens regarding 

issues of justice, fairness, family well-being, business and government practice, and 

social good (Micheletti, Follesdal, and Stolle, 2004; Clifton et al., 2009).  These are 

important issues to all Americans and should be included as part of the political process.  

If political branding helps theses issue gain entry into the national conversation, then it is 

a worthy enterprise. 

Zavatarro (2010) warned that the commodification of President Obama into a 

brand may result in candidate-centered marketing rather than platform-centered 

marketing during the 2012 election and in future elections; that political branding creates 

a superficial simulation of politicians and governance, and that there are consequences to 

this.  Alternatively, Shah et al. (2007) declared that consumer-citizens are empowered to 

exercise their political values and concerns through individual consumptions patterns; 

that the economic marketplace is an accessible and efficient sphere for average citizens to 

advance their moral and social concerns in ways that are already familiar to them, such as 

branding.  This is where the true power of political branding lies – in the potential to 

make participatory democracy a part of people’s everyday lives. 
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Decades-long trends in decreased civic participation make clear the need to 

reinvigorate what exactly it means to participate in democracy in the 21st century.  This 

study has provided evidence that the citizen-consumer can participate in novel ways – 

ways that are more accessible and more relevant to their everyday lives, and made 

possible by political branding. 

Future Considerations 

 This study has provided a core set of tools and fundamentals for continuing 

research and scholarship on political branding.  It has also demonstrated how 

consumerism has become a key feature of contemporary American politics and how it 

may inform participatory democracy.  Research and scholarship into the field of political 

branding can continue so long as scholars buy in (pun intended) to its importance, 

particularly as it is considered key to winning national elections. 

Like most nascent topics, time will be the standard-bearer of political branding.  

We have yet to see strong patterns of political branding playing a central role in national 

elections.  Obama’s 2008 campaign and election provided the first indications for its 

increasing importance in society.  We also have yet to see how the Obama brand will fare 

after he leaves office.  Will it ultimately benefit him post-presidency, or will it keep him 

tied to the past?  Will he need to re-brand himself as a private citizen, or will he continue 

to build on his existing brand equity? 

 This study’s national survey measured modes of political participation.  An 

obvious next step would be to measure levels of political participation.  For example, are 

Americans simply “Liking” a candidate on Facebook, or are they actively reading 

candidates’ posts and exploring their political platform?  This would allow for a deeper 
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understanding of political engagement and the effectiveness of political branding in 

communicating a candidate’s platform. 

 There are also many opportunities to study political branding in regards to other 

entities – political parties, government agencies, public policies, and even nations.  

Specific iterations of all of these entities have had to brand themselves at some point or 

another.  Inquiries into the effectiveness of political branding on an array of political 

entities would be a natural next step.  There is already related scholarship in these areas 

in the form of research on the effectiveness of public health campaigns, which use 

commercial marketing and advertising tactics to get their messages out to the public. 

Finally, future research could study the operationalization of the Romney and 

Obama brands.  This would require a deep analysis of the ways in which their respective 

material brand markers were used, and to what extent they were effective.  This has 

traditionally been a difficult thing to measure – do logos and advertisements lead to 

product sales?  This has escaped the commercial marketing and advertising industry since 

its formation.  However, there is a large and rich field of research on persuasive 

communication.  This field includes fundamental topics such as Goebbels’ principles of 

propaganda and the cognitive effects and appeals that messages have on people.  

Studying political branding within the framework of persuasive communication would no 

doubt be valuable to furthering its importance both in the academy and in society. 

The study of political branding is the study of consumer culture and its impact on 

democracy.  How we negotiate the increasing commodification of American elections 

and politics will determine how much credence we give to new forms of political 
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participation.  In the meantime, America’s citizen-consumers will be happily shopping 

around for the best brand soap.
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APPENDIX A: NATIONAL SURVEY 
 

 

You  are  being  asked  to  take  part  in  this  Georgetown  University  study  because  you  are  a  U.S.  citizen  at  least  18  years  
old.  About  1,200  subjects  will  take  part  in  this  study  online  via  the  Mechanical  Turk  platform.    
  
If  you  decide  to  participate  in  this  study,  you  will  be  asked  to  fill  out  one  (1)  survey.  This  survey  should  take  you  around  
10-15  minutes  to  complete.  You  will  be  asked  to  fill  out  the  survey  on  an  Internet  connected  computer  via  your  
Mechanical  Turk  account.  In  this  survey,  you  will  be  asked  questions  about  your  political  engagement  in  the  2012  U.S.  
presidential  election.  
  
You  can  stop  participating  at  any  time.  However,  if  you  decide  to  stop  participating  before  completing  the  entire  survey  
your  responses  will  be  considered  void  and  you  will  not  be  compensated.  
  
RISKS  
There  are  very  few  risks  associated  with  participating  in  this  study.  
  
BENEFITS  
If  you  agree  to  take  part  in  this  study,  there  will  be  no  direct  benefit  to  you  other  than  payment  (see  PAYMENT  section  
below).  However,  information  gathered  in  this  study  may  provide  insight  into  the  increasing  importance  of  political  
branding  for  winning  elections.  Your  responses  will  help  the  researcher  understand  how  successful  branding  may  be  
responsible  for  creating  successful  candidates  running  for  political  office.  This  study  will  take  the  form  of  a  master’s  
thesis  and  may  be  published  in  the  future,  meaning  your  insights  may  gain  a  wider  audience.  
  
CONFIDENTIALITY  
Every  effort  will  be  made  to  keep  any  information  collected  about  you  confidential.  However,  it  is  impossible  to  
guarantee  absolute  confidentiality.  
  
In  order  to  keep  information  about  you  safe,  study  data  will  be  kept  in  a  password-protected  file  on  the  researcher’s  
personal  computer,  which  only  the  researcher  can  access.  
  
In  order  to  keep  information  about  you  safe,  your  survey  responses  will  be  kept  in  the  researcher’s  password-protected  
Mechanical  Turk  account.  Only  the  researcher  can  access  this  data.  Identifiable  data  such  as  age,  sex,  income,  
occupation,  education  level,  and  marital  status  will  be  asked  in  the  survey  and  every  effort  will  be  made  to  keep  this  
information  confidential.  In  addition,  the  Mechanical  Turk  platform  may  keep  a  log  of  participants’  IP  addresses  and/or  
other  identifiable  account  information,  which  the  researcher  does  not  have  access  to.  
  
Your  name  or  other  personally  identifiable  information  will  not  be  included  in  the  thesis  that  results.  Please  note  that,  
even  if  your  name  is  not  used  in  publication,  the  researcher  will  still  be  able  to  connect  you  to  the  information  gathered  
about  you  in  this  study.  
  
The  Georgetown  University  IRB  is  allowed  to  access  your  study  records  if  there  is  any  need  to  review  the  data  for  any  
reason.  
  
PAYMENT  
You  will  be  paid  $1  for  successfully  completing  the  survey.  You  will  be  paid  through  Mechanical  Turk  via  your  Amazon  
Payments  account.  
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YOUR  RIGHTS  AS  A  RESEARCH  PARTICIPANT  
Participation  in  this  study  is  entirely  voluntary  at  all  times.  You  can  choose  not  to  participate  at  all  or  to  leave  the  study  
at  any  point.  If  you  decide  not  to  participate  or  to  leave  the  study,  there  will  be  no  effect  on  your  relationship  with  the  
researcher  or  any  other  negative  consequences.  
  
If  you  decide  that  you  do  not  want  to  take  part  in  the  study,  you  may  close  this  window  now.  
  
QUESTIONS  OR  CONCERNS?  
If  you  have  questions  about  the  study,  you  may  contact  al478@georgetown.edu.  You  may  request  to  receive  a  copy  of  
this  form  to  keep  from  the  researcher.  
  
Please  call  the  Georgetown  University  IRB  Office  at  202-687-6553  (8:30am  to  5:00pm,  Monday  to  Friday)  if  you  have  
any  questions  about  your  rights  as  a  research  participant.  
  
CONSENT  OF  PARTICIPANT  
  
BY  CLICKING  THE  "NEXT"  BUTTON  BELOW,  YOU  CONSENT  TO  THE  FOLLOWING:    
I  understand  all  of  the  information  in  this  Informed  Consent  Form.    
I  have  gotten  complete  answers  for  all  of  my  questions.  
I  freely  and  voluntarily  agree  to  participate  in  this  study.  
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1. Do you recognize the symbol below?

  

2. What is the symbol?

  

  





Yes  

No  
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3. To what extent do the following terms describe this symbol?

4. How does this symbol make you feel?

  

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent
To  a  moderate  

extent
To  a  large  extent

Progressive     

Memorable     

Uninspiring     

Patriotic     

Liberal     

Corporate     

Fresh     

Conservative     

Timeless     

Forgettable     

Inspiring     

Stale     

Balanced     

Traditional     

Approachable     

Old-fashioned     

Modern     

Unbalanced     
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5. Do you recognize the symbol below?

  

6. What is the symbol?

  

  





Yes  

No  
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7. To what extent do the following terms describe this symbol?

8. How does this symbol make you feel?

  

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent
To  a  moderate  

extent
To  a  large  extent

Progressive     

Memorable     

Uninspiring     

Patriotic     

Liberal     

Corporate     

Fresh     

Conservative     

Timeless     

Forgettable     

Inspiring     

Stale     

Balanced     

Traditional     

Approachable     

Old-fashioned     

Modern     

Unbalanced     
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9. Do you recognize this slogan? 
 
"FORWARD."

10. What is the slogan?

  

11. To what extent do the following terms describe this slogan?

12. How does this slogan make you feel?

  

  





Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent
To  a  moderate  

extent
To  a  large  extent

Progressive     

Memorable     

Uninspiring     

Patriotic     

Liberal     

Corporate     

Fresh     

Conservative     

Timeless     

Forgettable     

Inspiring     

Stale     

Balanced     

Traditional     

Approachable     

Old-fashioned     

Modern     

Unbalanced     





  

Yes  

No  
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13. Do you recognize this slogan? 
 
"Believe in America"

14. What is the slogan?

  

15. To what extent do the following terms describe this slogan?

16. How does this slogan make you feel?

  

  





Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent
To  a  moderate  

extent
To  a  large  extent

Progressive     

Memorable     

Uninspiring     

Patriotic     

Liberal     

Corporate     

Fresh     

Conservative     

Timeless     

Forgettable     

Inspiring     

Stale     

Balanced     

Traditional     

Approachable     

Old-fashioned     

Modern     

Unbalanced     





  

Yes  

No  
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17. Do you recognize the following image?

  

18. Where do you recall seeing this image?

  

  





  

Yes  

No  
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19. Do you recognize the following image?

  

20. Where do you recall seeing this image?

  

  





  

Yes  

No  
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21. The Republican nominee for the 2012 U.S. presidential election was Mitt Romney. 
Please type THREE (3) words that come to mind when you think of Romney.

  

22. .
  

23. .
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24. The Democratic nominee for the 2012 U.S. presidential election was Barack Obama. 
Please type THREE (3) words that come to mind when you think of Obama.

  

25. .
  

26. .
  

  

  

Other  
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27. Please indicate your overall attitude toward Mitt Romney.

28. Please indicate your overall attitude toward Barack Obama.

  

Very  
negative

Neutral
Very  

positive

          

Very  
negative

Neutral
Very  

positive
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The  following  set  of  questions  will  ask  you  about  your  political  participation  in  the  2012  U.S.  presidential  election.  

29. Please indicate the ways in which you participated in the 2012 election. CHECK ALL 
THAT APPLY.

  

Mitt  Romney Barack  Obama

Signed  up  to  receive  
official  email  from  
campaign

 

Visited  official  
candidate  website

 

Visited  or  "Liked"  
official  candidate  
Facebook  page

 

Visited  or  "Followed"  
official  candidate  
Twitter  account

 

Visited  or  "Followed"  
official  candidate  
Instagram  account

 

Downloaded  official  
candidate  mobile  app
(s)

 

Visited  official  
candidate  YouTube  
account  to  watch  
videos

 

Read  a  book  written  
by  or  about  candidate

 

Attended  official  
candidate  rally,  
organizing  party,  
dinner,  or  fundraising  
event

 

Donated  to  the  
campaign

 

Purchased  official  
campaign  
merchandise

 

Advertised  candidate  
with  bumper  sticker,  
yard  sign,  T-shirt,  
button,  etc.

 

Other  
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Showed  support  for  
candidate  with  an  
email,  social  media  
post,  or  other  online  
activity

 

Discussed  candidate  
with  friends,  family,  
and/or  coworkers
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30. Please indicate whether or not you did the following in the 2012 election.

  

Yes No

Watched  all  or  parts  
of  the  Republican  
National  Convention

 

Watched  all  or  parts  
of  the  Democratic  
National  Convention

 

Watched  at  least  one  
presidential  or  vice-
presidential  debate

 

Read  political  news  
from  a  newspaper,  
news  website,  mobile  
news  app,  or  e-reader

 

Watched  political  
news  on  network  or  
cable  TV

 

Subscribed  to  
magazine  with  
political  news  content

 

Tuned  into  radio  
program  with  political  
news  content
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31. To what extent do you identify with the values of Mitt Romney?

32. To what extent do you identify with the values of Barack Obama?

  

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent To  a  moderate  extent To  a  large  extent

    

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent To  a  moderate  extent To  a  large  extent

    

  

Other  
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33. To what extent do you identify with Mitt Romney's vision for the United States?

34. To what extent do you identify with Barack Obama's vision for the United States?

  

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent To  a  moderate  extent To  a  large  extent

    

Not  at  all To  little  extent To  some  extent To  a  moderate  extent To  a  large  extent
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Please  indicate  your  level  of  agreement  with  the  following  statements  about  the  PERCEPTION  of  the  candidates  that  
formed  throughout  the  2012  election.  This  means  your  level  of  agreement  does  not  necessarily  represent  your  personal  
opinion.  

35. Mitt Romney represents the interests of the rich.

36. Barack Obama represents the interests of the working class.

37. Mitt Romney is a once-in-a-generation politician.

38. Mitt Romney represents the interests of corporations.

39. Barack Obama is a once-in-a-generation politician.

40. Barack Obama represents the interests of the middle class and poor.

  

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

  

Other  
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Please  indicate  your  level  of  agreement  with  the  following  statements  about  the  PERCEPTION  of  the  candidates  that  
formed  throughout  the  2012  election.  This  means  your  level  of  agreement  does  not  necessarily  represent  your  personal  
opinion.  

41. Mitt Romney has a cold personality.

42. Barack Obama is relatable.

43. Barack Obama has a warm personality.

44. Mitt Romney is not relatable.

  

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

  



 

 150 

 

Please  indicate  your  level  of  agreement  with  the  following  statements  about  the  PERCEPTION  of  the  candidates  that  
formed  throughout  the  2012  election.  This  means  your  level  of  agreement  does  not  necessarily  represent  your  personal  
opinion.  

45. Mitt Romney is not transparent about his business affairs.

46. Mitt Romney is not transparent about his personal affairs.

47. Barack Obama is transparent about his personal affairs.

48. Barack Obama is transparent about his political activities.

49. Mitt Romney is not transparent about his political activities.

50. Barack Obama is transparent about his business affairs.

  

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree

    

Strongly  disagree Disagree
Neither  agree  nor  

disagree
Agree Strongly  agree
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51. About how many years has it been since you first heard of Mitt Romney?
  

52. About how many years has it been since you first heard of Barack Obama?
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The  following  set  of  questions  will  ask  you  about  your  voting  history  and  demographic  background.  

53. How do you identity yourself politically?

54. Did you vote in the 2008 U.S. presidential election?

55. Did you vote in the 2010 midterm election?

56. Are you currently registered to vote?

  

  

Constitution  Party  

Democratic  Party  

Green  Party  

Independent  

Justice  Party  

Libertarian  Party  

Republican  Party  

Other  (please  specify)  

  


Yes  

No  

Yes  

No  

Yes  

No  
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57. In which state are you registered to vote?
  

58. Did you vote in the 2012 U.S. presidential election?

  



  

Yes  

No  
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59. Who did you vote for?

  

  

Barack  Obama/Joe  Biden  (Democratic  Party)  

Mitt  Romney/Paul  Ryan  (Republican  Party)  

Gary  Johnson/Jim  Gray  (Libertarian  Party)  

Jill  Stein/Cheri  Honkala  (Green  Party)  

Rocky  Anderson/Luis  J.  Rodriguez  (Justice  Party)  

Virgil  Goode/Jim  Clymer  (Constitution  Party)  

Other  (please  specify)  
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60. Which state do you live in?
  

61. What is your sex?

62. What is your marital status?

63. Are you currently employed (either part-time or full-time)?

64. Are you currently a student?

65. What is your estimated gross household income?

  



Male  

Female  

Single  

Married  

Divorced  

Separated  

Widowed  

Yes  

No  

Yes  

No  

$0  -  $9,999  

$10,000  -  $19,999  

$20,000  -  $29,999  

$30,000  -  $39,999  

$40,000  -  $49,999  

$50,000  -  $59,999  

$60,000  -  $69,999  

$70,000  -  $79,999  

$80,000  -  $89,999  

$90,000  -  $99,999  

$100,000  or  More  
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66. Do you own or rent your home/apartment?

67. Which of the following races do you most identify as?

68. Which of the following religions do you most identify as?

Own  

Rent  

White  

Black  or  African-American  

American  Indian  or  Alaskan  Native  

Asian  

Native  Hawaiian  or  other  Pacific  Islander  

Mexican  

Mexican-American  

Chicano  

Puerto  Rican  

Cuban  

Cuban-American  

Some  other  Spanish,  Hispanic,  or  Latino  group  

From  multiple  Spanish,  Hispanic,  or  Latino  groups  

From  multiple  races  

Other  (please  specify)  

  


Christian  

Protestant  Christian  

Evangelical  Christian  

Catholic  

Jewish  

Buddhist  

Muslim  

Hindu  

Not  religious  

Other  (please  specify)  
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69. What is the highest level of education you have completed?

70. What is your age?
  

  

Less  than  high  school  

High  school/GED  

Some  college  

2-year  college  degree  (associate's)  

4-year  college  degree  (bachelor's)  

Graduate  degree  
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Table A.1 
Demographic Characteristics of Sample: State 
Residence 
State residence     % (n) 
Alabama  1.5% (21) 
Alaska  0.2% (3) 
Arizona  1.9% (27) 
Arkansas  0.6% (9) 
California  11.7% (164) 
Colorado  1.6% (23) 
Connecticut  1.2% (17) 
Delaware  0.2% (3) 
District of Columbia  0.5% (7) 
Florida  5.6% (78) 
Georgia  4.5% (63) 
Hawaii  0.5% (7) 
Idaho  0.7% (10) 
Illinois  4.8% (67) 
Indiana  2.0% (28) 
Iowa  0.9% (13) 
Kansas  0.8% (11) 
Kentucky  1.9% (26) 
Louisiana  1.0% (14) 
Maine  0.2% (3) 
Maryland  2.1% (30) 
Massachusetts  2.3% (32) 
Michigan  2.9% (41) 
Minnesota  1.9% (26) 
Mississippi  0.4% (6) 
Missouri  1.7% (24) 
Montana  0.1% (2) 
Nebraska  0.8% (11) 
Nevada  1.0% (14) 
New Hampshire  0.9% (12) 
New Jersey  1.9% (26) 
New Mexico  0.4% (6) 
New York  6.0% (84) 
North Carolina  3.6% (50) 
North Dakota  0.1% (1) 
Ohio  4.2% (59) 
Oklahoma  1.0% (14) 
Oregon  2.0% (28) 
Pennsylvania  4.4% (62) 
Rhode Island  0.2% (3) 
South Carolina  1.5% (21) 
South Dakota  0.2% (3) 
Tennessee  2.5% (35) 
Texas  4.9% (69) 
Utah  0.6% (9) 
Vermont  0.1% (2) 
Virginia  3.9% (55) 
Washington  3.0% (42) 
West Virginia  0.4% (6) 
Wisconsin  2.1% (30) 
Wyoming  0.1% (1) 
Note: n = 1,398; p ≤ .05   
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

Questions from the semi-structured informational interviews are included below.  

In addition to these questions, interviewees were presented with eight images related to 

each candidate’s/campaign’s material brand markers to assess.  These images are found 

in Chapter III (Figures 3.1-3.6) and in Appendix C (Figures C.1 and C.2). 

Questions 

What is branding? 

What is political branding? 

How is branding different from marketing and advertising? 

How is branding playing a role in the 2012 U.S. presidential election? 

What is brand equity? 

How can brand equity be applied to political candidates, campaigns, and elections? 

Do either of the presidential candidates, Barack Obama or Mitt Romney, exhibit higher 

levels of brand equity? If yes, why? 

Please describe the merits of the Obama brand, including collateral (i.e. logo, font, 

colors), assets, and liabilities. 

Please describe the merits of the Romney brand, including collateral (i.e. logo, font, 

colors), assets, and liabilities. 

Is there anything else you would like to add about political branding in the 2012 U.S. 

presidential election? 
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APPENDIX C: BRANDING APPLICATIONS 
 
 
 

The following images are applications of Obama’s and Romney’s visual brand 

markers.  They help illustrate the ways in which each candidate/campaign communicated 

their respective brand to the public.  Figures C.4-C.11 were sourced by taking computer 

“screen shots” (capturing and saving an image on the computer screen) in the month 

leading up to Election Day, which was November 6, 2012 

 

 
Figure C.1.  Barack Obama 2008 logo.  Source: goo.gl/lGn8Z 

 

 
 
Figure C.2.  Mitt Romney 2008 logo.  Source: goo.gl/OzJvP 
 

 

 
 
Figure C.3.  Democratic National Convention 
2012 logo.  Source: goo.gl/Q8OWZ 
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Figure C.4.  Barack Obama website homepage. 

 

 
 
Figure C.5.  Mitt Romney website homepage. 
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Figure C.6.  Barack Obama Facebook page. 

 

 
 
Figure C.7.  Mitt Romney Facebook page. 
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Figure C.8.  Select Barack Obama Facebook images. 

 

     
 

     
 
Figure C.9.  Select Mitt Romney Facebook images. 
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Figure C.10.  Barack Obama Twitter page. 

 

 
 
Figure C.11.  Mitt Romney Twitter page. 
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