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Short Project Description 

 

 

Title: The value of values?  

 

The role of political ideology and core political values in a value and marketing-driven political 

reality shaped by political compromise and a fight for the middle ground voters 

 

 

The central purpose and hypothesis of the project 

 

“I (…) divide politicians of all parties into two categories: the signposts who point the way they 

think we should go and the weathercocks who haven't got an opinion, until they've studied the polls, 

focus groups and spin doctors. I have no time for weathercocks and prefer signposts even if I think 

they point in the wrong direction.”  
Tony Benn, 2006, former UK Labour Party politician. 

 

While this quote about politicians and the strength and resilience of their ideological convictions 

shows a critical stance towards politicians and their communicative behaviour, it also forms the 

basis for the central hypothesis of the project i.e. that political ideology and core political values are 

today heavily challenged by an increasingly value and marketing-driven political reality coupled 

with the Danish multi-party political system which favours compromise and a fight for the middle 

ground voters.  

 

The overall aim of this project is thus to explore the role of political ideology and core political 

values in today’s political communication in a Danish context. 

 

The project specifically seeks to answer the following research questions:  

 

What is the role of core political values and political ideology in Danish political communication, 

and how are values and ideologies discursively challenged, negotiated, maintained and 

transformed when parties are increasingly focused on voter opinions and exist in the Danish multi-

party structure which calls for compromise and a fight for the middle ground voters? 

 

The overall context of the project 

 

The key issues which constitute the overall context of the project– and which are in fact highly 

inter-connected – are a) the professionalization of political communication, b) the changed voter 

behaviour and c) the value and ideology concept.  

 

The term professionalization covers the changed communicative practices in the political landscape 

which for some time have been the focus of the discussion of political communication (i.e. Negrine, 

2007). Among other things, this professionalization points towards commercialisation of political 

communication characterised by a growing focus on the opinions of the voters; a claim supported 

by the increasing use of commercial marketing methods and of spin-doctors, PR professionals, etc. 

in political parties (Vigsø, Working Paper 5: 3).  

 

The changed voter behavior is, according to Slothuus, closely linked to the concept of 

professionalization (2003: 78). In order to gain votes, political parties are required to fight harder 
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and more targeted, since voters are now less party loyal and increasingly reliant on immediate 

political values and political prioritizations – referred to as the move from class-voting to issue 

voting (2003: 78). 

 

The increased focus on values amongst voters is interesting, since values arguably constitute an 

integral part of political ideology (Knight, 2011; van Dijk, 2006). What is even more interesting is 

that although political values seem to be increasingly important to voters, the role of political 

ideology has recently been heavily debated with some theorists questioning its purpose and 

influence on the democratic process (Knight, 2011:625). However, Knight’s core definition of 

ideology as a ‘coherent and relatively stable set of beliefs or values’ (2011: 625) suggests that one 

of the main purposes of ideology must be to differentiate the political parties from each other - a 

claim supported by van Dijk’s definition of ideology as ‘the foundation of the social 

representations shared by a social group’ (2006: 229) and one which must be said to be of 

particular relevance in a multi-party system such as the Danish. 

 

In a political context, the value concept can be narrowed down to core political values defined as 

‘overarching normative principles and belief assumptions about government, citizenship, and 

society’ (McCann, 1997) and this definition represents my understanding of core political values. 

 

Overall problem field 

 

The above definitions of political ideology and values coupled with the growing focus on values 

amongst the voters suggest that political ideology and political values do in fact constitute the very 

essence of the political party and should thus ideally be communicated clearly so as to function as 

differentiating factors between the different political parties.  

 

This, however, does not seem to be the case. Several theorists have pointed out that marketing 

considerations rather than ideology is increasingly pervasive in political communication e.g. 

Blumler and Coleman (2010: 144) who argue that political communication is undergoing several 

changes among which is the tendency to “popularize” political communication and to present 

political narratives as “popular dramas” devoid of an ideological stance.  

 

In a Danish context, the current media debate revolves around the concept of “løftebrud” (breaking 

election promises) – an accusation haunting the present Danish government accused of breaking too 

many election promises following their 2011 election win and the subsequent forming of a coalition 

government (Berlingske, 5.10). One coalition party, The Socialist People’s Party (SF), is currently 

experiencing a particularly serious ideological crisis, since several party members are accusing the 

leading party politicians of making strategic moves too far away from the party ideology and core 

political values in order to remain in power (Politiken, 25/6).  

 

Strategy thus seems to be a key factor in today’s political landscape and communication which is 

further supported by findings in a recent Danish study of voters’ political party associations 

(Ugebrevet A4, 27/8). Indeed, the study shows that only 11% of Danish voters associate political 

parties with a specific ideology and 14 % with value orientation. Topping the list of voter 

associations is the concept of “strategy” (21 %) which suggests that even voters are increasingly 

conscious of the marketization of political communication. Interestingly, “political content” 

accounts for only 5 % of voters’ associations.  
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One of the reasons for the results might be that Danish political parties are too alike politically and 

thus have to find other ways to differentiate themselves than through political actions (Ugebrevet 

A4, 27/8) – a claim which adds a further dimension to the question on how a multi-party system 

affects the role of political ideology and values.  

 

Theoretical approach 

 

Overall, the project is positioned within a social-constructivist framework and the main theories 

applied will be discourse analysis, theories on values and ideology and on voter behaviour. 

 

Discourse analysis is a key theory in my project, since discourse makes ideologies observable and 

is the only way in which ideologies can be “explicitly expressed and formulated…propagated and 

contested” (van Dijk, 2006: 732).  

 

Political texts will form a central part of my discourse analysis; a choice supported by Philips and 

Hardy who argue that institutions are “social constructions constituted through discourse (…) the 

structured collection of texts” (2004: 638). Indeed the texts themselves are seen as central to any 

institution, since they – via discourse – reflect how actors attempt to make sense of the reality 

around them (Zilber in Greenwood et. al 2008: 168). In other words, texts can be said to constitute 

the material reflections of the translation processes of social phenomena that occur in the individual 

institutions and are thus always relevant in a discourse analysis.  

 

In my textual analysis, I will apply rhetorical theory which consists of the classic forms of appeal 

(ethos, logos, and pathos). This is a useful analytical tool as it proposes a direct relationship 

between the interests of the sender and what is actually said (Suddaby, 2011: 17). In short, applying 

rhetorical theory will allow me to interpret the ideational and ideological stance of the political 

sender. 

 

Philips and Hardy’s notion of social constructions, however, points towards another key feature of 

discourse analysis i.e. the context since this shapes and adds meaning to the specific political 

discourse in the individual texts (van Dijk, 2006: 733).  

 

Thus context will also form a central part of my analysis, and here I will supplement my discourse 

analysis with theories on values and ideology and voter behaviour.  

 

Methodology and empirical data 

 

My overall methodology is that of a case-study which is defined as an “empirical inquiry that 

investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context” (Yin, 1989:23). Thus, the case 

study fits well within the overall framework of my project i.e. to explore macro-structural 

developments and their impact on political communication on micro-level.  

 

My case subjects will consist of three different political parties which represent different points on 

the ideological scale (e.g. The Socialist People’s Party, The Conservative Party and the Danish 

People’s Party). The purpose of the case studies will be to explore a) the values and ideology of 

each party, b) how each party interprets the challenges for political ideology and core political 

values in today’s political landscape and c) how and if their core values and ideology are reflected 

in their institutional texts.  
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In each case, I will make use of both personal interviews as well as questionnaires and textual 

analyse, and will thus be applying a mixed methods study and make use of both quantitative and 

qualitative data allowing me to collect richer evidence for the answer to my research question 

(Creswell and Clark, 2011: 12).  
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