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Brandi ng for politicians

Anthea De Lim
PQLI TI CI ANS t oday nust take care to brand thensel ves the right way or risk
| osing touch with their constituents. ANTHEA DE LI MA writes.

VE LIVE in a world constantly bonmbarded by products and their |abels.
Thi nk of successful brandi ng canpai gns and you woul d undoubt edly comne up
with several that are as famliar to us as our own nanmes: the fanous N ke
"whoosh" sign; Coke - the undi sputed chanpi on of cola drinks; the red tab
of Levi-Strauss.

Advertising gurus will tell you that branding is a conplicated gane -
one that the increasi ng sophi stication of consuners has nade even harder

Successful brandi ng needs a sinple nessage that is clear about the
brand' s core val ues

One nust understand consuners' |ifestyles in order to "connect"” with
them and differentiate one brand fromanother - a critical factor when
dealing with the subtle art of influencing public preferences.

In this brave new world, branding applies to nearly every val ue we have,
i ncl udi ng (perhaps especially) our politics. Indeed, the plethora of nanmes
that pop up during general elections often makes it difficult for us to
di stinguish one politician fromanother - despite the sterling work done
by a candidate for his or her constituents.

"There is no significant difference between brandi ng a person and
brandi ng a product. In the case of politicians, they can't be just
" packaged and sol d'. The advantage of branding is that it can turn
positive thought into positive action," a brand managenent expert said,
addi ng that good brandi ng can turn thinking well about a person into
voting for that person

So, how does one go about starting a political brandi ng canpaign for
someone?

The approach shoul d begin by interview ng the candi date to gauge his or
her personality or vision in order to define a specific "trait" to
pronote. There is, however, a problem

"The difficulty lies in the possibility that you may not be able to find
ei ther vision or personality,” the brand managenent expert said.

Wth this in mnd, a brandi ng exerci se can be conducted i n a nunber of
ways. Sonetines, "uni queness" can be a nassive asset.

Sone politicians, for exanple, are recogni sed sinply and excl usively by
their inmense conmunity service and by the fact that they really are the
voi ce of the rakyat they represent.

Thi nk of Tan Sri Lee Lam Thye when he was Bukit Bi ntang MP. Thi nk of the
t housands he hel ped whil e serving his terns of office, and t he thousands
he hel ps still.

Anot her brandi ng expert said: "Datuk Seri Shahrizat Abdul Jalil [the
Wonen & Fami |y Devel opnent M nister] is also | oved by her constituents in
Lenmbah Pantai because she is always on the ground listening to their
concerns and hel pi ng i n what ever way she can

"Her brand identity is her cheerful ness and her untiring service."

She al so cited the exanple of Culture, Arts & Touri smM ni ster Datuk
Paduka Abdul Kadir Shei kh Fadzir: "He i s never seen wi thout his bowtie
and peopl e renenber hi mbecause of it as well as his responsibility of
| ooking after the cultural interests of Malaysia. Hi s bowtie
di stingui shes hi mfromthe rest and that i s undoubtedly his brandi ng."

Those noted popularly for many traits should focus selectively on a



smal | nunmber of strengths - branded correctly, these will have a greater
i mpact on the voter.

"Datuk Sany Vellu, for exanple, is well-known for a nunber of things
because of his portfolio as Wrks Mnister," the expert said.

"But if you were to choose his brand identity, you shoul d enphasi se t he
fact that he is the voice of the I ndian comunity and has been so for a
long time. What you shoul d enphasi se i s that when you think of the Indian
conmuni ty, you i medi ately think of Sany," she said.

Then there is former Prinme Mnister Tun Dr Mahat hir Mohamad who has
evol ved fromwhat sone say a radi cal Malay | eader into a world statesman.
Popul arly bel i eved to have been hi ghly conservative at the start of his
political career, Dr Mahathir was | ater celebrated for his economc
l'i beralism

Staying relevant is a factor shared by both product brandi ng and
brandi ng politicians. This depends utterly on researchingthelifestyles
of one's target audi ence (read "grassroots" in political |ingo).

"When you are planning strategies for clients, you have to be able to
furnish themw th informati on on howthe product will fit into consuners
lifestyles, bearing in nmind that you are no | onger dealing with a
hormogenous t arget audi ence

"The sanme thing would apply to politicians. They nust go to the
grassroots to find out the concerns of their constituents, once again
bearing in nmnd that these needs may be varied," a marketing practitioner
sai d.

On the foreign front, consider Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Tern nator
act or who rei nvented hi nmsel f and becane Governor of Californiaearlier
this year. Californians voted for hi mdespite his being a politica
unknown. They voted for himin spite of allegations of sexual harassnent,

drugs abuse, Nazismand - worst of all - not having a clear financial plan
for the debt-ridden State
Schwar zenegger' s stuck, literally, to his guns and his brand identity

wor ked wonder s for his advantage over nmuch nore experienced opponents.
Anot her thing that hel ped was his marriage to Maria Shriver, one of the
Kennedy cl an.

Brandi ng can al so assi st entire governments - not just a single
politician. The I ndi an Governnent recently conmi ssioned the "India
Shi ni ng" canpai gn for this purpose, ahead of elections later this year. It
was an apolitical canpaign that enphasi sed the nation's econom c
performance and ri sing standards of I|iving.

An article in The H ndu Business Line, described India Shining as
"possibly the ultinmate recognition of the fact that the brand, as an
i nportant | everage nechanism has arrived in India".

I ndi a Shining, |ike the branding of politicians throughout the world, is
undoubt edl y an i dea whose tinme has conme. Has it conme to Mal aysia too?

* The writer can be contacted at ant hea@stp.com ny
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