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Abstract  

There has been a growing interest in applying concepts and strategies of brand management in 

the political sphere. However, it has been argued that the phenomenon of political brand image 

has been given little attention. Therefore the purpose of this study is to explore the political brand 

image of the Sweden Democrats from voters’ perspective. The choice of exploring the Sweden 

Democrats opposed to other parties is that it has tried to rebrand itself from its previous racist 

ideologies and from being a single-party issue party.  

The study is based on different theories about brand image. Three dimensions will be used, 

brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations, in order to cover the 

phenomenon political brand image. This study is conducted as a qualitative case study with a 

realistic approach. The analysis and findings show that participants still have perceptions related 

to the party’s history and that it still to a large extent is perceived as a single-issue party. 

However, it has also appeared that the Sweden Democrats to some extent are on the right way to 

stop being associated with racism.   

Limitations within this study are, time restriction and lack of knowledge whether participants 

sympathize with the Sweden Democrats or not. The practical implication is that this study could 

be of use both of the Sweden Democrats and other parties who seek to explore political brand 

image. The original value of the study is that it acknowledges the three dimensions when 

exploring political brand image. 
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1.  Introduction 

This section describes the background for the chosen study. Continuously, the 

problematization will be presented as well as the purpose and research question 

which is “How do voters’ perceive the political brand image of the Sweden 

Democrats”. Lastly the chapter will be concluded with the outline of the study and 

limitations.  

1.1 Background 

In Sweden the parliament is the Swedish peoples’ main representative and therefore 

has a substantial role in the democratic society. There are eight parties that have 

been voted into the Swedish parliament, which are: The Social Democratic Party 

(113 seats), The Moderate Party (84 seats), The Sweden Democrats (49 seats), The 

Green Party (25 seats), The Centre Party (22 seats), The Left Party (21 seats), The 

Liberal Party (19 seats) and The Christian Democrats (16 seats) (Sveriges Riksdag, 

2015). 

 

Among the parties within the Swedish parliament, the Sweden Democrats is an 

interesting party to explore since it has roots in racist movements with connections 

to the white power- and skinhead culture. Therefore, xenophobic thoughts and 

ideologies have for a long period been related to the party (Svenska Dagbladet, 

2015; Stiernstedt 2011).  

 

The Sweden Democrats was founded in 1988 and it started off as a single-issue 

party focusing on immigration but is nowadays dealing with everything from EU- 

to healthcare- and educational policies (Sverige Demokraterna , 2016). Members of 

the party have been known for being active in Nazi and racist movements. 

However, throughout the years the party has tried to rebrand itself which became 

more and more visible when Jimmie Åkesson became the new party leader in 2005 

(Stiernstedt, 2011). The Sweden Democrats state that they are a nationalist party 

that wishes to maintain Swedish traditions which, according to them, are fading 
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away because of the current volatile immigration policies (Sverige Demokraterna , 

2016) 

 

The Sweden Democrats repeatedly have distanced themselves from being a 

xenophobic party (Orrenius, 2011). At the same time, many scandals related to 

racism within the party have been highlighted in media (Forsström, 2014; Ekström, 

2014; Högström & Skarin, 2013), For instance, one of the controversies involved 

the Sweden Democrat’s top-politician Kent Ekeroth, who is a member of the 

parliament.  He expressed that cancer is at risk because of the increasing 

immigration in Sweden (Ekeroth, 2015). Despite the scandals, the number of votes 

for the Sweden Democrats has been increasing (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 2015). For 

this reason, it has been assumed that scandals and the party’s history do not affect 

the voters’ image of the party (Sydsvenskan, 2015). Therefore, this study seeks to 

explore how voters actually perceive the brand image of the Sweden Democrats.  

 

1.2 Problematization  

Within the marketing field of politics one aspect that has been explored is political 

branding (Reeves & Chernatony, 2003; French & Smith, 2010; Almohammad, 

Wahid, Haron, 2014). Brands in general play a critical role in directing the 

preference and choice of consumers (Aaker, 1991). According to O’Cass (2003) the 

concept of branding in politics is crucial since it makes it possible for parties to 

design a simple way to reach out to voters. Furthermore, the concept of political 

branding encourages researchers to examine underlying factors that drive voters 

towards a particular choice (Lees-Marshment, 2003).  

 

Within political branding, brand image is considered a significant function in the 

strategic management of political parties (Schweiger & Adami, 1999). Even though 

brand image is indicated to be a fundamental factor in political strategy, little work 

has been done to develop an understanding of how voters’ perceive the political 

brand (Ahmed, Lodhi, & Ahmad, 2015). French and Smith (2010) mainly focus on 

associations towards a brand. They argue that associations are the corner-stone of a 
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political party’s brand image and that it has a great impact on voter behavior. On 

the other hand, Phipps, Brace-Govan and Jevons (2010) have discussed the impact 

of word-of-mouth on political brand image.    

 

Although research has been done about brand image, the studies have never been 

applied to a single-issue party that has evolved to managing several issues (Phipps, 

Brace-Govan, & Jevons, 2010). According to the Sweden Democrats, the party is 

no longer a single-issue party (Lönnaeus, 2015; Landin, 2014; Sverige 

Demokraterna, 2015). The reason for investigating a party such as the Sweden 

Democrats is to determine if they have succeeded with their rebranding. When 

discussing rebranding it refers to both evolving from a single-issue party and from 

sanitizing themselves from its racist roots. By analyzing this it will be evident if the 

immigration issue still is perceived as the only concern of the party, and if the 

party’s past ideology still is related to the brand (Orrenius, 2011; Landin, 2014)  

 

This study aims to explore one party instead of focusing on differences between 

several parties. Previous research has focused on exploring two or more political 

parties within a country in order to compare them with each other. However, this is 

mainly done when exploring political brand equity (McDonald, Sherlock, & Hogan, 

2015).When investigating a political party’s brand image it is not necessary to 

compare it with another political party in order to achieve the desired results 

(Phipps, Brace-Govan, & Jevons, 2010). By exploring a political party’s brand 

image it will provide more of a complete picture on the political brand and ascertain 

whether the internally created and communicated message are understood 

externally (Pich, Armannsdottir, & Dean, 2015). 

 

In order to explore the brand image of the Sweden Democrats this thesis will 

examine brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations. These 

dimensions are originally derived from Aakers model (1991) and have been used by 

other researchers to examine political brand image (Ahmed, Lodhi, & Ahmad, 

2015; Keller, 1993; Phipps, Brace-Govan and Jevons, 2010; French and Smith, 

2011). 
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This study sets out to identify how voters perceive the political brand image. The 

contribution to the field is a new method of exploring political brand image. 

Previous research has to some degree explored the dimensions separately. However, 

a combination of the three dimensions has never been studied before in order to 

gasp a deeper understanding of the political brand image. Other studies have mainly 

focused on researching brand associations to describe a political party’s brand 

image. On the other hand, this study aims to explore whether brand awareness and 

perceived brand quality can contribute even further to approach political brand 

image. In addition, a research gap has been identified. There is no research on 

political parties which have evolved from being a single issue party to a multiple 

issue party.   

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore the political brand image of the Sweden 

Democrats from the voters’ perspective .This is an interesting aspect since the party 

has rebranded itself from being a single-issue party and its previous ideologies. By 

combining brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations, a 

deeper understanding concerning a political brand image will be established.  

1.4 Research Question 

How do voters perceive the political brand image of the Sweden Democrats? 

1.5 Limitations  

One limitation of this study was that only one party has been examined. Due to the 

time restrictions there was no possibility to compare more parties with each other. 

Another limitation was that there was no knowledge on whether the participants 

sympathized with the Sweden Democrats or not. It would have been interesting to 

repeat the study but with the knowledge on which participants vote for the Sweden 

Democrats and which participants who do not. By doing so it would be interesting 

to identify the differences in perceptions of the political brand image. However, this 
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would result in new challenges which would have to be considered. Furthermore the 

selection of participants was limited to one region in Sweden.   

1.6 Outline 

This study will consist of seven chapters. The first chapter, introduction, consists of 

the background and problematization; these two sections result in a research 

question and a research purpose. Thereafter limitations are presented and finished 

by this outline. The second chapter gives a presentation of the Sweden Democrats 

ideology and policies as well as significant historical moments. Furthermore, the 

third chapter research method consists of an in detailed description of research 

philosophy, approach, design, theory, strategy and method summary. Additionally, 

the fourth chapter presents the theoretical framework which includes different 

theoretical approaches that will be used within this study. The fifth chapter, 

empirical method will give an in detailed description of the choice of methods in 

analyzing and collecting data. Continuously, the sixth chapter, analysis of empirical 

findings and discussion, presents the empirical data gathered from the focus group 

discussions which will be interwoven with theories and result in an analysis. Lastly, 

the seventh chapter conclusion is where the research question will be answered in 

addition suggestions for further studies will also be presented as well as critical 

review, and theoretical- and practical implications. 

 

2. The Sweden Democrats 

In this section the Sweden Democrats ideology and policies will be presented as 

well as significant historical moments. This chapter aims to aid in the analysis of 

brand awareness which will explore the participants brand knowledge. 

2.1 Ideology and policies 

The Sweden Democrats is a social conservative party with a nationalistic view. The 

party states that it aims for Sweden to become a strong welfare society but 
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simultaneously combine traditional conservative ideas. Therefore, the party 

highlights that it is neither a left or right party. Nationalism and democracy are the 

most basic principles of the Sweden Democrat’s ideology. The overall objective of 

the party is to create a prosperous society characterized by security and tradition 

(Sverige Demokraterna , 2016). 

 

Furthermore the Sweden Democrats emphasizes that concepts such as the family, 

homeland, stability, security and the nation are central within the party’s politics. 

The Sweden Democrats also state that the party distances itself from discrimination 

against people on the basis of gender, religion, political position or ethnicity 

(Sverige Demokraterna , 2016). 

 

According to the Sweden Democrats; immigration, crime and elderly care are the 

party’s core issues.  The party states that it is not opposed to immigration. However, 

it believes that immigration must be kept at a certain level and character so that it 

does not pose a threat to the national identity and security (Sverige Demokraterna, 

2016). Furthermore, many of the policies which the Sweden Democrat’s manage 

are stated to be connected to the party’s immigration policy.  For instance, policies 

within elderly care, culture, crime and economics are in some way connected to the 

party’s immigration policy (Sverige Demokraterna , 2016). In regard to the security 

issue, the party stresses the importance of taking a tough stand against crime and 

strengthens penalties against violent and repeated crime (Sverige Demokraterna, 

2016).  Furthermore, the Sweden Democrats highlight that there is a current issue of 

not giving senior citizens the possibility to work if the desire and energy exists with 

them. Thus, the party states that Sweden needs to become better in taking advantage 

of the older generation’s skills, both in the labor market and in society at large 

(Sverige Demokraterna, 2016). Further information about the Sweden Democrat’s 

policies can be found in appendix A. 

2.2 Significant historical moments  

1988: The party was founded on 6th February 1988 primarily as an interest party 

for Swedes. The unifying factor was the opposition towards the management of the 
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immigration policy, which was seen as too extensive and therefore a threat to 

Sweden, both economically and socially. Some of the prominent figures within the 

party had previously been active in nationalist and racist movements, among them 

“Bevara Sverige Svenskt” and “Sverige partiet” (Stiernstedt, 2011). 

 

1992-1995: One of the first leading figures was Anders Klarström who was the 

party’s spokesperson for three years before he became the party leader in 1992- 

1995. As a teenager Klarström was as a member of the neo-Nazi Nordic Reich 

Party (Stiernstedt, 2011). 

 

2001: This year was the first time the Swedish church held election on its own, 

where the Sweden Democrats decided to run as the only conservative alternative. 

The election was highlighted in media when the other parliamentary parties 

encouraged the Swedish people to vote against the Sweden Democrats. The church 

election resulted in the Sweden Democrats receiving two mandates at national level 

(Sverige Demokraterna, 2016). 

 

2005: The Sweden Democrats elected a new party leader, Jimmie Åkesson, at the 

national annual meeting in Norrköping. Åkesson was raised in Sölvesborg, 

Blekinge, where he also started his political career. 

 

2006: The party chose a new party symbol, namely the blue and yellow liverleaf. 

 

2010: In august, the Sweden Democrats presented its commercial for the coming 

election. The commercial was about an elderly lady with a walker that competed 

with women in burqa. The commercial attracted attention by the public and resulted 

being censured on national Television since it was considered to be too extreme 

(Larsson & Kallin, 2010). In September later that year the party entered the 

parliament for the first time, receiving 5, 7% of the votes. 

 

2012: One of the Sweden Democrats spokesmen, Kent Ekeroth, pushed a young 

woman into the side of a parked car. He and another spokesperson, Erik Almqist, 
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and the political director, Christian Westling, were later seen armed with iron-bars 

in a recorded tape. The incident came to be known as the iron-rod scandal (Carp, 

2012). 

 

2014: In May The Sweden Democrats top candidate in European elections, Kristina 

Winberg, created attention on the internet when she participated in a news-show 

and could not answer the interviewer’s question. When the interviewer asked how 

much the Sweden Democrats want to raise the tariffs, Winberg constantly referred 

to the party’s calculation example. The incident came to be known as the 

calculation example (Magnusson, 2014). In September later that year, the Sweden 

Democrats received a place for the first time in the European Parliament, and 

became Sweden’s third biggest political party as a result in the general election, 

receiving 12, 86 % of the votes (Sverige Demokraterna, 2016). After the general 

election, Jimmie Åkesson declared his sick-leave due to being burned out. The 

group leader Mattias Karlsson was decided to fill his absence (Lennander & 

Svensson, 2014). 

 

2015: In March it was declared that Åkesson would return as the Sweden 

Democrats party leader since his sick-leave expired (Lisinski, 2015). In September 

the same year the Sweden Democrats broke its connections with the youth 

association, SDU, because of ongoing conflicts between the organizations. One 

noted occasion was when the Sweden Democrats decided to shut out seven 

members of the youth organization. The seven members were considered to have 

contacts with an extremist group that became famous for its hate actions against 

individuals (Liebermann & Jönsson, 2015). 

 

3. Research Method 

This chapter presents the research method used in the study. The research method 

consists of the realistic research philosophy, the abductive research approach, the 

explorative research design, theory, research strategy and summary method. 

http://www.svt.se/nyheter/inrikes/uppgifter-akesson-tillbaka-som-partiledare-for-sd
http://www.svt.se/nyheter/inrikes/sd-bryter-med-sdu


 

15 

 

3.1 Research Philosophy 

Research philosophy explains how a researcher perceives the world and helps to 

illustrate why a researcher has chosen the particular methods and strategies used in 

the study. Within research philosophy, the literature is dominated by three different 

views: positivism, interpretivism and realism (Saunders , Lewis, & Thornhill , 

2009). The purpose of a positivistic view is to find laws that systemize facts rather 

than only collecting the facts. Thus, the research focuses on observing reality in an 

objective way without interference from a general knowledge. Afterwards a law-

like generalization is developed (Hansson, 2011).  The second view, interpretivist, 

suggests that the social world of business and management is too complex to 

generalize. An interpretivism view suggests that the roles of individuals differ from 

each other and therefore are a problem in order to create law-like generalizations 

about social actors. Instead the interpretivism aims to gather a deeper understanding 

in specific areas (Neuman, 1994). Thirdly, a realistic view is based on independent 

thoughts and beliefs by individuals that together create an existing reality. The 

realistic philosophy tries not only to understand the world through the 

interpretations of people, but also understand what influences people’s 

interpretations (Saunders et al, 2009). 

 

A realistic philosophy has been carried out through this study. By analyzing voters’ 

interpretation of the Sweden Democrats, a deeper understanding has been provided 

towards the political party’s brand image.  

3.2 Research Approach  

There are three different ways to approach a research: the inductive, the deductive 

and the abductive approach (Hansson, 2011).   

An inductive approach leads to a generalization formed by individual observations. 

In other words, an inductive approach starts out with the data collection such as 

observations. The researchers will then on after create a theory based on the 

collected data. Therefore, the reliability can vary considerably depending on for 

example, number of observations that has been done. The opposition of the 
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inductive approach is the deductive one. A deductive approach leads from a 

generalization to interpreting single observations. The deductive approach uses 

existing theories to develop new hypothesis and theories. Lastly, an abductive 

approach is a mixture of the deductive and the inductive approach. The abductive 

approach goes back and forth between theory and empirical methods in order to 

make a conclusion (Hansson, 2011). 

 

Considering that this study derived from theory and empirical methods, an 

abductive qualitative approach has been chosen. The conclusion was based on the 

new empirical findings as well as the already existing theories within the research 

area.  

3.3 Research Design  

There are three main methods within research design: explanatory, descriptive and 

exploratory.   Firstly, explanatory research, is mostly used when explaining 

relationships between variables and patterns of the studied research field (Robson, 

2002). Secondly, descriptive research, aims to accurately describe situations, 

individuals or events. The descriptive research can relate to both an explanatory and 

an explorative research but is also used as an independent research (Saunders et al, 

2009). Finally, explorative research is mainly used to clarify one’s understanding of 

a specific problem. The explorative research has two characteristics; being 

adaptable as well as flexible to change. 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore how voters perceive the Sweden Democrats. 

Therefore, an explorative research design has been most suitable. In addition, 

explorative research has the advantage of being flexible and adaptable throughout 

the research of exploring the Sweden Democrats. 

3.4 Theory  

Since the aim of this thesis is to study brand image of a political party, already 

existing theories have been used together with the new empirical data. The most 
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essential theories that have been applied are: Aaker (1991), Keller (1993) and 

Zeithaml (1990) concerning brand image. Additionally, French and Smith (2010), 

Pich et al (2014) and Speed, Butler and Collins (2015) have been used since they 

are focused on brand management within a political context. Also, other theories 

have been addressed but not as frequently as the above mentioned. All theories have 

been applied when discussing the three elements of brand image: brand awareness, 

perceived brand quality and brand associations. All these theories have helped to 

build a deeper understanding to the studied topic. 

 

3.5 Research Strategy  

The choice of research strategy can be divided into seven various categories: 

experiment, survey, case study, action research, grounded theory, ethnography, and 

archival research (Saunders et al, 2009). This study has used case study as a 

research strategy. The advantages with a case study is that it can in a limited space 

still give the reader an idea of how something is done or how something looks. 

Hence, a case study has been the most appropriate for this study in order to 

understand the brand image of the Sweden Democrats. The main purpose with a 

case study is to understand a phenomenon rather than explaining it. Another 

advantage with a case study involves a much deeper closeness to the analyzed 

object and offers experiences rather than just numbers to analyze (Ejvegård, 2009). 

 This has been useful in this study since experiences are more valued than numbers 

and statistics. 

3.6 Method Summary 

The aim of this study was to explore the political brand image of the Sweden 

Democrats from the voters’ perspective. This has been done through an abductive 

approach. The voters’ thoughts have been analyzed with the help of existing 

theories together with the collected empirical data. By qualitatively exploring 

voters’ brand image it has established a deeper understanding to how the brand 

image is perceived (Pich et al, 2014). A realistic philosophy has been most suitable 
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for this study since realists aim to understand the world through the interpretations 

of people. An explorative research has been implemented since it is mainly used to 

clarify one’s understanding of a specific problem. Together the optimal strategy for 

this study has been to execute a case study in order to explore and understand the 

studied phenomenon better. 

  

4.  Theoretical Framework 

In this section the theoretical framework will introduce theories within branding, 

political branding and brand image. Additionally there will be a chapter which 

presents previous research. However, this chapter will highlight three studies which 

have been focusing on political brand image in different ways. Further on, theories 

within the chapters: brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand 

associations, will also be presented. Finally a conceptual framework will be 

displayed. 

4.1 Branding 

In marketing literature there has been a general acceptance that branding is 

marketing tool and the main asset within an organization (Aaker, 1991, 1996; 

Keller, 1993; Kapferer 2004). This is due to the fact that a brand will have an 

impact on how the individual will evaluate a product, service or organization (Smith 

2009). The concept of branding has been applied in every setting where individual 

choice of some kind is involved for example, goods, services, people, organizations, 

places and ideas (Smith 2009, Keller, 2002; Speed et al, 2015). 

 

Branding is referred as the identity of a product, service or organization (Marsh & 

Fawcett, 2011). The concept is divided into two elements, tangibles and intangibles 

(Scamell, 2015). Tangible elements include logos, symbol and visuals, and these 

elements are easier for the general public to understand (Scammell, 2015). On the 

other hand, intangible elements include personalities, histories, values, experiences, 

and heritages. These elements create emotional as well as memorable connections 
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to the individual (Keller, 1993, Milewicz & Milewicz, 2014).  Both tangible and 

intangible elements are intended to differentiate the brand from its 

competitors (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015; Kapferer, 1995). Therefore the brand can 

be seen as a key to achieve competitive advantage in the market (Pich et al, 2015). 

 

Since brands provide value for individuals it will assist as a reduction of risk and 

cost in the individual decision making process (Maraland & Flanagan, 2013; 

Scammell, 2015). In that way it functions as behavior elements that enable 

individuals to make faster and simpler choices based on the devotion of the brand 

(Smith, 2009; Speed, et al, 2015).  It can be stated that brands perform as a 

relationship building factor between, the product, service or organization, and the 

individuals (Busby & Cronshaw, 2015). In order to maintain a stable relationship 

between the brand and the individual it is important that the brand provides both 

functional and emotional values (Stride & Lee, 2007). 

 

Brands are generally believed to have developed primarily through marketing 

activities, but researchers have reached an agreement that it is not the case. 

Branding does to some extent develop through marketing activities but it also rises 

through experiences and interactions between the product, service or organization, 

and the individual (Scamell, 2015). For this reason, it is important to have a brand 

that is attractive to individuals and differentiable in relation to competitors (de 

Chernatony, 2001; Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015). The development of a unique 

brand that is relevant and welcomed by the individual is significant in order to keep 

a good position on the market (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015). 

 

To summarize, it can be stated that a successful brand will generate various 

competitive advantages for an organization. It can also strengthen the position of 

the organization in the market. This will only be possible if the brand provides the 

individual with favorable values. Therefore it is important to develop a brand that 

can generate a positive relationship with the individual (Marland & Falangan 2013; 

Voeth & Herbst, 2008). 
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4.2 Political branding 

Branding principles are more frequently being applied into various contexts, 

including politics. Research about political branding has rapidly increased in the 

last decade since parties are seeking for new marketing techniques (French & 

Smith, 2010; Pich et al, 2015; Phipps et al, 2010). Smith (2005) has stated that a 

political brand is seen as an associative network of interconnected political 

information held in the memory of the voter. It is also argued that political branding 

is about developing a positive relationship between the voter and the party (French 

& Smith, 2010). 

 

When discussing politics from a branding perspective, political parties are seen as 

brands while voters are seen as consumers (Needham, 2015). The moment of sale is 

during the election where the politicians are selling their ideas and hopes to citizen. 

Citizens employ the knowledge they have about a party and make their choice 

(Needham, 2015). Political parties are organizations in which politicians seek to 

exchange ideas and promises for electoral support (de chernatony & White, 2002). 

The party’s task is to convince voters that it is the particular party that guarantees 

the best promises and values (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015). 

 

A challenge for the parties is to connect words, actions and visions to the voters’ 

aspirations since the political arena is diverse. There are various interests, likings, 

preferences and lifestyles involved. It is important for a party to develop strategies 

that accommodate the diversity. This requires a high degree of skill on the party 

since a map of different opinions, emotions and interests need to be identified in 

order to create a positive brand (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015) 

 

Scammell (2015) and Milewicz and Milewicz (2014) describe branding concepts as 

important and powerful tools in order to understand political images. On the 

contrary, some researchers argue that branding principles can have a negative 

impact on the political system and society. They state that branding can narrow the 

political agenda and even increase the political disengagement. In other words, they 

express that it is inconvenient to apply business concepts into the political sphere 
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(Lilleker & Nigel, 2010). However, this has not prevented researchers to manage 

political parties in the context of branding. In addition, the negative analysis of 

branding is only partial. Voters have knowledge about different parties in the same 

way as they have about commercial brands (Speed et al, 2015; French & Smith, 

2010; Pich et al, 2015). 

 

As previously stated, it has been argued that political parties can be seen as 

commercial brands. However, some researchers argue that there are some 

differences that have to be considered (Lock & Harris, 1996). Parties do not have 

the same product range offerings like commercial products. The political party’s 

range instead contains of different promises on education, health, overseas aid, 

defense, immigration and so on. While a consumer can change between different 

ranges with commercial products, the same possibility does not exist for the voter in 

an election. In voting, the individual is required to accept all or none of the party’s 

policies.  (Smith, 2009). Therefore it is important for a party to build relationships 

through interactions and in that way strengthen the brands beneficial values 

(O'shaughnessy, 1987). 

 

Political parties seek to differentiate themselves from other parties and therefore an 

emerging interest in the idea of branding has risen. It is believed that branding can 

provide a mechanism that influences voting behavior and in turn helps the citizens 

in the electoral decision making process (Pich et al, 2015; French & Smith, 2010; 

Smith & Speed, 2011).   

4.3 Brand Image   

Throughout the years various definitions of brand image have been suggested (Olin, 

2000). Kotler & Armstrong (2011) define brand image as a set of beliefs held about 

a particular brand. However, the definition proposed by Pich et al (2015) captures 

the essence of organizational brand image, which is explained as “a composite of 

knowledge, feelings, ideals and beliefs associated with a company as a result of the 

totality of its activities” (p. 62). It is believed that each individual forms a mental 

picture of an organization he or she comes into contact with  (Scammell, 2015). The 
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field of brand management have generated the idea that everything and everyone 

has a brand image (Nikabadi, 2015; Cochoy, 2014) 

 

When discussing political brand image it is given that major political parties usually 

have a widely recognized brand (Phipps et al, 2010). Smith (2001) claims that the 

image of a political party is of strategic importance for electoral success. Factors 

that positively affect the brand image of a political party lead to more supporters 

because individuals are guided by their brand image (Smith, 2001). Although some 

voters base their decision on policy issues and ideology, most voters generally 

create shortcuts through brand image that help them decide how to vote. The reason 

why voters tend to create alternatives which help making voting and preference 

decisions differs. On some occasions voters simply do not care about the policies. 

In other situations, the supported policies are difficult to understand or are not 

clearly expressed by the party. Hence, voters tend to evaluate a political party based 

on its brand image, as a decision-making shortcut (Guzman, 2009).  Furthermore, a 

political brand is derived from two brand images, the corporate and the individual 

one. The corporate brand image is the overall organization and the individual one is 

what a sole politician develops through interactions with voters at a constituency 

level (Phipps et al, 2010).  

 

Brand image is influenced by what organizations communicate about themselves 

(Scammell, 2015). The communication is spread by advertising, sales promotions, 

personal selling and public relations/publicity (Cochoy, 2014). However, within the 

sphere of politics, events shape the image of politicians and their parties to a far 

greater extent than advertising ever could. Events such as war and crises can change 

a politicians or a political party’s brand image dramatically in a short period of time 

(Smith, 2001).  

 

The media influences the brand image of a political party as well (Davies & Mian, 

2016). Events that occur will affect brand image both in terms of the event itself but 

also the media coverage it generates. The media performs a fundamental role in 

how the public learns about situations. Through editorial direction, the media 
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determines what is important and what is not. It is also suggested that media has the 

ability to extend the newsworthy life of an event. Therefore media has a great 

impact on influencing what events are made more or less important which in turn 

impacts the brand image of political parties (Smith et al, 2005). 

 

In order to understand brand image one can explore different aspects of it. Brand 

awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations are dimensions which is 

a part of the total brand image (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993; French and Smith 2010). 

This study will combine all three of the dimensions in order to grasp a greater 

image of the voters’ perception.  

4.3.1 Brand Awareness 

Brand awareness refers to whether or not individuals know about a brand (Keller, 

2002). More specifically, it refers to the strength and growth of a brand’s presence 

in the individual’s mind (Conradie, Roberts-Lombard, & Klopper, 2014; Aaker, 

1996). Brand awareness is related to the individual’s ability to identify the brand 

which reflects the strength of the brand. It plays an important role in individual 

decision making because it increases the likelihood that the brand will be present in 

the overall consideration process (Cwalina & Falkowski, 2015). Brand awareness 

will therefore be used as a decision-making indicator (Huang, 2012). 

 

In political context, brand awareness is significant because it comprehends all the 

activities a political party engages in to create its desired brand image (Phipps, 

Brace-Govan, & Jevons, 2008). Having a strong brand image indicates strong brand 

awareness which refers to familiarity with a political party (Phipps, Brace-Govan, 

& Jevons, 2008).  

 

Brand awareness is mainly created by communication such as advertising. 

Advertising creates and increases brand awareness by exposing brands to 

individuals (Aaker, 1991, Keller, 1993). According to Keller (2002) anything, 

regardless positive or negative, causing exposure of a brand to individuals 

contributes to the establishment of brand awareness. Repeated brand exposure 

http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.hkr.se/science/article/pii/S0148296311000361#bb0080
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.hkr.se/science/article/pii/S0148296311000361#bb0005
http://www.sciencedirect.com.ezproxy.hkr.se/science/article/pii/S0148296311000361#bb0070
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improves consumers' ability to recognize and recall the brand (Conradie, Roberts-

Lombard, & Klopper, 2014).  

 

There are different hierarchies of awareness, which are recognition, recall, top of 

mind, brand dominance, brand knowledge and brand opinion. The first level, 

recognition, shows if a consumer is conscious of the brand itself. Questions such as 

“Have you heard of the Sweden Democrats?” or “Do you know about the Liberal 

Party?” are relevant in this level. In the second level, recall, it is interesting to 

assess if a particular brand is imprinted in the individual’s memory. For instance, if 

one asks “What political parties can you recall?” then the particular brand will be 

one of the listed examples. The third level is called Top of mind, which means that 

the same particular brand will be the first named brand in a recall exercise. 

Continuously, brand dominance is the fourth level in the hierarchy, which specifies 

that a particular brand will be the only brand recalled. The fifth level of awareness, 

brand knowledge, reveals if a person knows what the brand stands for. It refers to 

knowing the content behind the brand. Lastly, the final stage of the hierarchy is 

called brand opinion which indicates having an opinion about the brand (Aaker, 

1996; Conradie, Roberts-Lombard, & Klopper, 2014).  

4.3.2 Perceived Brand Quality 

Perceived brand quality has been defined as the individual’s judgment about a 

brand’s superiority and refers to subjective perceptions (Zeithaml, 1990). 

 According to Boulding et al. (1999) an individual’s overall perceived brand quality 

develops from any interaction related to the organization.  For instance, it evolves 

around the information an individual has about the organization, previous 

experiences and each new encounter. The examples mentioned above are suggested 

to form and modify the individual’s beliefs about a brand.  

 

Perceived brand quality is considered to be important regarding customer 

satisfaction if the product, service or organization is viewed as high quality 

(Gotlieb, Grewal, & Brown, 1994; Zeithaml, 2000).  It is also considered to be 

important when evaluating a political party’s level of quality (Aaker, 1996; Phipps, 
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et al, 2010). According to French and Smith (2010) events associated to politics 

have the ability to invoke reactions from the voter which affects the perceived brand 

quality.  For instance, if a political party keeps a promise about pension allowance, 

it may invoke feelings such as trust from the voters which will impact the overall 

perceived brand quality (French & Smith, 2010).   

 

When exploring perceived brand quality in a political context, the relevant factors 

are: Credibility, security, communication, and reliability (French and Smith, 2010). 

These factors are derived from Zeithaml et al’s (1990) work. French and Smith 

(2010) explain credibility as trustworthiness, honesty and believability, therefore 

decisions on, for example, war and scandals would influence the credibility factor. 

Security is described as freedom from danger, risks and doubts. Political events 

such as anti-terrorism actions and bombings are stated to affect the security factor 

dramatically. The third factor, communication, is explained as a political party’s 

ability to listen and keep the voter involved in the political decisions. In this 

element everything from listening to voters’ needs and giving the impression that 

the voters are involved in political activity is relevant. Lastly, the reliability factor is 

described as an ability to perform the promised service and bring something to the 

community. Reliability would for instance mean progress on education or 

immigration targets. This would in turn give the voter a sense of reliance towards 

the political party that it is capable to take care of the society (French and Smith, 

2010).  

4.3.3 Brand Associations 

Aaker (1991) states that associations develop within the individual’s mind and that 

it can be anything linked to a particular organization, product or brand. On the other 

hand, Keller (1993) defines associations as informational nodes that are linked to 

the brand node in the memory, and contain the meaning of the brand for the 

individual. These associations will constitute the individual’s perception and overall 

value of a brand, in other words the brand image (Keller, 1993; Mann & Ghuman, 

2014).  
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In the research of branding, associations have been a major focus since it helps to 

understand individual knowledge about a particular brand (Keller, 2002). It is the 

previous interactions, experiences, impressions and thoughts that compose the 

individual’s associations (Thellefsen & Sorensen, 2015; Yoo & Donthu, 2001). This 

in turn means that associations are constantly changing depending on what is being 

said and experienced about a particular brand in a specific situation (Speed et al, 

2015). 

 

Brand associations are often classified into three categories: attributes, benefits and 

attitudes (Keller, 1993). In a political context attributes reflect the descriptive 

features of a brand, for instance; what the voter thinks of a particular brand. The 

second category benefits refer to personal values that the individual is attached to. 

This includes, for instance, what the voter thinks the political party can do for them. 

The last category attitudes reflect the overall evaluation of a brand and they can be 

either positive or negative (Keller, 1993; Bayraktar, 2015). These associations can 

vary depending on their favorability, strength and uniqueness. 

 

Favorability refers to how favorable different associations are evaluated by the 

individual. In a political sphere this could for example mean that parties need to 

have a successful marketing program which might create favorable brand 

associations. It will make voters believe that the brand has attributes and benefits 

which will satisfy their needs and wants. This in turn will generate a positive overall 

brand attitude from a voter perspective.  

Strength of a brand association refers to the strength of connection to the brand 

node. The strength can differ in levels, whether the particular association is a direct-

, second- or third linked to the brand node. Therefore it is important for political 

parties to imprint their ideology and overall trademark in the voter’s mind in order 

to achieve the right links.  

 

Uniqueness refer to associations that are unique in relation to the competitors. This 

means that a brand can have a sustainable competitive advantage if it has unique 

associations (Aaker, 1991). In order for a party to gain unique associations it can 
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process outstanding issues or in other ways distinguish itself from its competitors 

(other parties) (French & Smith, 2010)  

 

4.4 Previous research within political 

brand image 

As previously stated there has been a growing interest in applying concept and 

strategies of brand management in the political sphere (Ahmed, Lodhi, Ahmad, 

2015; French & Smith, 2010; Lees-Marshment, 2009). Additionally, it has been 

argued that the phenomenon of political brand image has been given little attention 

and there still is much that is not understood (Harris & Lock, 1999; Pich, Dean 

&Armannsdottir, 2014). It has also been identified that most of the research within 

political brand image has adopted a quantitative approach. Therefore it has been 

suggested to consider in-depth exploration when studying a quite unexplored 

phenomenon like political brand image (Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2015). 

 

However, even though this field is lean there are some studies within the subject. 

For example, Speed, Butler and Collins (2015) have investigated how the party 

leader within a party affects the overall value of the political brand image. 

They argue that the political leader can be seen as a part of the political offer. The 

political offer consists of the party leader, the party itself and the party’s ideologies. 

Speed et al, 2015 state that the political offer can be interpreted as a brand with 

associations added to a network (Keller, 1993). 

 

In their study it is obvious that the three attributes of the political offer contain 

different associations. For example the party itself and the party leader will have 

different associations depending on history, past actions and statements (Harris & 

Lock, 2010; Scammell, 2015; Needham, 2015). Ideologies will on the other hand 

have associations depending on areas of issues but also statements 
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The results within this research state that the party leader has a significant role in 

creating the consumer perception of a party. According to the researchers it has 

been identified that the party leader needs to have authenticity and authority to 

generate a positive brand image of the party. Authenticity is important as it 

advocates commitment. If the party leader is not committed there is a chance that 

people will see the party leader as manipulative and insincere. Authority on the 

other hand presents an impression of ability to command the party and deliver 

promised policies. If the party leader lacks authority the overall brand image will be 

negatively affected (Speed, Butler & Collins, 2015). 

 

Another research within political brand image has been composited by Pich, Dean 

and Armannsdottir (2014). The researchers have identified that there is a lack of 

qualitative techniques when exploring the political brand image. For this reason, 

they have done a study of the United Kingdom Conservative Party’s brand image. 

These researchers agree with Speed, Butler and Collins (2015) when it comes to 

viewing the political brand as a political offer consisting of the party, party leader 

and party ideologies. 

 

The researches have used three different projective typologies to cover the political 

offer. Associations, constructions and completions were the three typologies used 

within this research (Pich, Armannsdottir, & Dean, 2015). The aim of using 

associations was to understand the words associated with the leader and the party 

(both negative and positive). Constructions referred to the comparative perceptions 

between two parties in terms of policies but it also aimed to explore the current 

imageries and perceptions related to the parties. Completions aimed to understand 

experiences and expectations linked to the party, party leader and party ideologies. 

 

Results within this research showed that qualitative projective techniques are useful 

to uncover deep insights and to understand associations connected to the political 

brand image. These techniques contributed with detailed imageries and perceptions 

which usually are unknown and a part of the individual’s subconscious (Boddy, 

2004; Ramsey et al, 2004). 
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The results within Pich, Dean and Armannsdottir (2014) research are to a large 

extent similar to the results French and Smith (2010) gathered in their study. French 

and Smith (2010) also explored the political brand image but on two of the United 

Kingdom’s largest parties. Theories used in this research were based on Aakers 

(1991) and Kellers (1993) theories about branding. 

 

Brand awareness, loyalty, perceived quality and associations were the dimensions 

used within the research. However, the study has a more in-depth focus on 

associations. Different associations were identified within two focus groups. The 

associations were different depending on what the participants thought of the brand 

but they were also differentiated based on favorability, strength and uniqueness. As 

previously stated, the results within this research also showed that the political 

brand image has a strong connection to the party leader and the party’s ideologies 

(Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir; 2015; French & Smith, 2010). 

4.5 Conceptual framework 

Brand awareness, perceived brand quality and associations are three dimensions 

which allow exploring how the political brand image is perceived (Pich et al , 2015: 

French & Smith, 2010; Speed, et al, 2015). Pich et al (2015) have identified that a 

political party’s ideology, party leader and party itself have a great impact on 

political brand image.  

 

However, the researchers have recognized this by analyzing their empirical data of 

associations which showed that ideology is a strong node connected to the political 

party. Therefore, this study seeks to explore the political ideologies in further detail 

by using brand awareness (Aaker, 1991) in terms of brand knowledge (Keller, 

1993). According to Pich et al (2015) brand image is a compilation of knowledge, 

feelings, ideals and beliefs. Since brand awareness has been acknowledged by 

researchers as a part of brand image, this thesis is set out to explore the brand 

knowledge of voters (Speed et al, 2015; Pich et al, 2015, Keller, 1993). Brand 
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awareness will allow exploring whether voters’ knowledge is coherent with the 

party’s ideologies and how the knowledge affects political brand image.  

 

It has been stated that events, history and past actions shape the image of politicians 

and their party’s to a far greater extent than advertising ever could (Smith, 2001). 

Thus, it is significant to explore perceived brand quality, since events, history and 

past actions are a part of it. However, this has not been explored in further detail 

within the research field of political branding. Some researchers have identified that 

events, history and past actions have an impact on political brand image but this has 

only been explored through associations. In this thesis Zeithalms (1990) theory with 

the four dimensions; credibility, security, communication and reliability will be 

used in order to gasp a deeper understanding.  

 

Associations (Aaker, 1991) on the other hand, are dimensions which have 

frequently been explored within the field of political branding (French & Smith, 

2010, Pich et al, 2014, Speed, et al 2015). However, the interesting aspect of 

associations within this study is the combination of theories. Not only brand 

associations will be explored but also brand awareness and perceived brand quality. 

This means that associations will not be the only contributing factor to how voters’ 

perceive a political party.  By combining all three dimensions, a broader and more 

detailed brand image will be explored. Furthermore, since benefits and reliability 

mean the same thing, hereinafter the two concepts will only be referred as 

reliability. The same goes for favorability and attitudes, thus; the two concepts will 

be referred as favorability.  In conclusion, this research will be based on the 

following model to explore political brand image:  
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Figure 4.5 Model for exploring political brand image  

 

5. Empirical Method 

First of all, this section presents the time horizon which is cross-sectional. 

Furthermore the data collection is presented which is primary data through focus 

groups. This follows by the sample selection, operationalization which presents 

how the theories will be implemented during the focus group discussions. 

Afterwards a short section of the focus group guideline will be presented as well as 

the data analysis methods. Additionally, validity, generalizability, reliability and 

authenticity will be displayed. Lastly, the ethical consideration will be discussed.   

5.1 Time Horizon 

When doing research studies in academic classes’ two different types of time 

horizons can be used. One of the time horizons is the longitudinal time horizon. 

This horizon is used when studying a phenomenon over a longer period of time. A 

longitudinal time horizon has the advantage of witnessing a phenomenon’s change 

over time Saunders et al, 2009) The other time horizon is called the cross-sectional 

time horizon. This time horizon is used when executing a study during a specific 
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period of time but it is also used when identifying different relationships between 

different variables (Ejvegård, 2009). The cross-sectional time horizon is also more 

appropriate when focus groups are being made during a short period of time 

(Hansson, 2011). However, in this thesis the cross-sectional time horizon have been 

used. This is due to the fact that there are time constraints and the time limit for the 

thesis was fifteen weeks but also because it is suitable for focus groups (Saunders et 

al 2009). 

5.2 Data collection  

Within data collection, there are two categories to select from: primary data and 

secondary data. Primary data is when new data is collected and secondary data is 

when the data collection has sources from already existing data (Saunders et al, 

2009).  

 

The primary data was collected through focus groups. Focus groups can be 

characterized as situations that are arranged in order to find out people's subjective 

perceptions of something (Alvehus, 2013). The entire process within a focus group 

is as important as what is being said in it. A focus group is a gathering of six to ten 

people who meet to discuss a certain subject or issue, within a limited time 

(Alvehus, 2013).   

 

Focus groups are led by moderators who ensure that the interaction will flow as 

required. The unique aspect of a focus group is the group interaction which bestows 

opinions, positions and attitudes. Focus groups also show the process of how these 

insights are formed and developed through social interaction (Alvehus, 2013). 

Focus groups also reveal the reasoning and the underlying logic of the participants’ 

statements (Denscombe, 2013). 

 

Because focus groups induces attitudes, perceptions, emotions and ideas within a 

specific research field, the data collection method is most suitable for this 

dissertation which is aimed to achieve a deeper understanding of voter perception.  
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5.3 Sample Selection 

In order to collect empirical data there is a need for people which want to 

participate in the study. A sample selection can vary depending on what kind of 

methodology is being used and what kind of study is being done (Alvehus, 2013). 

 

According to Denscombe (2009) there are two different types of selections, namely 

probability- and non-probability samples and in this study the latter will be used. 

The non-probability sample focuses on the process of discoveries rather than 

tentative hypothesis. However, with this sample selection it is impossible to answer 

research questions which require statistical assumptions about factors of the 

population (Denscombe, 2013). 

 

First of all a decision on number of focus groups and number of participants within 

each focus group was required. Due to the time limit of this study, three to four 

focus groups were seen as suitable to gather sufficient data. The decision on 

participants was based on Alvehus (2013) recommendations which state that six to 

ten people are appropriate. Since turndowns in the last minute are common there 

was a backup plan with three additional participants within each focus group. 

 

When this was settled a convenience sample was made which means that people 

who are currently available are asked to participate (Bryman & Bell, 2011). A 

personal message was sent out to potential participants on Facebook. The message 

included information about the study, what the participants are supposed to discuss, 

location, date and time of meeting and an offer of refreshments to attract the 

participants. However gender, ethnicity and age were considered in order to achieve 

a better mixture. Additionally, only people over 18 years were asked since that is 

the age limit of voting in Sweden. 

 

In total 46 respondents were positive to the focus groups and agreed upon 

participating. However, turndowns occurred, which led to, in total 31 respondents. 

Respondents were then divided into four groups based on gender, ethnicity and age. 
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The selected dates for focus groups were 7th, 8th, 9th and 10th of May. Further 

information about time and turndowns is shown in Appendix B.   

5.4 Operationalization 

The aim of this section is to create a translation of concepts into concrete indicators 

of their existence (Saunders et al, 2009). This study will focus on three dimensions, 

brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations in order to cover 

the research question of how voters’ perceive the political brand image. In the 

following each dimension will be determined in order to explain how it will be 

explored in this study. 

5.4.1 Brand awareness 

Brand awareness refers to whether what a person knows about a particular brand 

(Keller, 2002). It has been stated that brand awareness has a great impact on the 

political brand image since it ensures an identification of the brand (Cwalina & 

Falkowski, 2015). However, Pich et al (2015) argue that a party’s ideology is a part 

of the political offer and that it will influence the political brand image. Since a 

political party does not sell a product, it is replaced with ideology. Therefore within 

this study it was suitable to explore brand awareness in terms of brand knowledge 

(Aaker, 1996) in order to identify how brand ideology is connected to the political 

brand image. The focus groups received an A4 paper where they were asked to 

think about the Sweden Democrats ideologies. By doing so it was possible to 

identify whether brand knowledge exists and if brand knowledge is coherent with 

the brand ideology and how it is related to the political brand image (Pich et al, 

2014). Additionally, the questions related to brand awareness can be found in the 

focus group guideline in appendix C. 

5.4.2. Perceived brand quality 

According to Zeithaml (1988) perceived brand quality addresses to the individual’s 

judgment about a brand’s superiority. However, perceived brand quality refers to 

subjective perceptions about a brand. Boulding et al (1999) state that an individual’s 
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perceived brand quality develops from any interactions, experiences and new 

encounters related to the particular organization. Additionally, French and Smith 

(2010) argue that within the political context individuals ‘ develop reactions related 

to perceived quality depending on for example political promises, events, 

demonstrations, statements and actions. A used framework to explore perceived 

brand quality has been developed by Zeithaml (1988). The framework consists of 

four factors namely credibility, security, communication and reliability. Each focus 

group was asked to write down the four factors on a paper. When this was done, 

they were asked to think about different events, demonstrations, actions and 

statements that have been affected by the factors mentioned above. The questions 

related to perceived brand quality can be found in the focus group guideline in 

appendix C. 

5.4.3 Brand associations 

Associations develop within the mind of the individual and it can be anything that 

can be linked to a particular brand (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). According to John 

et al (2006) and Pich et al, (2014) brand concept maps are useful to use since they 

provide maps showing the network of different brand associations. When 

associations have been explored in previous research, brand concept maps have 

been used and therefore it is suitable in this study as well (French & Smith, 2010; 

Pich et al, 2014, Speed et al, 2015). Therefore each focus group was handed out an 

A2 paper with the Sweden Democrats in the middle (stimuli, brand node). During 

the constructions of the brand concept maps the participants were asked to think 

about the associations in different levels. This means that the strongest associations 

were directly linked to the stimuli/ brand node, the second strongest were second 

linked and the third strongest were third linked (Keller, 1993). The participants 

were also asked to think about attributes which refer to descriptive features (Keller, 

1993). This means that participants marked the possible associations with different 

descriptive features. Uniqueness was also identified within the brand concept maps 

(Aaker, 1993). The participants were asked to think about the Sweden Democrats 

unique associations in relation to other parties in Sweden. Lastly, participants were 

asked to mark possible associations with either a minus or a plus, by doing so it was 
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possible to identify favorability (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993).  The questions related 

to brand associations can be found in the focus group guideline in appendix C. 

5.5 Focus group guideline 

The chosen data collection method within this thesis was focus groups. Each focus 

group meeting proceeded the same way. The meetings were divided into seven 

different steps, excluding startup and ending. During the first step participants were 

handed out an A4 paper where they were asked to write down associations. In the 

second step the participants were given an A2 paper with the Sweden Democrats 

written in the middle (used as stimuli/ brand node). Then the participants were 

asked to place their associations on the paper in order to create a complete brand 

concept maps. They were also told to think about the associations in different 

levels, which meant that the participants would place their associations in different 

levels depending on how strong they felt for the association. 

 

During the third step, the participants were given a new A4 paper where they were 

asked to think about the Sweden Democrats ideologies, by doing so it was possible 

to identify brand awareness in terms of brand knowledge. In step four, the 

participants were asked to go back to the A2 paper where they wrote down the four 

dimensions within perceived brand quality namely: credibility, security, 

communication and reliability. They were asked to think about history, different 

events and actions and match these to the four dimensions. During the fifth step, 

participants were asked to think about different attributes (descriptive features). 

Attributes were marked on possible associations. In the sixth step the participants 

were asked to think about the Sweden Democrats in relation to other parties in order 

to identify unique associations. Lastly, in the seventh step the participants were 

asked to mark possible associations with a plus or a minus in order to determine 

favorability. The questions related to the focus guideline can be founded in 

appendix C.  
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5.6 Data analysis methods 

The analysis of the collected focus group data, involved four steps: Data assembly, 

data reduction, data display and data verification (Birks & Malhotra, 2003). The 

first step, data assembly, means to gather data from a variety of sources. In order to 

do so this study used literature sources mainly to compare with the gathered 

empirical data of the four focus groups. The empirical data was collected through a 

focus group discussion which resulted in four separate drawings, namely; the brand 

concept maps (see Appendix D, E ,F and G). Audiotape recordings were also used 

in order to record the discussions within the focus groups. Each focus group 

discussion lasted around two hours. The recordings were significant because they 

would catch the discussions that were not shown in the maps.  

 

The second step, data reduction, is the process of organizing and structuring the 

data, which also means reducing it (Birks & Malhotra, 2003).  After each focus 

group, the audiotape recordings were carefully transcribed.  According to Birks and 

Malhotra (2003) transcripts are a valuable data source in qualitative data analysis 

because it reveals what was actually said during the discussions. The transcripts 

were produced in a total of three days and 86 pages.  

 

After the transcripts were produced the process of deciding what was relevant 

started. Firstly, the transcripts and the brand concept maps were coded into several 

different categories. Coding data means to break down qualitative data into small 

parts and attaching a label to the parts based upon what the researchers see as 

meaningful categories (Birks & Malhotra, 2003). When the empirical data was 

collected, the questions were already structured out of the three dimensions that 

build brand image, namely; brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand 

associations (see Appendix C). However, the collected data was afterwards coded in 

various categories regarding each dimension. The categories were decided through 

what the focus groups had in common by both looking at the brand concept maps as 

well as the transcripts. If a word or sentence was mentioned, twice or more, it was 

evaluated as a common feature. Further on, when specified that a comment was 
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“frequently mentioned”, it referrers to the comments being mentioned twice or 

more by the focus groups.  

 

While most focus groups used same words to describe same things, it did appear 

occasions where interpretations had to be made. According to Birks and Malhotra 

(2003) words and phrases can be different even though they have the same 

meaning. Therefore, it is significant to interpret the data carefully using the 

transcripts. In addition, after categorizing brand awareness precisely as mentioned 

above, the comments and the knowledge that the participants held were compared 

to the Sweden Democrats ideology and policies (see chapter 2 and appendix A). On 

the other hand, associations were also categorized as stated above. However, each 

category was connected to numerous subcategories which were also decided 

through the frequency of mentioned associations.   

 

The third step, data display, involved summarizing and presenting what was seen in 

the collected data (Birks & Malhotra, 2003). According to Birks and Malhotra 

(2003), the data display reveals how the researchers have made connections 

between the categorized data. The summarized data was presented in seven various 

tables considering; brand awareness, perceived brand quality and all the dimensions 

within brand associations. The final step, data verification means to validate the 

interpretations that have been done by presenting a valid meaning of the collected 

data (Birks & Malhotra, 2003). Literature sources were used when comparing the 

empirical data to what has been said in previous research. Data verification is 

necessary in order to demonstrate that the conclusions made are not only based on 

own reflections (Birks & Malhotra, 2003). 

5.7 Validity, Generalizability, reliability and 

authenticity  

In a qualitative study four indicators of quality can be found: Validity, 

generalizability, reliability and authenticity.  In the following section they will be 

explained in further detail. 
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Validity is an indicator of quality in a research and refers to if the methods used are 

real and trustworthy. The term is about how the data reflects reality and if the 

methods within the research are suitable for the research problem (Denscombe, 

2009). However, it has been argued that the term is not appropriate within a 

qualitative study, like this one. Validity is more useful when quality within a 

quantitative study is discussed (Bryman & Bell, 2011) 

 

Nevertheless, Jacobsen (2002) states that there are other ways of proving a high 

degree of quality within a qualitative study. A qualitative study aims to contribute 

with a deeper understanding of a phenomenon and the variations showed in relation 

to its context (Jacobsen, 2002). Throughout the study, every section has carefully 

and clearly been explained and argued for, this in turn leaves it to the reader to 

create an impression of the process (Veal, 2011; Patel & Davidsson, 2011).  This 

study has collected data through four focus groups in which each focus group has 

had a possibility to reach a high degree of internal validity (Denscombe, 2009). The 

sample selection has been conducted with respect to age, gender and ethnicity. 

Sources and articles used within this thesis have been either peer reviewed or cited 

within other articles a multiple of times. There have been two authors of this study 

which is an advantage since it opens up for broader perspectives on the same study 

and does not create subjection (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

Generalizability is another indicator of a study’s quality. It refers to the concern 

about being able to apply the results of a research beyond the subject of a study. 

However, it has been discussed that it is difficult to achieve within a qualitative 

study since the samples within that kind of research are quite small (Bryman & bell, 

2011). Kvale (2008) on the other hand, states that there is another goal in a 

qualitative research which is to have transferability and knowledge from one social 

setting to another. This means that even though a qualitative research is difficult to 

generalize, it is not impossible to make it replicable.  Bryman and Bell (2011) 

suggests that a qualitative study can be replicable by adopting the same social role 

and settings as the original study.  
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According to Ejvegård (2009) reliability is defined as an indication of 

trustworthiness and the usability of a data collection method. Within this study there 

were two main issues to take into consideration concerning reliability: Subject or 

participant bias and observer bias (Ejvegård, 2009). The first threat, subject or 

participant bias is if a respondent’s answer would be influenced by what others 

might have believed.  This threat can be reduced by ensuring a sympathetic 

environment that takes all perspectives into consideration. The moderators ensured 

all participants within the focus groups that all opinions and perspectives were 

welcome. Additionally, there was a warm-up game before the discussion in order to 

create a relaxed environment.  Furthermore, within the process of inviting 

participants to join the focus groups, the moderators ensured all participants that 

they were not interested in general opinions of the studied subject. The second 

threat, observer bias, is when different observers may interpret the answer 

differently. In order to avoid this issue and minimize the misunderstandings, all 

discussions were audiotape recorded as well as written down on brand concept 

maps by the participants (Robson, 2002). 

 

When discussing authenticity there were two main issues that concerned this study. 

The first issue, fairness, means that the studied subject should be perceived from 

different perspectives from various members of the society. Since this study is 

about a political party it is of outmost importance that various people would be 

involved in the focus groups. Thus, people with different gender, ethnicity and age 

were asked to participate, in order to ensure various opinions (Bryman and Bell 

(2011). The second issue, the ontological aspect, refers to if the study has increased 

awareness on the studied phenomena among the participants involved. Since this 

study used focus groups, different perspectives and experiences were shared among 

the participants. In addition, while finishing each step along the way the participants 

received knowledge about how and why they perceive a political party as they do.  
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5.8 Ethical considerations 

When discussing the ethical considerations two aspects needed to be addressed as 

there were individuals involved in the study. Firstly, consent from all participants 

was required, which stated an agreement of being included in the study as well as 

knowing what they were participating in. When asking if the various individuals 

wanted to participate in the focus groups, every participant was given a short 

description on what to expect. Afterwards the participants made an active choice of 

wanting to participate or not. Furthermore, all participants gave out their consent for 

being audiotape recorded as well. The participants’ anonymity was also ensured by 

the moderators. 

 

Secondly, researchers cannot discriminate and exclude participants due to gender, 

age or ethnicity, if it is not explained why in the research methodology.  Because 

this study required to consciously choosing various participants regarding age, 

gender and ethnicity, it has a scientific explanation for the selection (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). 

6. Analysis of empirical findings 

and discussion 

What follows is an analysis on how the voters perceive the Sweden Democrats 

brand image. The brand image is based on the three dimensions; brand awareness, 

perceived brand quality and brand associations. These will be combined in order to 

evaluate the brand image of the Sweden Democrats. The combined results will be 

presented in the discussion below.  
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6.1 Analysis of empirical findings 

6.1.1 Brand Awareness 

According to Keller (2002), brand awareness refers to whether or not consumers 

know about a brand. It then displays the strength and growth of a 

brand’s presence in the individual’s mind (Aaker, 1996). This study has focused on 

the fifth level of brand awareness, namely; brand knowledge. Brand 

knowledge reveals if the voter knows what the party stands for or not and in 

which degree (Aaker, 1996). This section will compare the knowledge of the 

participants who took part in the focus groups. The comparison was done in order to 

determine how much knowledge the participants acquire regarding the Sweden 

Democrats. Through the compilation of the brand concept maps and the transcripts, 

seven categories were found when exploring the participants brand knowledge. The 

categories were immigration, crime, economics, elderly care, military-defense, EU 

and culture. However, the most highlighted categories during the discussions will 

be brought up in this section. The table below presents the mentioned categories 

(see table 6.1.1). A summary description of the Sweden Democrat’s most discussed 

policies (see chapter two) and the most frequent comments by the participants will 

be presented in the same table. 
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Table 6.1.1 Categories and most frequent comments related to brand awareness  

 

 

 
 

 
 

6.1.1.1   Brand Knowledge 
 

The individuals who participated in the four focus groups, were more 

knowledgeable on the Sweden Democrat’s immigration policy than other policies 

the party manages. It was mentioned by all focus groups that one of the Sweden 

Democrat’s main goals is to reduce immigration in order to focus more on other 

important issues (see table 6.1.1). One participant claimed that the party’s solution 

to all other issues is derived by the party’s immigration view. Many of the Sweden 

Democrat’s issues and policies have strong connections with the immigration policy 

that the party holds. Policies such as crime, culture and elderly care are 
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characterized by the Sweden Democrat’s aim to stop mass-immigration (see chapter 

two). 

 

Another notably discussed category among focus group one, three and four was 

crime. All of the mentioned focus groups commented on the Sweden Democrat’s 

stricter penalty suggestion (see table 6.1.1). Although the comments were mostly 

similar to each other, it did appear few statements regarding the party’s crime 

policy that differed from each other. However, because the differed statements only 

were mentioned once it is not presented in the brand knowledge table. One of these 

non-mentioned statements was about the Sweden Democrat’s suggestion to give 

more authority to the police. The participant stated: 

 

The criminal policy is important for them. That was one thing they actually talked about 

even when they were only a "single-issue party". They want to increase the penalties on 

violent crime and similar crime, they are pro more police officers, a stronger military 

force, it is like classical nationalism. They also want the police to be more authoritarian 

and have more control. 
                                                                                    Male respondent, focus group 4 

 

The Sweden Democrats states that the party wants to take a tough stand against 

crime and also strengthen the penalties significantly for violent and repeated 

criminality. The Sweden Democrats highlights the importance of hiring more police 

officers and providing them with higher authority in society. However, the party 

also stresses the significance of taking care of the harmed victims as well as 

ensuring compensation payments (see table 6.1.1). 

 

On the other hand, some issues that were brought up were not well known by the 

participants, for instance; economics.  One participant expressed it like this: 

 

They want to lower taxes that much I know. But why and how they plan to finance it I 

do not know. 
                                                                                       Female respondent, focus group 3 

 

The Sweden Democrats suggests introducing tax cuts for business owners in order 

to contribute to economic growth in Sweden. The party also highlights the 
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importance to reinforce welfare and to introduce compulsory unemployment 

insurance as a part of its economic goals (see table 6.1.1). 

 

While the participants in focus group two were in general less aware of the Sweden 

Democrat’s policies, focus group one, three and four were more active in the 

discussions, in particular elderly care. The participants commented on that the party 

wants to redistribute money from immigration to elderly care. Focus group two and 

three also mentioned the importance for the Sweden Democrats to take care of the 

“old Swedes”. The party expresses the desire of taking care of the senior citizens in 

Sweden rather than constantly taking in new immigrants (see table 6.1.1). However, 

the Sweden Democrats also want to introduce tax cuts for senior citizens as well as 

investing in high quality nutritious food for the elderly in residential homes. The 

elderly care issue is one of the Sweden Democrat’s key issues (see chapter two).  

6.1.2 Perceived brand quality 

Events associated to politics have the ability to invoke reactions from the voter 

which affects the perceived brand quality.  For instance, if a political party keeps a 

promise about pension allowance, it may invoke feelings such as trust from the 

voters. This will then impact the overall perceived brand quality and therefore, the 

brand image of the party (French & Smith, 2010; Phipps, Brace-Govan, & Jevons, 

2010). Hence, questions about reliability, credibility, security and communication 

were discussed in order to learn about voters’ subjective perceptions on each 

dimension. This section will discuss the categories which were found in each 

dimension of the Sweden Democrat’s perceived brand quality. The table below 

presents the four different dimensions in perceived brand quality (see table 6.1.2). It 

also presents features which characterize each dimension and factors that influence 

the Sweden Democrat’s perceived brand quality. 
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Table 6.1.2 the four dimension within perceived brand quality and the frequently mentioned 

comments  

(Adopted by: Zeithalm 1990) 

 

 

6.1.2.1 Credibility 

Credibility is related to for example trustworthy events or factors which can 

influence the credibility factor of a political party (Zeithaml, 1990). When the 

credibility data from each focus group was compiled, four categories were found: 

Controversial events or scandals, the Iron-rods incident from 2012, the calculation 

example from 2014 and wrong facts (see table 6.1.2).   

 

When credibility was discussed during each focus group some factors were more 

highlighted than others. Controversial events or scandals overall was one topic that 

all focus groups mentioned at one point (see table 6.1.2). The discussions wandered 

between naming specific events and scandals which the participants believed to 

harm the Sweden Democrat’s credibility dimension. The participants also stated 

that scandals affect the party’s credibility. This is coherent with what is stated by 

Smith (2001), where it is claimed that war and scandals can change a political 
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parties’ brand image in a short period of time. Thus, it can harm the credibility 

factor to a large extent (French and Smith 2010). 

 

Specific events and scandals such as the iron-rods incident from 2012 was also a 

frequent comment by all focus groups (see table 6.1.2). The iron-rods incident was 

a scandal that participants in focus group one and two felt to damage the party’s 

credibility factor. According to Pitch and Dean (2014), specific events that have a 

major impact on voters also influence the credibility factor. 

 

Another frequent spoken incident among the participants was the calculation – 

example scandal. However, this particular incident was less discussed than the iron-

rods incident since it only was mentioned in two of the focus groups. Nevertheless, 

the participants who discussed the calculation example believed it to have damaged 

the Sweden Democrat’s credibility. This incident was strongly connected to the 

participants’ statement of the Sweden Democrat’s inability to present correct 

numbers and the party’s past of displaying wrong facts. In focus group three the 

discussion started by one of the participants stating that the party’s past of 

displaying wrong facts have damaged its credibility. Although, if several agreed 

with the participant, one man disagreed by stating: 

 

While for my part, credibility is hard to point out on them because they have been 

ostracized and cannot prove their point, it is too early to decide. People have chosen 

them but the other politicians have not supported them in the same way, then it becomes 

difficult of course to determine if they really are credible or not. 

                                                                               

Male respondent, focus group 3 

 

Even though the other participants still felt that the Sweden Democrats are not easy 

to believe, most of them could agree with the male respondent’s statement. It was 

agreed upon that because other political parties have ignored the Sweden Democrats 

in the past and have not taken the party’s politics seriously, the blame of the poor 

credibility factor lies partially on the other parties.   
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6.1.2.2 Security 
 

Security is described as freedom from danger, risk and doubt. Events which invoke 

such feelings would impact the security factor of a political party (Zeithaml, 1990). 

In the compiled data four categories were found: Advocating indirect violence, “Us 

versus them”, instability and false security (see table 6.1.2). 

One of the categories, advocating indirect violence, was discussed by focus group 

two and four. The participants highlighted that often when the Sweden Democrats 

are involved in a scandal it involves violence, as the aforementioned iron-rods 

incident. One of the participants expressed it like this: 

 

They do not actually advocate violence on their website but, monkey see and monkey 

do, right? They indirectly promote violence and hate. 

 
Female respondent, focus group 4 

 

The participant claimed that politicians who set bad examples indirectly advocate 

violence. Instability within the party was also expressed as something dangerous. 

According to French and Smith (2010) politicians need to be careful on their 

actions, anything that can create a feeling of doubt or danger can impact the party’s 

security dimension. 

 

Another topic which was discussed by focus groups two, three and four was the 

stated feeling of “Us versus them”, which is believed to be encouraged by the 

Sweden Democrats (see table 6.1.2). At least one participant from each of the 

aforementioned groups brought up the sentence “Us and them”. This was claimed to 

be an unpleasant feeling of danger, insecurity and fear. French and Smith (2010) 

claim that anything connected to danger can also have an impact on the security 

factor. The “Us versus them” statement was closely connected to the fourth 

category: false security. Participants from focus group three and four believed that 

the party’s encouragement of distinguishing individuals from each other has created 

a false security.  The participants in both focus groups argued that the Sweden 
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Democrats use “Us versus them” - statements to ensure voters that the immigrants 

are to blame for the unsafe society.  

 

6.1.2.3 Communication     
 

Communication is explained as a political party’s ability to listen and keep the voter 

involved in the political decisions (Zeithaml, 1990). Five categories were identified 

in the communication dimension: Dare to raise the issue, Jimmie Åkesson as a 

skilled speaker, clear in communication, role of the victim, and good marketing. 

 

All focus groups expressed that the Sweden Democrats is the only party in the 

parliament that dares to raise the immigration issue (see table 6.1.2). According to 

French and Smith (2010) factors that may influence voters to feel that they are 

acknowledged have a considerable impact on the communication dimension. The 

participants felt that the immigration issue is an important question which needs to 

be resolved. 

 

Another aspect that was frequently mentioned by all focus groups, involved Jimmie 

Åkesson as a skilled speaker. Although the discussions differed between the 

participants, the aspect on which everyone agreed upon was his skilled rhetorical 

ability. One of the participants expressed herself like this when discussing Åkesson: 

 

Jimmie Åkesson has a very great charisma and gets people involved in what they do. 

The other party-leaders just say this is how it is and we will solve it. As a voter you do 

not get as involved in the other parties politics as you do with the Sweden Democrats, 

and a great part of it relies on Jimmie. 

                                                                                 Female respondent, focus group 3 

 

French and Smith (2010) state that factors which keep the voters involved in the 

politics could also influence the communication dimension. As all the focus groups 

agreed on that Åkesson is a great speaker, only two focus groups stated that the 

party overall is clear in its communication (see table 6.1.2). Although, even if a 

great majority of the participants in all of the focus groups believed that Jimmie 

Åkesson was the only factor for the easy communication, some participants 
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disagreed. In general they found the communication regarding the party’s policies 

simple to understand in regardless of Åkesson or not. 

 

On the other hand, all topics in terms of the Sweden Democrat’s communication 

were not positive. In focus group two, three and four the role of the victim was 

mentioned. One of the participants expressed it like this: 

 

Something we have forgotten in all of this is the victimization, they have always taken 

the victim cloak on and used it to make people feel sorry for them; “we are ostracized, 

nobody wants to listen to us, nobody wants to help us”.  It’s a little bit how they 

communicate in their policies as well. You who do not get your voice heard can add a 

vote for us. 

                                                                                            

Male respondent, focus group 4 

 

It was presumed by the participants that the Sweden Democrats often use the role of 

victim when debating against other parties, as well as in how the party 

communicates in its policies. This statement was also connected with the fifth 

category good marketing due to the participants stating that the role of the victim 

was a good marketing strategy. The good marketing was also referred to the 

provocative and strategic commercials. 

 

6.1.2.4 Reliability  
 

The reliability dimension is described as an ability to bring something to society. 

Reliability can for instance refer to progress on education or immigration targets 

(French and Smith, 2010). Four categories were identified in the reliability 

dimension: Exposure of national problems, increased political interest, 

polarization, and fear. 

 

All of the focus groups stated that the Sweden Democrats expose national problems 

which need to be handled (see table 6.1.2). French and Smith (2010) claim that 

these kind of factors bestow the voters a sense of reliance towards the political 

party. A reliance of the party’s capability of being responsible for the society since 

it is committed to discuss issues no other party wants to raise. 
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Another subject that was discussed by focus group one, two and four is the 

increased political interest which the Sweden Democrats contributed to (see table 

6.1.2). The participants discussed that the party is currently the most controversial 

one in the parliament, which produces discussions. One of the participants stated: 

 

They have really contributed with increased political interest as well. Like the subject 

we touched before; on removing people on Facebook, it wasn’t like that before. It feels 

like, if someone votes for the Social Democratic party or the Moderate party, you don’t 

feel the same anger that you remove that person as a friend on Facebook. It only applies 

to the Sweden Democrats. 

                                                                                                          Male respondent, focus group 1 

 

The respondent claimed that because of the controversy among the Sweden 

Democrats, it has created a political interest where people want to find out what the 

discussions are about and become involved. Another participant in focus group one 

stated that because the Sweden Democrats is such a controversial party it becomes 

“fun” to get involved and adopt an opinion. 

 

Focus group one and two also stated that the party contributes with polarization to 

society. Some of the participants claimed that they fear what it would mean for 

society if it would be divided into two groups. Words such as “fear” appeared 

several times within the discussions regarding the polarization. However, the word 

was also mentioned while the participants spoke of how the Sweden Democrats use 

fear to attract attention to its politics.   

6.1.3 Associations 

Brand concept maps (John et al, 2014) were used within the four focus groups in 

order to collect associations related to the Sweden Democrats. The drawn maps can 

be found in appendix D, E, F and G. In this chapter the different associations 

gathered by the four focus groups will be discussed. Each section will have its own 

table and they will be found in the end of each chapter. First of all, the identified 

associations will be discussed. Further on, attributes within associations are 
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presented followed by strength. Afterwards, uniqueness will be presented and lastly, 

favorability.   

6.1.3.1 Associations in general 

According to Aaker (1991) associations are anything that can be linked to a 

particular brand. The associations develop within the mind of the individual and 

they are a part of how the individual perceive the brand image (in this case) of the 

Sweden Democrats (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 2002). 

 

By evaluating and merging all four maps it was possible to identify seven different 

categories (italics) among the associations. Within each category there are 

subcategories (italics) which refer to the remaining frequently mentioned 

associations (see table 6.1.3.1). The seven categories are also counted as 

associations and will in the next section and further on, be referred as associations. 

However, the reason for the division is the simplicity in analyzing and obtaining a 

better overview.  

 

The seven identified categories were, scandal, marketing, Jimmie Åkesson, voters, 

nationalism, racism and immigration policy (see table 6.1.3.1). Further on, this 

chapter will contain a presentation of the seven identified categories. Additionally, 

some subcategories which have been highlighted the most during the focus groups 

will also be presented. 

 

Scandals, is identified as a frequently mentioned association within the four focus 

groups (see table 6.1.3.1). It has been evident that the Sweden Democrats has been 

involved in different scandals which have affected the political brand image in 

different ways. This goes align with Pich, Dean and Armannsdottir (2014) 

statement, which argues that a party’s actions will have an impact on the political 

brand image. Within the category scandals, it has been evident that “iron rods” has 

been imprinted within the majority of the participants since it was mentioned during 

all four focus groups. The participants also stated that inappropriate statements have 

been published on social media, for instance Twitter and Facebook. These scandals 
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have obliged the party to take actions like forcing politicians to resign (see table 

6.1.3.1).  

 

Furthermore, marketing was another frequent association. According to the majority 

of respondents, the Sweden Democrats has succeeded with a strategic and clever 

marketing strategy. It has been argued that the party uses a provocative marketing 

strategy in order to attract attention among voters’. According to Aaker (1991) and 

Keller (1993) marketing has a great impact on brand image, which has been shown 

in this study as well. Another interesting aspect that was brought up within three of 

the focus groups was that the Sweden Democrats usually is unfair placed in media. 

This has made the party proficient in playing the role of the victim which also 

attracts voters. One respondent stated it in this way: 

 

Sometimes I can sit in front of the television and see journalists interviewing the 

Sweden Democrats and think that the journalists are so extremely unfair. They would 

never, never behave like that if they would interview other parties in Sweden and they 

would never express themselves the same way as they do towards Jimmie Åkesson. I 

think that is directly unprofessional and I actually believe that it plays positively in the 

hands of the Sweden Democrats.   

 

Female respondent, focus group 1 

 

According to Davies and Mian (2010) the media influences the brand image of a 

political party. The media performs a fundamental role in how the public learns 

about situations. Therefore, media has a great impact on influencing how news is 

angled (Smith, 2005). 

 

A third common recognized association is the party leader Jimmie Åkesson. All four 

focus groups identified the party leader as one of the main associations (see 

appendix D, E, F, & G). In previous research it has been argued that the party leader 

has a great impact on the political brand image, which also has been evident in this 

study (French & Smith, 2010; Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2014; Speed, Butler & 

Collins, 2015). According to the majority of the participants Åkesson is the 

mastermind of the party. They say that he is perceived as a strong leader and that he 

is representing the Sweden Democrats in a clear and simple way. Additionally there 
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was a strong agreement among the focus groups since everyone perceived Åkesson 

as a powerful debater with good rhetoric skills (see table 6.1.3.1). 

 

Moreover, voters were also seen as a strong association connected to the Sweden 

Democrats. According to the respondents it is believed that voters are sympathizing 

with the Sweden Democrats in protest since there has been dissatisfaction in the 

Swedish society. Another interesting aspect is that a majority of the respondents 

believed that people who vote for the Sweden Democrats are uneducated and live 

on the countryside rather than in larger cities (see table 6.1.3.1). However, it has 

been identified that some respondents do not agree on this statement. One 

participant expressed the disagreement by stating: 

 

I do not have faith in your statement about uneducated voters. I think that if we would 

be able to see who has voted on the Sweden Democrats we would actually be chocked. I 

actually believe that all kind of people vote for the party; immigrants and educated 

people as well. Like I said, I think we would be chocked. 

 

Male respondent, focus group 3 

 

Additionally, nationalism was another common association within the focus groups. 

Participants stated that the Sweden Democrats drive a policy which is pro 

Swedishness and tradition. They say that the party has a conservative ideology and 

that it refers to “Svenska folkhemmet” which is an old way to express the Swedish 

welfare (see table 6.1.3.1). Nonetheless, when this association was mentioned there 

were heavy discussions in two of the focus groups. These groups had difficulties in 

deciding whether the Sweden Democrats is a nationalist or racist party. According 

to the respondents, the Sweden Democrats has tried to convert the racism stamp 

into nationalism. For this reason some respondents view the party as nationalist 

rather than racist. One respondent expressed it by stating: 

 

I actually think that racism is a very strong word. I mean a party that has a point of view 

or an opinion is totally ok. I mean you are supposed to have that without having to be 

called a racist. I can tell you that I believe that we have been taken too much 

responsibility in relation to other countries when it comes to refugees. I can also tell you 

that I do not like beggar since I do not think it makes a fit in the Swedish society. I 

would rather say that the Sweden Democrats are nationalist.or well at least Jimmie 

Åkesson gives that impression. 
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Male respondent, focus group 1 

 

A sixth frequently mentioned association was racism. It has been stated that the 

Sweden Democrats haw a history in racist movements. According to previous 

research a party’s history will have a major impact on the political brand image 

(Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2014; French & Smith, 2010) which also has been 

evident within this study. Even though participants were aware of the rebranding 

process within the party it was difficult for them to exclude racism. Additionally, 

participants’ stated that the racism association gains strength since top-politicians 

within the party are involved in racism scandals (see table 6.1.3.1). Participants 

within the focus groups also stated that several top-politicians within the party have 

expressed a high degree of intolerance towards immigration and that there has been 

a quest for a higher degree of segregation. 

 

Finally, immigration policy was identified as a common association connected to 

the Sweden Democrats. It has been argued that ideology is a large part of the 

political brand image (French & Smith, 2010; Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2014; 

Speed, Butler & Collins, 2015). This association was expected since immigration is 

one of the Sweden Democrats main issues (see chapter two). According to the 

majority of the focus groups, the Sweden Democrats has filled a void on the market 

since no other party has dared to raise the immigration issue in Sweden before. 

However, even though respondents believed it is appropriate to bring the issue to 

the surface, it was also stated that the Sweden Democrats try to create a stricter 

distinction between “Us” (Swedes) and “Them” (Immigrants) (see table 6.1.3.1).  
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Table 6.1.3.1 The most frequently mentioned associations  

 

6.1.3.2 Strength 
 

Strength of a brand association refers to the strength of connection to the brand 

node, in this case the Sweden Democrats (Keller; 1993, French & Smith, 2010). 

There are different levels of strength depending on if the particular association is 

direct linked, second linked or third linked to the Sweden Democrats (French & 

Smith, 2010). When exploring the constructed brand concept maps, it is obvious 

that some associations are stronger within the voters mind than others (see table 

6:4). 
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By merging and evaluating all four brand concept maps it was possible to identify 

the most common first order- , second order- and third order linked associations 

(see table 6.1.3.2). However, it was evident that difficulties occurred in reaching 

agreements about the strongest associations within the focus groups. Therefore it 

has been out of most importance to analyze the transcription material which has 

assisted with identifying associations that were most problematic to reach an 

agreement about. In this chapter the associations have not been categorized by 

categories and subcategories. Instead, the associations have been divided into first 

order- (bold), second order- (italics) and third order- (underlined) linkages in order 

to gather a better overview (see appendix). Nevertheless, this chapter will highlight 

the associations that were easiest to reach an agreement on and the associations that 

were more problematic to reach an agreement on. These associations were: Jimmie 

Åkesson, Immigration policy, Racism, nationalism and intolerance. 

 

Jimmie Åkesson and immigration policy were the most obvious first order 

linkages within all four focus groups. Keller (1993) states that these associations are 

what people first think about when they hear the Sweden Democrats. Previous 

research has also argued that the party leader and the party’s main ideologies have a 

strong connection to the political brand image, which also has been showed within 

this study (Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2014; French & Smith, 2010; Speed, 

Butler & Collins, 2015). It is interesting to discover that even though the Sweden 

Democrats has tried to rebrand itself from only driving the immigration issue (see 

chapter two), it is still the only first linked association connected to the party 

regarding its policies.  

 

When it comes to racism and nationalism there have been difficulties in reaching 

an agreement whether which of the associations should be first order- or second 

order linked. Some of the participants stated that nationalism is a stronger 

association connected to the party rather than racism. However, by evaluating all 

brand concept maps it is showed that the majority of the focus groups have chosen 

to place racism as a first order link rather than nationalism (see table 6.1.3.2). This 

goes along with Pich, Dean and Armannsdottir (2014) statements about a party’s 
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history being a major part when evaluating a political brand image. Despite this, it 

is important to highlight that there have been strong disagreements within the 

groups. One participant expressed it by stating: 

 

I believe that nationalism is stronger connected to the Sweden Democrats than racism.. 

Nationalism is the foundation of the Sweden Democrats. I mean that is what they 

cherish all the time. I think that in the future they will be able to convert the racism 

stamp to a nationalism stamp instead. 

Male respondent, focus group 3 

 

Lastly, intolerance was another association strongly connected to the party. 

However, by exploring the brand concept maps it has been difficult to evaluate 

whether it is seen as a second order or third order linkage. On the contrary, when 

examining the transcriptions it was obvious that intolerance was one of the first 

associations mentioned in relation to the party which in theory indicates a strong 

connection to brand image (Keller, 1993). Nevertheless, two of the focus groups 

decided to place the association as a second order link while the other two focus 

groups decided to place it as a third order link (see appendix D, E, F & G). Despite 

this, there have been heavy discussion about the placement of intolerance in the 

groups that placed the association as a third link and one participant expressed it by 

claiming: 

 

Now that I see the final map, I have to say that something is bothering me and that is 

that intolerance has become such a small part of our map. What I am saying is that 

intolerance was one of the first mentioned associations within the group and that has to 

indicate that it is strong connected to the party. I do not like that it has become so small 

at all 

Female respondent, focus group one 
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Table 6.1.3.2 Associations that have been 1-order, 2-order or 3-order linked 

 

6.1.3.3 Uniqueness 
 

Unique associations refer to associations which are unique to the Sweden 

Democrats in relation to other parties in Sweden (Aaker, 1991). According to Keller 

(1993) a party that has many unique associations has the possibility to gain 

competitive advantage on the marketplace. 

 

In this section the associations are once again divided into categories (italics) and 

subcategories (italics) due to the fact that it simplifies the analysis process and 

presents a better overview (see table 6.1.3.3). By exploring table 6.1.3.3 it is evident 

that many associations have been marked as unique for the Sweden Democrats. 

Aaker (1991) states that a brand which has unique associations can distinguish itself 

from its competitors.  

 

However, even though many associations have been marked with a U, all of them 

were not discussed to the same extent. Some of the associations were more obvious 

to be unique than others. On the contrary there were some associations that created 

deeper discussions within the focus groups when uniqueness was explored. The 

most highlighted unique associations were: Immigration policy, dare to raise the 

issue, outcast and Jimmie Åkesson 
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Participants within the majority of the focus groups have stated that immigration 

policy is a unique association related to the party. As previously mentioned it has 

been evident that participants felt that the Sweden Democrats is the only party that 

dared to raise the immigration issue in Sweden (see table 6.1.3.3). However, this 

has implications on the party since it still is strongly associated to racism. Other 

parties within the parliament have ignored the Sweden Democrats and been 

negative towards collaborations with the party since it still has strong associations 

to its history. Therefore the majority of the focus groups have stated that the 

Sweden Democrats is unique both when it comes to raising the immigration issue 

and being outcasts of the parliament. 

 

Finally, according to all four focus groups Jimmie Åkesson is seen as a unique 

association (see table 6.1.3.3). One focus group stated that Åkesson is a great asset 

within the party since he is the one who holds the Sweden Democrats together even 

though the party constantly is being involved in problematic situations like 

scandals. Another thing that was brought up when Jimmie Åkesson was discussed 

was that he has managed to increase the political interest among the public. 

According to one participant Åkesson has the ability to change the view on politics 

and make it more interesting. The participant stated it by saying: 

 

I am an immigrant, I usually do not follow politics, I am totally not interested and I do 

not know a shit about any ideologies or any party leaders except Jimmie Åkesson. I 

mean he has in some way made politics quite interesting and entertaining and that for 

sure has to indicate that he is unique, right? 

 

Male respondent, focus group 2 
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Table 6.1.3.3 Most frequent associations that have been marked with a U (uniqueness) 

6.1.3.4 Attributes  
 

Attributes are descriptive features of the identified associations which in turn reflect 

what voters actually think of a brand (Keller, 1993; Bayraktar, 2015). As mentioned 

before there has been a division of the identified associations into categories and 

subcategories. However, when attributes were explored within the focus groups, 

both categories (italics) and subcategories (italics) were marked with descriptive 

features (see table 6.1.3.4). As in the previous chapter these categories and 

subcategories will further on be referred to as associations. Associations that have 

been marked with descriptive features are: Non-educated politicians, marketing, 

provocative, role of victim, Jimmie Åkesson, voters, Swedishness, racism and 

immigration policy (see table 6.1.3.4).  
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Further on, this chapter will contain a presentation of the descriptive featured 

associations that have been highlighted the most during the focus group discussions 

(see table 6.1.3.4). These are: immigration policy, Jimmie Åkesson and scandals. In 

order to easier identify the descriptive features within this chapter they will be bold. 

 

When it comes to immigration policy, all four focus groups reached an agreement 

upon that the issue is important for the society. This is due to the fact that there has 

been a refugee crisis which has affected Europe to a large extent. Participants stated 

that it is important for a country to deal with this issue in order to retain control. It 

has also been identified that participants perceived the immigration policy as clear. 

They state that it is easy to identify what the Sweden Democrats want to do in order 

to make immigration policies stricter in Sweden. 

 

Jimmie Åkesson was another association which was marked with descriptive 

features. As stated in the previous chapter it has been evident that Åkesson is seen 

as a good speaker. This feature is especially given in relation to other politicians 

within the party who have a tendency to express their thoughts in a problematic 

way. The majority of the focus groups stated that he is smart, stable, concrete and 

consistent (see table 6.1.3.4). These descriptive features are relevant when 

comparing Åkesson to the rest of the top-politicians within the party. Respondents 

say that Åkesson is the one who has led the party to its current strong position and 

that without him the party would decay. One respondent expressed the strong 

feelings for Åkesson in this way: 

 

Jimmie is totally amazing, he has this crazy rhetoric which makes him dominating in 

that aspect in relation to other party leaders. He knows exactly what to say and when to 

say, everything is concrete and consistent. I have to say he is a very smart person. 

 

Female respondent, focus group 4 

 

Finally Scandals was a heavily discussed association when the descriptive features 

were about to be placed. As previously stated the Sweden Democrats has tried to 

sanitize itself from its racist history. However, many top-politicians within the party 

are constantly being involved in different scandals related to racism. According to 
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the majority of the participants it is embarrassing and stupid that politicians within 

the party are not behaving in a proper way. They say that as long as the politicians 

are being involved within racism scandals the party will never fully succeed with 

converting the racist stamp (see table 6.1.3.4). One participant expressed it in a 

statement as follows: 

 

I mean it is crazy to see how bad some of the top-politicians within the party are 

behaving. It is quite obvious that many of the top-politicians have an extremely negative 

approach towards immigration which has been confirmed by stupid statements 

published on for example social media but also through different scandals like for 

example the iron rod haha. Through these scandals it has been evident that Jomsof has 

clear islamophobia, Söder I barely do not want to mention for God’s sake and Ekeroth is 

a total joke and for sure an extreme neo. 

 

Male respondent, focus group 2 
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Table 6.1.3.4 The most frequently mentioned associations that have been marked with attributes  

 

 

6.1.3.5 Favorability 
 

According to Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993) favorability and attitudes refer to how 

favorable different associations are in the mind of the individual. Associations can 

be evaluated as either positive or negative. The more positive associations a party 

has, the more favorable it is placed within the mind of the individual (Keller, 1993). 

By evaluating positive and negative associations it is possible to identify whether 

the overall perception of a brand is positive or negative (Aaker, 1991). 

In this section the associations have been divided into categories (italics) and 

subcategories (italics) as well, due to the fact that it gives a better overview (see 

table 6.1.3.5). However, just as in previous chapters these will further on be referred 

to as associations.  
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By examining the brand concept maps it was evident that the associations identified 

related to the Sweden Democrats were more negative than positive (see table 

6.1.3.5). However, by evaluating the transcriptions some interesting discussions 

related to Scandals, Jimmie Åkesson, rhetoric and racism were found.  

 

According to the participants the party has been involved in multiple scandals 

which have been given the party negative publicity. Therefore it has been marked 

with a minus by the respondents. However, even though the scandals are seen as 

negative in general, Jimmie Åkesson has managed to convert the negative publicity 

to the party’s advantage. The majority of the focus groups have stated that Åkesson 

is one of the few top-politicians within the party that has managed to stay away 

from problematic situations like racism scandals. He has instead used his good 

rhetoric in problematic situations and saved the party from destruction and 

therefore he has been marked with a plus. It has also been evident that Jimmie 

Åkesson is seen as favorable since he to a large extent has managed to convert the 

party’s racist stamp to a nationalist stamp (see table 6.1.3.5). Once again it can be 

stated that a party’s history and past actions has a great impact on the perception of 

the political brand image (Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2015; French & Smith, 

2010). 
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Table 6.1.3.5 The most frequent associations which have either been favorably marked (+) or the 

opposite (-) 

 

6.2 Discussion 

By analyzing the empirical findings it has been evident that Jimmie Åkesson has a 

great impact on the political brand image of the Sweden Democrats. This goes in 

line with previous research which has stated that the party leader is a major part 

when evaluating a political brand image (French & Smith, 2010; Pich, Dean & 

Armannsdottir, 2014; Speed, Butler & Collins, 2015). It has been demonstrated 

clearly due to the fact that all four focus groups have first-order linked Åkesson to 

the brand node. Furthermore, it has been obvious that without Åkesson as a party 

leader the Sweden Democrats would not have been as successful as it is today. The 

participants stated that the party’s success lies in the hands of the party leader since 

he has managed to lift the party.  
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It has also been identified that Åkesson is related to attributes like good rhetoric, 

mastermind and smart. His good rhetoric has also been mentioned when perceived 

brand quality has been explored within the communication dimension. Participants 

stated that despite the problematic situations the party has been involved in, 

Åkesson has managed to rescue the party multiple times through his skills in 

communication. This has been apparent since Åkesson in many situations 

succeeded with converting negative publicity into the party’s advantage. 

Participants say that Åkesson is unique in that manner since he is the only party 

leader with these abilities and therefore all focus groups have identified Åkesson as 

a favorable association. According to Aaker (1991) all unique aspects can be seen 

as a competitive advantage. 

 

Another interesting aspect that became evident during the focus group discussions 

concerned brand knowledge. Even though most participants indicated a relatively 

high knowledge on the Sweden Democrats policies (see table 6.1.1), only the 

immigration policy was drawn on the brand concept maps. The elderly care issue 

and the EU policy were each drawn on one of the brand concept maps, however 

since they were only mentioned once, it was not portrayed in the tables. In addition, 

the elderly care issue and the EU policy were connected as third- and fourth order 

linkages which indicate low strength to the brand node. Since the low strength does 

not depend on low knowledge it can be considered that the Sweden Democrats have 

not succeeded with marketing its other core issues. By making the public more 

conscious, through various marketing tools, there will be a great possibility that 

individuals in the future will associate other policies closer to the brand node 

(Aaker, 1991).  

 

On the other hand, there were participants who had less knowledge about the 

party’s policies, in particular the participants in focus group two. Nonetheless, the 

focus group still had strong opinions and drew as many associations on the brand 

concept maps as the other groups. According to Guzman (2009), the reason why 

voters tend to create alternatives to make voting and preference choices rely on lack 

of knowledge on the parties policies. Hence, voters tend to evaluate a political party 
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based on its brand image as a decision-making shortcut. It could be seen that even if 

the participants in focus group two were less knowledgeable regarding what the 

Sweden Democrat’s stand for, they clearly had a perception of the party. Therefore, 

the party’s brand image would be considered to be guidance for those voters who 

are not well aware of the party’s brand (Guzman, 2009). For instance, events and 

scandals could more likely been factors that have affected the participants’ brand 

image (French and smith, 2010).  

 

As stated in the analysis there were disagreements regarding the nationalism- and 

racism associations. This is an interesting aspect since the Sweden Democrats have 

tried to rebrand itself from its history and previous ideologies. The Sweden 

Democrats want to be perceived as a nationalist party rather than racist (Sverige 

demokraterna, 2015). However, some participants stated that the Sweden 

Democrats is a nationalist party while other stated that it still is a racist party. 

According to the majority of the participants it has been difficult for the party to 

convert the racism stamp into nationalism. On the contrary, there are some 

participants that perceive the Sweden Democrats as nationalist rather than racist. 

This indicates to some extent that the Sweden Democrats actually is on the right 

track to convert the racism stamp into nationalism. The main reason why the 

Sweden Democrats still is associated with racism is due to the fact that politicians 

within the party have a tendency to be involved in racism scandals which in turn 

affects its credibility. As long as politicians within the party are involved in these 

scandals the racism stamp will never fully be converted.  

 

Lastly, it can be stated that this study is to a high degree in line with previous 

studies on political brand image. This is due to the fact that participants have had a 

strong connection to the Sweden Democrats (party itself), Jimmie Åkesson (party 

leader)  and one of the party’s main ideologies; the immigration issue (ideology) 

(French & Smith, 2010; Pich, Dean & Armannsdottir, 2015; Speed, Butler & 

Collins, 2015). Regardless what has been discussed within the focus groups, the 

party leader and the immigration policy has been mentioned in one way or another. 
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This indicates that Jimmie Åkesson and the immigration policy are strongly 

connected to the political brand image. 

7. Conclusion 

In this section the research question will be answered. A critical review as well as 

theoretical- and practical implications will be presented. Furthermore there will be 

suggestions for future research within political branding.  

7.1 Back to the question 

This study has aimed towards exploring the political brand image of the Sweden 

Democrats. The theories used within this study have been explored in previous 

research but they have only been explored separately and not combined as in this 

study.   

The question of this study was How do voters perceive the Sweden Democrat’s 

political brand image? The purpose of this question was to explore the political 

brand image of the party from voters’ perspective. This aspect has been interesting 

in this study since the party has tried to rebrand itself from its previous ideologies. 

By examining this study it has been possible to both identify whether how the brand 

image is perceived and if the party has succeeded with its rebranding. 

 

First of all it can be stated that immigration policy is an association which was 

frequently mentioned during all focus group discussions. The association was first 

order linked in all focus groups which indicated that participants connected the 

immigration issue strong to the party. However, when exploring brand awareness it 

was evident that participants had more knowledge about the party’s ideology than 

just the immigration issue. According to the theory this indicates that the 

participants are well familiar with the Sweden Democrats (Aaker, 1991). 

Nevertheless, it is too early to comment if the party has managed to completely 

reposition itself in this aspect. It can be stated that there is a great possibility that the 

party in the future will be associated with more issues than just immigration and 

evolve more to a multiple issue party. 
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Second of all it has been stated that the party still has strong connections to racism. 

On the contrary there have been participants who discussed this association and felt 

a stronger connection to nationalism. This is beneficial for the Sweden democrats 

since it does not want to be associated with racism but nationalism. It can be 

concluded that racism is a dominant association but that there are good 

opportunities for the party to convert the association to nationalism. According to 

the participants Jimmie Åkesson has a great role in this aspect since he has a great 

impact on the party and the voters. With him in the front, there is a chance that the 

Sweden Democrats will be seen as an ordinary party in the future. 

7.2 Critical review 

A critical reflection by this study would be that some of the categories in the 

different dimensions; brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand 

associations, are repeated throughout the study. However, it is important to state 

that while all the dimensions provide a different perspective on brand image, they 

are also interwoven. Therefore it is difficult to avoid repetition. Furthermore, it is 

significant to emphasize that the reconnections have provided a different and more 

in-depth picture of the brand image. For instance, this can be seen through the 

combination of brand associations, perceived brand quality and brand awareness in 

the discussion. Even though some of the categories were repeated, a more in depth 

view has been explored through the combination of all three dimensions. This 

would not have been discovered if not combining them.   

7.2 Theoretical implications 

The aim of this study has been to explore the Sweden Democrat’s brand image by 

investigating brand awareness, perceived brand quality and brand associations. 

Previous research has focused on exploring a political party’s brand image mainly 

by brand associations as an indicator. A study on political brand image has neither 

been done on a political party which perceives itself to have evolved from a single-
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issue to a multiple-issue party, as well as rebranding itself from its controversial 

roots. 

 

The theoretical contribution to the field is a different model exploring a political 

party’s brand image. Instead of only focusing on brand associations as the complete 

brand image, this study has chosen to combine brand awareness, perceived brand 

quality and brand associations. This has contributed with a more detailed 

description of voter perception. The combination of all three dimensions has 

generated a deep insight and understanding connected to political brand image. By 

using all three elements it has been possible to identify information which often is 

to be unbeknown and a part of the participant’s subconscious. For example when 

exploring associations it was difficult to identify ideology (brand knowledge) but by 

asking the participants to think about the Sweden Democrats ideology it was 

revealed. Additionally this study has provided richer perceptions and deeper 

associations. This study therefore adds to the limited research within political brand 

image.  

 

Even if some of the categories in the different dimensions have been repeated 

throughout the analysis it has also shown new aspects which should be taken into 

consideration when exploring a party’s brand image. This was shown in the 

discussion (see chapter 6.2). Some of the categories were presented in the perceived 

brand quality which would not have been revealed if only exploring brand 

associations (see table 6.2 and 6.3). Additionally, by exploring brand awareness it 

revealed whether or not the voter’s knew what the party stands for and determined 

how it could affect the other dimensions. Together, all of the dimensions provide a 

more detailed brand image.  

7.3 Practical implications 

The practical contribution in the field could be of use to both the Sweden 

Democrats and other political parties which seek to explore  brand image. Branding 

is becoming more and more significant in today’s society where all political parties 

are becoming close in their ideologies. Voters need to perceive a difference between 
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each party’s ideology. In order to do so, this study has evolved a more 

comprehensive method in approaching a political party’s brand image. By exploring 

political brand image, the parties will discover how voters perceive their brand and 

can therefore adjust or change their marketing strategy to establish a more accurate 

perception by sending a correct message. By exploring perceived brand quality it 

has showed a specific view on how the participants perceive the party’s service 

quality. This in turn provides a concrete image on what needs to be addressed and 

what does not. Brand awareness is also significant since it reveals if voters’ are 

aware of the party’s policies or not. By exploring brand associations it will be 

revealed what are the strongest associations linked to the party. Together, all these 

dimensions can become tools for improving a party’s brand image in order to 

achieve desired perceptions.  

7.4 Future research 

Future research could investigate the different perceptions of specific groups; 

regarding gender, ethnicity and age. While this study collected its data through a 

variety of mixed voters in all focus groups, an interesting aspect would be to have 

themes on each focus group. For instance, one focus group could only involve 

women while another group could only include men, a third group could involve 

voters with another ethnicity than Swedish and the fourth could involve people over 

50. Themes on focus groups could contribute to an even more precise brand image, 

because it would take different target groups into consideration.  

 

Future research could also study a political party over a longer period of time, in 

other words a longitudinal time horizon approach. This approach would eliminate 

the time aspect problem but also explore how a political party’s brand image 

evolves through time. This would be interesting to investigate because it would 

determine if associations change during specific events for example during 

elections. 
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Appendix A- The Sweden Democrat’s policies 
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Appendix B- Information about focus group meeting  
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Appendix C- Focus group guideline 

 

Focus group Guideline 

Start: 

-        Meeting starts off with an introduction about the purpose and how the participants’ 

involvement is expected to contribute to the study. 

-        Coffee and snacks is offered 

-        Warm-up game is suggested in order to make the participants more comfortable 

with each other. 

      Speed-dating: A game where each participant is supposed to talk with all other 

participants in the room. The participant will be given one minute for each other 

individual to describe everything that comes to mind about oneself. 

Questions first step: 

-         When you hear “The Sweden Democrats” what is it that comes to mind?  

Questions second step: 

In this step an aid Brand Concept Map will be handed out (Volkswagen). The 

moderators’ will also hand out an A2 paper with “The Sweden Democrats” written 

in the middle (Stimulus). 

-          Please look at the paper you created in the first step. In this step you will use the 

examples you have written down and create associations around the stimulus in a 

desired way. 

-          Here is an aid brand concept map which you can use as a help and as inspiration. 

-          Remember that associations have different strength. This means that you should 

establish the associations you feel the strongest for close to stimulus, second 

strongest for in the second row, third strongest for in the third row and so on. 

-          Now that you have put your associations on the map we will ask even more 

questions in order to make you think even further and make you dig deep after the 

hidden associations so that you for sure do not forget anything. 

 Questions third step: 

-          We want you to think about the different policies that the Sweden Democrats are 

driving. This includes policies from education, healthcare, immigration, working 
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environment policies and so on. Here you have an A4 paper to write what you know 

about the party’s policies. 

 Questions fourth step: 

-          When you feel satisfied we want you to create four different “bubbles” where you 

write credibility in one, security in another, communication in the third and 

reliability in the fourth. 

-          We start off at the credibility bubble. Now we want you think about this bubble in 

terms of trustworthiness, honesty, believability. This means that you should think 

about different situations where The Sweden Democrats have been trustworthy/ not 

trustworthy, honest/ not honest, believable/ not believable. Everything that comes to 

mind relating to credibility should be placed around it and it is important that you 

write the feature next to it in order to determine if they are trustworthy or not. 

-          When you feel satisfied, you should move on to the next bubble, security. In this 

bubble you should write anything related to freedom of danger, risks or doubts. It 

can be any actions that the Sweden democrats have been involved in where they 

might have shown a non-risky side or the opposite. 

-          Let’s now move on to the third bubble communication. In this bubble we want you 

to think about the Sweden Democrats when it comes to their ability to listen to the 

voter and keep the voter involved in different processes and actions. This can be 

related to different demonstrations, election strategies and policies that have been 

demanded from the public. 

-          Lastly in the fourth bubble reliability we want you to think about what the Sweden 

Democrats might contribute with to the social society. This can be social benefits or 

the opposite.  . 

Questions fifth step: 

-          Now we want you to think about descriptive features for example intelligent, 

dumb, nice, and environmentally conscious and so on. These descriptive features 

can be placed anywhere on the map as long as it fits your thoughts and how strong 

you feel about the feature. 

 Questions sixth step: 

-          Now there is not much left to do, just a little more. We want you to think about the 

different associations you have put out on the map. But now you should identify the 
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ones that you believe are unique to the Sweden Democrats compared to other 

parties in Sweden. In other words you should mark the most unique associations 

with an U. 

 Questions seventh step: 

-          And now it is time for the absolutely last step. Once again we want you to think 

about the associations you have identified with your companions. But now you 

should think about the associations as negative and positive. This means that you 

should reach an agreement about associations that are positive and mark them with 

a +, on the other hand the associations you feel negatively for should be marked 

with a -. 

Ending: 

-          We want to thank you all for finding time to participants in this study. We hope 

you have enjoyed it and maybe you have learned something new. This would not be 

possible without your participation so, once again, thank you very, very, very much. 

-           If there is anyone who would be interested of the ending results of the study you 

can leave your email on this paper and we will send you the study when it is graded. 
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Appendix D: Brand concept map by focus group 1 
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Appendix E: Brand concept map by focus group 2 
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Appendix F: Brand concept map by focus group 3 
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Appendix G: Brand concept map by focus group 4 

 

 


