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Introduction
Up until now, definitions of political marketing have mirrored developments in the definition of
commercial marketing (Henneberg 2002). However, recent developments in political marketing
theory have underlined the fundamental differences between political and commercial marketing
(Baines et al. 2003; Henneberg and Ormrod 2013), and therefore it is imperative to develop a
definition of political marketing that takes its point of departure from political marketing theory.
This raises the first issue that must be addressed by our definition: what is the explanatory realm
of political marketing? Should the definition focus on a narrow interpretation of political
marketing (political marketing as a set of activities) or on a wide interpretation (political marketing
as a philosophy) (Henneberg 2008)? The second issue concerns the nature of the political
exchange as fundamentally different to the commercial exchange (that is, a triadic interaction
contra a dyadic interacaction; Henneberg and Ormrod 2013). Does this mean that the definition of
political marketing can nevertheless be based on the concept of exchange as it is understood in
the commercial literature? The third issue builds on the question of a narrow or broad
understanding of political marketing, as well as the nature of the political exchange: to what
extent are relationships a central component of a definition of political marketing (Bannon 2005;
Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy 2009)? Finally, most political marketing research focuses primarily
on voters as the key stakeholder group, despite the importance of this group varying according to
the position on the electoral cycle (Ormrod 2011). This raises the final issue to be addressed by our
definition: does one focus on normative and/or strategic approaches to identifying and
categorising specific stakeholder groups or does one adopt a neutral stance, instead leaving this
choice to the individual political actor?
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The aim of this working paper is to develop a definition of political marketing. This aim is
motivated by the need to make explicit our understanding of what political marketing is, a
necessary exercise when discussing theories and concepts (and empirical methods) in political
marketing. This working paper will proceed as follows. We first present five existing definitions of
political marketing that have been selected to represent advances in research from the origins of
academic research into political marketing in the mid-1970’s to the current day. After this we
discuss ‘wide’ and ‘narrow’ interpretations of political marketing, the nature of the political
marketing exchange, political relationship marketing and how the stakeholder concept can be
integrated into an understanding of political marketing. Finally, we propose a new definition of
political marketing that takes into account the various issues that are discussed in this paper,
derived from the political rather than commercial marketing literature.

Existing definitions of political marketing
In the following section we present five definitions of political marketing that we argue provide a
parsimonious selection of the definitions that have been proposed over the past 40 years in the
literature. Whilst by no means exhaustive, these definitions provide a sufficiently nuanced picture
of the development of our understanding of the nature of political marketing from the original
broadening of marketing debate in the first half of the 1970’s (Shama 1976), through the change
to an emphasis on relationships and exchanges in the second half of the 1990’s (the ‘classic’
definitions proposed by Lock and Harris 1996 and Henneberg 2002) to current definitions that
demonstrate the differences in the understanding of the fundamental nature of political
marketing in the American (American Marketing Association 2007; Hughes and Dann 2009) and
European (Winther-Nielsen 2011) commercial marketing traditions and their political marketing
counterparts.
The first definition of political marketing can be traced back to Shama (1976), who defined political
marketing as “the process by which political candidates and their ideas are directed at voters in
order to satisfy their potential needs and thus gain their support for the candidate and ideas in
question” (Shama 1976: 766). This definition was developed as part of the broadening of
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marketing debate in the early 1970’s (Levy and Kotler 1969; Kotler 1975). Shama’s (1976)
definition of political marketing mirrored its commercial counterpart in that political marketing
was seen as a process rather than an organisational philosophy, with the focus on political
candidates satisfying voters as the central exchange partners rather than a wider focus on
relationships.
Lock and Harris’ (1996) definition reflected developments in the field of commercial marketing
from a transaction-based to a relationship-based approach. Lock and Harris (1996) define political
marketing as both a discipline and an activity. As a discipline, political marketing is “the study of
the processes of exchanges between political entities and their environment and amongst
themselves, with particular reference to the positioning of both those entities and their
communications”, whilst as an activity, political marketing is “concerned with strategies for
positioning and communications, and the methods through which these strategies may be
realized, including the search for information into attitudes, awareness and response of target
audiences. (Lock and Harris 1996: 21-22). This definition therefore recognises that political
marketing is not solely concerned with the actions of political actors through the permanent
campaign and that the underlying mechanism is that of the exchange of value between political
entities and environments at both the aggregate and individual level.
Henneberg (2002) proposed that “Political marketing seeks to establish, maintain and enhance
long-term political relationships at a profit for society, so that the objectives of the individual
political actors and organisations involved are met. This is done by mutual exchange and fulfilment
of promises” (Henneberg 2002: 103). This definition is close to that of (Grönroos 1990) in the
commercial literature, building on the relationship marketing approach (Bannon 2005, Henneberg
and O’Shaughnessy 2009). Two key stakeholders are named; society and political actors (both
individuals and organisations).
The American Marketing Association (AMA) defines political marketing as “Marketing designed to
influence target audiences to vote for a particular person, party, or proposition” (AMA 20072). This
2
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definition builds on the AMA’s definition of commercial marketing as “the activity, set of
institutions, and processes for creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that
have value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (AMA 20073). Hughes and Dann
(2009: 244) integrate and develop the AMA’s (2007) definitions and propose that political
marketing is “a set of activities, processes or political institutions used by political organisations,
candidates and individuals to create, communicate, deliver and exchange promises of value with
voter-consumers, political party stakeholders and society at large”. The influence of the AMA’s
(2007) definition is apparent in the lack of an explicit reference to relationship building in Hughes
and Dann’s (2009) definition; on the other hand, the role of stakeholders is emphasised in the
definition by identifying four groups as relevant for analysis, namely political marketers,
voter/consumers, party stakeholders and society in general.
Finally, Winther-Nielsen (2011: 29) considers political marketing to be “concerned with
reciprocated exchanges of value between political entities and their environments”4. As such,
Winther-Nielsen’s (2011) definition builds on Lock and Harris (1996) with its focus on entities and
environments, and follows the modern perception of political marketing as focusing on exchanges
of value. Where Winther-Nielsen’s (2011) definition differs is that no specific goal is stated, in
contrast to Lock and Harris’ (1996) focus on political marketing as a discipline and a set of
processes, and Henneberg’s (2002) more general focus on relationship building and long-term
organisational aims.

Narrow and wide interpretations of political marketing
Discussions surrounding the theoretical foundations of both commercial and political marketing
remain unresolved and fragmented in the academic literature, and the dominant
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instrumental/managerial paradigm results in the current empirical focus of research on descriptive
studies of activities carried out by political actors (Henneberg 2008). This leads us to ask the
following question: is political marketing, or should political marketing be, solely concerned with
getting a candidate elected, or does, or should, political marketing provide a theoretical and
conceptual lens through which to understand phenomena in the political marketplace? These two
interpretations of the nature and scope of political marketing can be described as ‘narrow’ and
‘wide’ approaches, respectively (Henneberg 2008).
The narrow approach focuses on political marketing management, that is, how tools from the
commercial marketing literature are used to achieve political actors’ tactical and strategic aims. By
concentrating on marketing activities, the narrow interpretation of the nature and role of
marketing in the political context reduces the explanatory realm of political marketing as a
research field to the observable behaviour of political actors. This narrow interpretation, coupled
with the adoption of outdated concepts and models from the field of commercial marketing
(Henneberg and O’Shaughnessy 2007), results in a body of research that is open to criticism from
marketing and political scientists alike (Henneberg 2004, 2008).
On the other hand, the wide interpretation of the nature and scope of political marketing
emphasises the use of theories and concepts from the commercial marketing literature that are
developed to suit the idiosyncratic nature of the political context. Marketing’s role in the political
organisation focuses on facilitating exchanges of value and on relationship-building with various
stakeholders such as voters, competing parties or candidates, and the media (Dean and Croft
2001; Hughes and Dann 2009). This wide interpretation of political marketing can contribute to
the understanding of the political context by providing an alternative theoretical ‘lens’ through
which to view political behaviour (Henneberg 2004). For example, political science concentrates
on structural or group characteristics when examining voter behaviour; a political marketing
perspective would instead help understand how individual voters make decisions, become part of
a discrete group and make sense of the political brand (Henneberg 2008).
The five current definitions vary in their adoption of the narrow and wide interpretations of the
nature and scope of political marketing. What can be seen is that apart from the AMA (2007)
definition, there has been a gradual shift in emphasis over time from a narrow interpretation
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towards a wide interpretation. This definitional shift has followed developments in the field of
commercial marketing, from a transaction-based approach towards relationship- and networkbased approaches (Henneberg 2002). This wider interpretation has implications for our
understanding of the concept of exchange: whilst a transaction-based approach to market
exchanges implies a short-term perspective, the wider interpretation implies a long-term
perspective that sees relationship management as a key activity. However, whilst the commercial
exchange of value can be seen as a dyadic interaction, the unique characteristics of the political
marketplace necessitate an understanding of the political exchange as an interaction triad.

The political marketing exchange
The definitions of political marketing discussed above are unified in that they all focus on the
exchange of value as the fundamental concept in political marketing. This exchange of value is
understood in the same way as it is in the commercial marketing literature, that is, as a dyadic
interaction between two actors that both possess agency and enter into the exchange freely
(Brennan and Henneberg 2008). However, Henneberg and Ormrod (2013) argue that a political
exchange needs to be conceptualised as three linked interactions rather than as one dyadic
(buyer/seller) exchange that is characteristic of commercial market interactions. These three
exchanges are the electoral interactions between voters and political actors (parties/candidates),
the parliamentary interactions between political actors that have mandates in the parliament, and
the governmental interactions between governments and citizens. This triadic structure to each
political exchange means that it is necessary for each interaction to be successful before the
political exchange is complete; not only must the political actor receive enough votes to be
represented in the parliament, but the political actor has to both be able to influence legislation,
and environmental factors have to be amenable to the implementation of the legislation
(Henneberg and Ormrod 2013). In the following we briefly discuss the characteristics of each of
the three interactions.
The electoral interaction takes place between the voter and the political actor at election time and
is the most common object of political marketing research due to its salience. Unlike a commercial
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exchange between a business and a consumer, the electoral interaction is not characterised by
balanced reciprocity as the political actor receives value immediately in the form of the vote whilst
usually the voter only receives a general promise that certain behaviours will occur in return, such
as the implementation of election pledges. The second key difference between the commercial
exchange and the electoral interaction is how decisions are made that decide the composition of
the elected assembly and thus whether the interaction is successful – whilst an individual actor or
small group such as a buying centre or family make the decision in the commercial exchange, all
voters take part in the decision, and the majority decision prevails (this majority depends on the
voting system and vote aggregation algorithm that is used in a party system).
If the electoral interaction is successful, the candidate or party becomes represented in the
parliament. Depending on the aggregated decision of the electorate, this may or may not result in
the candidate or party being part of the parliamentary majority (Henneberg and Ormrod 2013).
Therefore, the characteristics of the parliamentary interaction are closely linked to the wider
political system; for example, in the United States there are few parties and so majoritarian rule is
the norm (or is it that because of a majoritarian system, there are only a few parties?); in
European proportional representation systems such as Denmark and Germany, coalition
governments are the norm, and so the original offering of the party or candidate in the electoral
interaction is ‘watered down’, although this may even have been taken into account in the process
surrounding the development of the political offering (Bowler and Farrell 1992). On the microlevel, the parliamentary interaction takes place between elected representatives and is
manifested in the day-to-day realpolitik of running a government, securing parliamentary
majorities, and developing and passing legislation. As such it is possible for the electoral
interaction to be successful but the nature and composition of the elected assembly may hinder
the reciprocation of value by the political actor.
The final interaction occurs in the governmental market, that is, between the government and
citizens as a result of the conceptualisation of the first interaction in the electoral marketplace
between voters on the one hand, and parties or candidates on the other (Henneberg and Ormrod
2013). In this interaction, the promised offering is reciprocated by tax revenues and other
resources that are not necessarily tied to any specific spending promises. However, it is not only
citizens who are affected by government legislation, as all stakeholders in society are influenced
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either directly or indirectly by laws that are passed, for example when income tax increases result
in lower disposable income for individual consumers. In addition to this, there are many socioeconomic factors that have the potential to mediate, moderate or even prevent this interaction
from being successful, such as high inflation, industrial disputes and post-election exogenous
shocks to the economy.
Therefore, it is only if all three of these interactions are successfully reciprocated that a political
exchange is completed. This triadic structure stands in stark contrast to the dyadic structure that
characterises commercial exchanges. For example, it is possible for both the electoral and
parliamentary interactions to be successful (the voter’s chosen candidate or party is elected and
forms part of the ruling majority), but if socio-economic forces mean that the election promise
cannot be carried out, the governmental interaction cannot be completed and so the political
exchange fails.

Political relationship marketing
A relationship-based approach to understanding the way in which commercial organisations in
business-to-business markets interact with their stakeholders was first proposed by Grönroos
(1990) and has since developed into the new (service) dominant logic of marketing (Vargo and
Lusch 2004). However, despite an increased focus on the relationship and network interaction
aspects of commercial exchanges, this approach has been slow to influence political marketing
literature and practice. The dominant approach in political marketing remains the
instrumental/managerial paradigm,

despite

criticisms (Bannon 2005). Henneberg

and

O’Shaughnessy (2009) argue that a relationship-based approach has the potential to influence
political marketing on two levels: the micro-level with its focus on interaction and exchange
relationships between the political actor and individual stakeholders, and the macro-level with its
focus on the wider interplay between a relationship-based approach and the structural and
systemic nature of the political marketplace.
How a political party or candidate manages relationships with individual stakeholders at the microlevel is a matter of prioritisation – scarce resources mean that identifiable voter segments are
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more attractive than others, some coalition partners are more ideologically compatible than
others, and certain stakeholders are more important from a normative perspective. Whilst
Henneberg and Ormrod (2013) focus on the electorate in their discussion of micro-level issues, the
concept and practical manifestation of political relationship marketing can be equally applied to
stakeholders in general.
Political relationship marketing at the macro-level is associated with the extent to which the
interaction between the political actor and the political system lead to a short-term focus on
popular offerings at election time, or a more long-term building of relationships with key
stakeholder groups. Both of these approaches are a matter of degree (a greater or lesser
relationship intensity), can coexist within a single political system (for example, Henneberg’s
(2006) Tactical Populist and Relationship Builder strategic political posture types) and are dynamic
(can vary across the electoral cycle or according to socio-economic developments over time).

Stakeholders in political marketing
Who – or what – is a stakeholder, and what is a stake? Friedman and Miles (2006) identify no less
than 55 different definitions of the characteristics of stakeholders, ranging from definitions that
focus on the implications for the performance of the organisation (Freeman 1984) and managerial
activities (Gray et al. 1996), to very broad definitions that include future generations, animals and
even naturally occurring phenomena (Starik 1994). These definitions can be placed into one of
three

groups,

namely

those

definitions

focusing

on

normative,

descriptive,

or

instrumental/strategic issues (Friedman and Miles 2006). For political managers, a normative
approach to identifying stakeholders correspond to decisions concerning which stakeholders
ought to be selected to facilitate exchange with, the descriptive approach to how managers
actually select such stakeholders, and the instrumental/strategic approach to how stakeholders
are identified in the strategic planning process. In practice it is most useful to concentrate on
normative and strategic definitions as these allow for a measure of analysis, as opposed to simply
describing the relationship between the organisation and the stakeholder, a common criticism of
political marketing research (Henneberg 2004).

10

Defining Political Marketing

Adopting a normative approach to identifying stakeholders involves asking questions about which
stakeholders the political organisation ought to include in its deliberations about its offering. The
normative approach is closely linked to questions involving values, ethics, societal norms, the
number of stakeholders that are included in decision-making processes, and how these
stakeholders are selected (Bishop 2000; O’Shaughnessy 2002). On the other hand, a strategic
approach to identifying relevant stakeholders implies a goal-oriented approach where concrete,
measurable success criteria can be developed. Irrespective of which approach is selected, the
question remains as to how to categorise these stakeholders. Carroll (2005) discusses three
general ways in which to categorise stakeholders, based upon whether the stakeholder is internal
or external to the organisation, is primary or secondary to achieving the goals of the organisation,
or is characterised by a mixture of the power of the stakeholder, the legitimacy of the
stakeholder’s claim and the urgency with which the stakeholder’s claim has to be dealt with.
Despite a long history of research into stakeholder theories in relation to the commercial literature
(Friedman and Miles (2006) identify an internal memo at the Stanford Research Institute in 1964
as providing the first definition), little research has been carried out in the political marketing
literature that specifically investigates the applicability of alternative stakeholder approaches or
categorisation schemes in the political marketing context, despite the recognition that political
candidates are dependent on more than just exchanges of value with voters at election time
(Kotler, 1975; Shama 1976; Newman 1994). Probably the most in-depth analysis of the role of
stakeholders in the development of a definition of political marketing was published by Hughes
and Dann (2009) who discuss the nature of stakeholders in the political marketing context. They
propose seventeen stakeholder types developed from a review of the commercial, nonprofit and
social marketing literature, using Scholem and Stewart’s (2002) stakeholder mapping process.
Whilst Hughes and Dann’s (2009) article suggests a specific method of identifying and classifying
stakeholders, we argue that an a priori linking of specific stakeholder groups to the definition of
political marketing can be too restrictive.
Whilst the actual derivation of the relevant stakeholders in the political marketing literature has
remained implicit, the voter and the mass media have both been the subject of the vast majority
of research. This is unsurprising given the relative visibility and importance of these groups to
political actors, especially at election time, but it does emphasise the goal-oriented, strategic
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approach to identifying stakeholders, and implies a narrow approach to understanding the scope
of political marketing. Add to this a normative angle and the subsequent broader understanding of
the scope of political marketing, it becomes clear that other stakeholders such as competing
parties/candidates, grassroots party members, and public sector workers, can be included in
conceptual models (Dean and Croft 2001, Ormrod 2005, 2007, Ormrod and Henneberg 2010,
2011; Henneberg 2002, Newman 1994), and arguably that this wider perspective is necessary
given the focus of the governmental interaction of the political marketing exchange on exogenous
factors.
The question thus arises of how broad the definition of stakeholders in the political marketplace
should or can be in order to achieve the aims of the political actor. At first glance, marketing would
seem to prescribe a narrow approach to identifying stakeholders as it focuses on achieving aims,
irrespective of whether these aims are long term or not. However, taking a broad approach to
identifying and categorising stakeholders in the political marketing context may provide a more
informative angle, including as it does both normative and strategic elements. For example, using
Starik’s (1994) approach would lead to the inclusion of the global economy as an independent
stakeholder in political marketing; indeed, the global economy would fit in with the majority of
definitions of stakeholders in that it directly affects and can be affected by the governmental
interaction of the political marketing exchange, but the questions remains as to whether this
inclusion is because the economy should be included or because it is necessary for the success of
the political candidate or party.
The discussion above points to the necessity of including both normative and strategic elements in
political marketing research and practice. A goal-oriented approach is arguably more realistic in
the electoral interaction as resource limitations impact on certain activities such as voter
segmentation and opinion polling. However, the wider implications of legislation for all
stakeholders necessitates a wider, normative view. Therefore, due to the differences between
political systems, the structure and history of each system and the diverse characteristics of the
stakeholders within each system, we argue that a definition of political marketing cannot a priori
specify an approach to identifying and categorising stakeholders that is applicable across all
political systems or even valid at all points on the electoral cycle within a political system. As such,
the question of whether a political actor focuses on a particular stakeholder on normative or
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strategic grounds is context-specific, and therefore it is necessary to resist the temptation to argue
for one approach to identifying and categorising stakeholders over another; what is essential,
however, is that the stakeholder concept is included within the definition of political marketing.

Defining political marketing
From the above discussion we can identify several characteristics of a definition of political
marketing that bears more or less resemblance to existing definitions of political marketing.
Firstly, the concept of exchange has been argued to be fundamentally different in the political
context; instead of the exchange as a dyad underpinning a commercial marketing understanding,
we posit three linked interactions that result in one political system exchange. Relationships are
essential to facilitating these exchanges, and so it is necessary to distinguish between political
marketing at the micro- and macro-levels. Furthermore, the nature of the political exchange and
the implications of adopting a perspective based on relationships and interactions necessitates
both a wide interpretation of political marketing as a research ‘lens’ or perspective through which
to observe phenomena in the political sphere and as a strategic approach. Finally, this wide
interpretation of the scope of political marketing research leads to the inclusion of stakeholders in
the normative and strategic considerations of political actors.
From the above discussion, we propose the following definition of political marketing:
Political marketing is a perspective from which to understand phenomena in the
political sphere, and an approach that seeks to facilitate political exchanges of value
through interactions in the electoral, parliamentary and governmental markets to
manage relationships with stakeholders.
As with the majority of previous definitions of political marketing, exchanges of value,
relationships and stakeholders are core elements of our definition. However, our definition differs
in several key ways. Firstly, the exchange component is understood as a triadic interaction rather
than a dyadic exchange. Secondly, political relationships are dynamically managed, a characteristic
that does not dictate a specific duration or intensity. Finally, there is a non-specific understanding
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of stakeholders that allows for differences at the systemic and organisational level, and from
normative and strategic approaches.

Conclusions, limitations and implications
In this working paper, we have proposed a definition of political marketing that builds upon a
broad approach to understanding the scope of political marketing and focuses on the importance
of exchanges of value, relationship management and a non-specific approach to stakeholder
identification. Our definition is novel in that it builds directly on political marketing theory rather
than on an adaptation of existing definitions of commercial marketing. A limitation of our work is
that we do not provide an in-depth discussion of whether political actors should use political
marketing, although in our defence it has long been accepted in the political marketing literature
(and more recently in the political science literature) that political actors do not really have a
choice as to whether to use tools and concepts developed from the realm of commercial
marketing (Sheth in Newman 1994). Finally, the implications of our work for political marketing
research is that our definition provides a perspective that is based upon the idiosyncratic
characteristics of the political marketplace.
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