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            “This is a wonderful guide to the practical business of running and winning election campaigns – a series of short essays full of good sense and great sayings to inspire, motivate and make you think. Mark and Ed have produced an entertaining and useful handbook for anyone interested in how democracy works – and now they’ve produced a new, improved edition that is even better.”

            John Rentoul, The Independent

            “This book is a must-read for any campaigner or politico regardless of experience. It is full of interesting anecdotes as well as the latest research and best practice from around the world. I have used its wisdom at every step of my career. If you’re interested in winning elections this is the book for you!”

            Layla Moran MP

            “This indispensable how-to guide – crammed as it is with inspirational quotes, practical wisdom and plenty of evidence of what works in the real world – won’t necessarily guarantee you victory, but it could significantly increase your chances! A must-read (as well as a fun read) for all campaigners.”

            Tim Bale, professor of politics, Queen Mary University of London

            “A rattling good read.”

            Tribune
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            
        The man who grasps principles can successfully select his own methods. The man who tries methods, ignoring principles, is sure to have trouble.
      

            Ralph Waldo Emerson

         

         We opened the first two editions of this book with a legend about election campaigning in a northern English city. The legend has it that a guerrilla band of community campaigners shipped a battered mattress from neighbourhood to neighbourhood, dumping it on a different street corner each night, photographing it in the morning and reporting it to the council. Newsletters were printed and distributed to local homes. The council was damned for neglecting the area and the team claimed credit for removing it themselves. Fuelled by this record of getting things done, candidates were elected and control of the council seized, ousting the old guard after decades of political dominance. It was quite the mattress. The mattress men understood the core theme that runs through this book: build and lead a team that talks to voters about what matters most to them. Do that and electoral success follows.xiv

         But, as we reflected on the last decade of political campaigning for the third edition of this book, that Ralph Waldo Emerson quote at the top of this section caught our attention. The change you seek, and the tools you use, must be underpinned by a coherent philosophy. The means by which you seek election victory before polling day must match the ways in which power is exercised after polling day.

         The last decade has also brought home how important campaign strategy is, a factor that was present in the previous two editions but hidden away in different places. So we’ve added a completely new section dedicated just to political strategy as well as completely re-writing several other chapters to reflect digital developments. Emailing a photo to a journalist is no longer the novelty it was.

         This book remains a concise ‘how to’ guide for winning an election, giving you 101 tips, each with its own self-contained short chapter. We draw extensively on our experiences in winning (and losing) campaigns from our time as campaign helpers, candidates and – most frequently – professional campaign managers.

         Although we have written the book as addressed to (would-be) candidates, it is aimed at a much wider audience. Not only other people who may help on a campaign, but also anyone on the receiving end of campaigns who wonders quite what is being done and why in the name of winning their vote.

         Democracy has come in for quite a battering in recent years. It has won through – just. But we have been reminded of its frailty. We passionately believe in the power of liberal democracy to deliver good and accountable government. xvOur aim with this book is to encourage people to get involved and to show how effective campaigning can strengthen the bond between electors and the elected. That makes for a better democracy, a better society and better lives for us all.
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            PART ONE

            YOUR STRATEGY

         

         
            
        Until you write down how you plan to get there, it’s just a wish. It’s a dream. But when you actually lay out the steps and you think about what it takes to make something real, that makes it possible.
      

            Stacey Abrams

         

         Strategy is about creating a plan by making choices. It is not only about what you are going to do. It is also about what you are not going to do. For elections, that means thinking about whose votes you most want as it’s only dictators who dream of securing 100 per cent of the vote. For the rest of us,* choices are required over whose votes we’re after and how to appeal to them. A coherent set of such choices makes up an effective political strategy. This first section therefore takes you through the three key choices of campaign strategy along with the basic maths that needs to underpin them.

         
            * Including would-be reformed dictators, such as the Myanmar general who the New York Times somewhat improbably revealed was a reader of an earlier edition of this book.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            WHICH VOTERS DO YOU WANT?

         

         
            
        If you run a campaign trying to appeal to 60 to 70 per cent of the electorate, you’re not going to run a very compelling campaign for the voters you need.
      

            David Plouffe

         

         Would-be polar explorers must make a basic choice. North Pole or South Pole? The challenges and rewards of each are different and so are the plans and equipment required. Would-be elected politicians similarly face a basic strategy choice: mobilise or persuade? There are two basic approaches to winning an election: mobilising your own side or poaching voters from the other side(s).

         The importance of this choice was made clear in the 2020 US presidential election. Joe Biden made his pitch to be the Democrat candidate not as the person who could best enthuse his own side, but as the person who could best win over others. He stuck to that path once he had the nomination. Biden clearly staked out his differences from Trump, but did so without insulting Trump supporters – and won over enough of them to win the White House. This marked a sharp contrast from 2016 when Hillary Clinton used language such 3as ‘basket of deplorables’ to describe Trump voters, prioritising mobilising her own side in a way that led to defeat.

         While Biden was trying to persuade in 2020, Donald Trump stuck with his winning strategy from the previous election. With one important exception (ethnic minority voters with socially conservative values), Trump’s campaign focused on mobilising his base. That is why, in as much as there was always a logic to what Trump did, so many of Trump’s speeches and tweets involved full-on attacks on people he disagreed with. He wasn’t trying to win converts, and in 2020 that cost him the election as there were not enough Trump supporters to mobilise to win.

         Talking about mobilising your own side used to be a pretty sure sign of a campaign in trouble, except for special circumstances such as very low-turnout contests. There’s plenty of evidence that campaigns focused on mobilising your own side regularly continue to come up short, as with not only Trump in 2020 but also the experience of the Labour Party in the UK under Jeremy Corbyn (fought two, lost two). However, there have also been some notable successes, not only for Trump in 2016 but more generally for American Republicans, helped perhaps by the increasing opportunities that technology and data provide to carefully target messages.

         Of course, in practice, campaigns rarely go for a pure mobilise or a pure persuade strategy. Rather, they go for a mix. But there is a big difference between choosing an approach that is predominantly one or the other. A campaign’s tone, its messages, its choice of where to campaign – all these things and more look very different depending on whether mobilisation or persuasion is the dominant choice. As with most 4such choices, it’s much better to make that choice explicitly rather than stumble into it by default.

         In most cases we tend to err on the side of persuasion – because it comes with an inherent advantage. If you persuade someone to switch to voting for you from your opponent, that’s a net gain of two votes (one off their total, one added to yours). If you mobilise a voter, that’s just one vote added to your total. But what’s often the best strategy is not always the best strategy, so careful thought is required each time.

         Some basic maths is therefore necessary. You can only win by mobilising your own side if there are enough of them. What’s the size of the electorate? What’s the likely turnout? What vote share will count as a success? Put those three numbers together and you know how many votes you need. Then look at how many votes your side got last time, factor in how much the electorate has changed since – such as through people moving or dying – and you get an idea of whether mobilisation is a plausible route to success.

         It does not matter if your calculations are a little approximate at the edges. You do not need to count voter deaths per month to the nearest body and extrapolate forward to polling day. But it does matter that the calculation is done. That way, you can make your choice wisely rather than in ignorance.
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            CHAPTER 2

            CHANGE VERSUS MORE OF THE SAME

         

         
            
        It’s time for change.
      

            Classic political slogan

         

         In many ways all election campaigns are at their heart the same: a choice between change and more of the same.

         It is usually obvious which option you should go for. If you, or your party, are the incumbent, pitch to voters more of the same. If you are currently out of power, tell them that it’s time for a change.

         Usually, but not always. Al Gore’s campaign to be President in 2000 never quite made up its mind on this. He was running to be President for the first time. But he was also the incumbent Vice-President and seeking to succeed a President of his own party. Gore’s campaign never quite chose between running on ‘four more years of Bill Clinton’ or ‘the Bill Clinton years are over’. His fate was settled by a wafer-thin result in Florida, a horribly complicated mix of spoilt and unclear ballot papers and legal action. But his fate was only dependent on the outcome of those recounts and legal briefs because of the earlier failures to find and stick with a working message. By contrast, although going into the 2019 election 6Boris Johnson was campaigning for the fourth general election victory of sorts in a row for his party, he campaigned consistently on a clear promise of change.

         If you do pick ‘more of the same’, it is still wise to make it sound positive. A little bit of promised change can do wonders for the success of the message. Even people openly cynical about politicians rarely vote for ones who go for a downbeat message of promising to do nothing much. Hence slogans from successfully re-elected incumbents such as ‘The next moves forward’ (Conservatives 1987), ‘Ambitions for Britain’ (Labour 2001) and ‘Forward, not back’ (Labour 2005). This even applies to libertarians, who you might expect to trumpet promises of doing nothing much in government. Rather, we’ve had US libertarian slogans such as ‘Real change for real people’ (2020).

         Whatever you do, don’t do a Gore. Whatever you sprinkle on top, make the fundamental choice over your pitch: change or continuity. And then stick with it.
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            CHAPTER 3

            BOLD PLAN OR SMALL TARGET?

         

         
            
        It was made easy by the impregnability of the campaign we designed. We chose our ground and our objectives well.
      

            Des Wilson

         

         For the 1996 Australian federal election, the opposition Liberal Party made a virtue of saying as little as possible. Under John Howard’s leadership it was clear that the party wanted change, not more of the same. But it minimised its talk of specific changes. Instead, it bashed away at the (in its eyes) failures of the incumbent Labor government.

         Prime Minister Paul Keating’s defence of his economic record as ‘the recession we had to have’ handed Howard an easy sound bite to pound away with. He did so without going into details of how he would run the economy differently. Howard’s calculation was that minimising specifics kept the focus on the government’s record. That calculation was correct as he won a crushing victory by ninety-four seats to forty-nine.

         As a result, the ‘small target’ campaign entered Australian political vocabulary. Although the phrase has stayed Australian, it is a concept applicable to elections around the world.

         The value of a small target campaign is twofold. 8Minimising what you say reduces the number of things you can be attacked over. It also focuses attention on those remaining things you do say, moving the debate, for example, from your policy details to your attacks on the other side.

         However, the small target approach comes with downsides, too. Minimising what you say minimises your ability to excite, interest and mobilise people. It also risks letting the other side set the political agenda.

         That is why small target approaches have been both winning and losing approaches. The Australian Labor Party has experienced both outcomes when trying to turn Howard’s tactics back on his party. Small target campaigns led to double defeats for Kim Beazley.* More happily for Labor, Kevin Rudd won with a small target approach in 2007, successfully using it to focus attention on a very small number of key policy points that played to the party’s advantage.

         It’s an approach that can work outside elections too, as it did for Des Wilson. He was both a candidate and political campaign manager, but made his biggest impact on public life through pioneering pressure group campaigning. He applied a similar logic to the campaign he ran to stop retailers in the UK selling tobacco products to children. Focusing in tightly on that one issue allowed him to dictate the terms of the contest with the smoking lobby.

         As the Australian Labor Party experience demonstrates, this approach is not a guarantee of success. But it is an important choice to consider in setting your campaign strategy.

         
            * Beazley has the bizarre record of having run six times for leadership of the Labor Party, winning three uncontested elections and losing three contested ones.
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            CHAPTER 4

            PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER

         

         
            Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.

            Theodore Roosevelt

         

         Armed with your answers from the three previous chapters, you can now create your campaign strategy. Whole books have been written on what is meant by ‘strategy’, let alone how to create one or best be guided by one. We will keep it simple here and say that a strategy has to have a purpose and a plan to achieve the purpose. Your purpose may be to start a new life in Scotland. Your plan may be to move to Glasgow and to do so by train in July. That still leaves a lot of questions up in the air – such as which day in July you will travel, what train route to take and which platform to head to at the train station. But those are all details which can be worked out as they come because you’ve got your strategy set.

         Strategies, therefore, don’t contain the answers to all the subsequent detailed questions. Rather, they give the way to answer them in a consistent fashion that adds up to the right result. For electoral strategies, it’s about which election you are going to win and what your approach is to winning it.

         If you are more familiar with campaign strategies from the non-profit and charity sector, you can think of it as your 10theory of change. As with such theories, a good campaign strategy will be credible. Can you trace a plausible sequence of events by which you will end up with enough votes to win?

         The strategy must be achievable, with a plausible route to getting the resources that are required along the way. It might, for example, involve spending far more money than you have at the start. That is fine as long as there is a plausible route to getting the money along the way.

         It should be testable. Work out what the key assumptions and hopes are in the strategy. Figure out how you can measure them along the way to check on how things are going and, if necessary, stop, rethink and change course if things are not going well.

         It also needs buy-in from your colleagues and supporters. It can be tricky to decide how much to share as you don’t want your opponents to know all the details of how you are going to beat them. But your side needs to know what to do too.

         In drawing up this plan, you must consider the external context in which you campaign. In a democracy every election has (at least) two sides and you are only directly in control of one of them, at best. You can use the standard structure of a ‘SWOT’ analysis by identifying your ‘Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats’. You cannot control all aspects of that wider context but you can plan for them and use your resources – whether they are ideas, finances, people or rhetoric – to give your campaign the best possible advantage. That way you’ll be able to adapt when unexpected events threaten to throw things off course.
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            PART TWO

            A GOOD MESSAGE

         

         
            
        The truth isn’t the truth until people believe you, and they can’t believe you if they don’t know what you’re saying, and they can’t know what you’re saying if they don’t listen to you, and they won’t listen to you if you’re not interesting, and you won’t be interesting unless you say things imaginatively, originally, freshly.
      

            Bill Bernbach

         

         Now that you have a plan, and an overall approach, you need to develop a campaign message that matches it. It also needs to match the candidate’s personality, which is why in working out your message you need to think about Darth Vader and Father Dougal from Father Ted.

         This unlikely pairing is taken from one of our former colleagues, Steve van Riel, who suggests that leading politicians are seen as effective, even if unlikeable (Darth Vader), or as caring and consensual, even if ineffectual (Father Dougal).

         The dream, of course, is to be both effective and popular. The prosaic reality is to work out which is your strength and play to it, and which is your weakness and ameliorate it.

         With that in mind, let us talk about the details…
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            CHAPTER 5

            WHY HAVE A MESSAGE?

         

         
            The single biggest problem in communication is the illusion that it has taken place.

            George Bernard Shaw

         

         Former New York Governor Mario Cuomo uttered the famous line that politicians campaign in poetry and govern in prose. We are idealistic enough to believe that there is room for a little poetry in government, too, and we know that the magic of a well-run campaign can have the same uplifting and enlightening impact as the best poetry.

         Just as the best poets have an emotionally compelling message for the reader, so the best campaigners move the emotions of their team and their voters. Democracy is about explaining to people why you and your ideas are the best choice for making a difference to their lives. That should be an emotional topic.

         Repeatedly in the course of this book we will remind you that voters lead busy lives, disconnected from government and politics. You will only have brief moments to intrude on their lives and make your point to them. Your message – why someone should vote for you – must be a simple answer to 13that simple question. It is surprising how often it catches out aspiring politicians.

         Shortly before the 2010 general election in Britain, we were involved in running a training event for incumbents facing a tough battle for re-election. One session was about ‘the message’. One of the trainers asked each Member of Parliament (without any advance warning) that simple question: why should someone vote for you? Some of the answers were rather rough round the edges. One, however, stood out. This MP – even though they were not the first to answer and so had a little longer to think about it than some colleagues – was utterly floored. The only answers they could provide were about themselves: because they wanted to be an MP, because they liked doing it and so on. They lost at the next election.

         The lesson is a simple one: you must give voters a reason to vote for you that is relevant to them. Your answer needs to be about you but appeal to them. ‘I want to win’ does not work. ‘You want me to win’ does.

         Look at the example of the successful Conservative campaign in the 2015 UK general election. It focused in on what the election result could mean for the personal finances and job security of voters – persuading them that a Labour–SNP coalition would endanger their jobs and make them financially worse off. Honed by campaign mastermind Lynton Crosby, the message wasn’t ‘Please elect us because we want to win’ but rather ‘Make yourselves better off by electing us’.

         Nevertheless, beware bland platitudes. Your message must capture why you will do a better job than the others will. It 14needs to be brief, credible and real. Brief because voters have better things to do than listen to you. Credible because voters are smart enough to figure out when it is snake oil on offer. Real because you need to believe it too – only then will you be able make your case convincingly.

         Voters are not memory magicians. They do not remember everything everyone says, especially on a topic such as politics that most of them spend most of their time paying little attention to. So you will know that your message is working when people start repeating your own lines back to you without realising they are doing so. Much of that is about repetition, but it starts with a message that is clear, powerful and succinct.

         It is the bargain at the heart of democracy. Candidates have a duty to persuade and explain. If they are successful at that, they get power.

         Once in office, candidates must do the jobs of governing and representing well, but they will always have to come back to the same basic truth: you need a good answer to that simple question, ‘Why should someone vote for you?’
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            CHAPTER 6

            VOTERS GET TO CHOOSE THE ISSUES

         

         
            
        There are those that look at things the way they are, and ask why? I dream of things that never were, and ask why not?
      

            Robert Fitzgerald Kennedy (based on George Bernard Shaw)

         

         Follow or lead? Do what the public says it wants, or tell the public what you think it should want? Getting the balance between these two approaches right is one of the hardest balancing acts politicians and candidates have to carry off.

         Differences between activists and ordinary voters further complicate matters. As Wael Ghonim, one of the activists at the centre of the Egyptian uprising in 2011, pointed out, activists can unintentionally create a gap between themselves and others. Their commitment to the cause leads them to spend more time engaged with issues. In Ghonim’s words, they ‘see things others do not see’. As a result, they risk becoming disconnected from the wider audience.

         The Arab Spring dealt with profound issues and the participants risked arrest, torture and even death. Comparing this with the banalities of some election campaigns may seem like stretching a point, but the underlying point is a simple one: 16in a democracy, political leaders must both motivate their activists and also tune their ears to the electorate. They must do so by balancing leading and following.

         There are three types of politicians who get this wrong: the misguided, the missionaries and the martyrs. At its low point in the early 1980s, all three dominated the Labour Party in the UK. (It really was a very low point for Labour.)

         The misguided include most of us at some time or other. A failure to interpret correctly what voters are telling us can lead to election defeat. This mistake is easier to describe than it is to avoid as sometimes the views of voters can appear to be very misleading.

         One of the mistakes those 1980s Labour politicians made was to take too literally what voters said they wanted. Opinion polls consistently showed unemployment to be the issue of greatest concern to voters, who then completely failed to respond to Labour’s campaigns on the issue. There are probably two reasons for this. First, voters did not trust Labour to do any better on the issue. Second, the polls masked the point that most swing voters still believed unemployment was something that happened to someone else, not themselves. It was only when Labour faced up to issues of trust and credibility that they started winning again.

         Missionaries are so full of campaigning zeal that they fail to see how far their own priorities differ from those of the electorate. They are so keen to lead in their set direction, they do not notice – or do not care – about the shortage of people following their lead. The 1980s Labour Party was full of such zealots but, to be fair, it is a state of mind that appears in any political grouping. Environmental issues often fall into this 17category, with candidates who believe they are crucial often finding that their obsession runs a long way ahead of the public’s, especially in tough economic times. The most successful candidates are able to mix their passions with a more pragmatic sense of more immediate public concerns.

         The 1988 referendum in Chile that resulted in the ousting of dictator General Pinochet (and documented in the brilliant film No) saw anti-Pinochet campaigners grapple with exactly this dilemma. In the end the campaign went for messages that would appeal to the voters they needed to win over rather than the messages the activists were most motivated by. As a result, it was a winning campaign. By contrast, as James Carville, one of the masterminds behind the 1992 election victory for Bill Clinton, warned: ‘Whenever I hear a campaign talk about a need to energise its base, that’s a campaign that’s going down the toilet.’

         Zealously heading down the toilet is not the way to win. Appealing to those who will determine the result is. Martyrs, therefore, are the ones who will find this book the least useful. They have determined that the electorate itself is wrong. The very wrongness of others in their eyes entrenches them in their own views all the more firmly. Whether it is Marxists believing in the false consciousness of voters or Remain campaigners dismissing Leavers with ‘Gammons gonna gammon’, the pattern is the same: you are right and superior, they are wrong and inferior – and the idea that you should pick your arguments in order to best persuade them to change their minds is a centrist-Dad-capitalist-scum-mealy-mouthed form of selling out. If that’s you, then this book probably isn’t what you are looking for. 18

         But wait! What about Jeremy Corbyn’s triumphant insurgent campaign to win the leadership of the Labour Party in the UK in 2015? Well, perhaps better than anything else this makes our point for us. In a democracy, it is up to the voters to decide what they care about most. Corbyn embodied the political change that the voters in the leadership contest cared about most in the wake of a devastating electoral defeat. No amount of effort from more moderate candidates was going to convince them that they as voters were focused on the wrong issues.

         As George Eliot put it, ‘To the man whose mouth is watering for a peach, it is of no use to offer the largest vegetable marrow.’ That is why the Australian political campaigner and mastermind behind the surprise 2015 general election victory, Lynton Crosby, had it right when he said, ‘At its absolute simplest, a campaign is simply finding out who will decide the outcome … where are they, what matters to them, and how do you reach them?’

         You do not have to restrict yourself to simply telling them things they already know and believe. But you do need to know who they are, how they think and what matters most to them. Start from there, from the reality of the voters who will decide your fate.
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            CHAPTER 7

            HOW VOTERS THINK

         

         
            
        Democracy is government by explanation.
      

            Arthur Balfour

         

         We are asked relentlessly to make decisions in situations where there is an oppressive abundance of information. How do you decide which car to buy? There are thousands of different models available and, when you add in different options on each of them, hundreds of thousands of different choices you could make – without even starting to consider where or from whom to buy the car.

         Therefore, we make use of shortcuts (‘heuristics’ in the jargon). That might be taking advice from family members who are impressed with a particular manufacturer. Or sticking with the brand name you usually like. But it rarely involves breaking out a spreadsheet, clearing your diary for weeks and deciding only after closely considering every piece of evidence.

         It is just the same in all sorts of aspects of life, whether deciding within minutes rather than hours which entertainment option to select for your Saturday evening or whether deciding who to vote for.

         It applies all the more in politics as politics is something that most people do not pay much attention to. It is a tedious cliché 20of political journalism to produce shock-horror stories about how few members of the public can recognise the photo of front-rank politicians. This is not because the public is stupid or uncaring about how things are run. Rather, in your busy life in which you vote for a government every few years, is it really a good use of your time and memory to memorise the names and faces of lots of politicians? Ask the same people to recognise faces from their favourite sport and they will likely know who the key figures are. People choose to make the effort to remember Premier League centre backs rather than shadow Cabinet members as it’s information of more regular use to them.

         This lack of attention is why mental shortcuts are so important in politics. They come in three main forms.

         First is the use of party labels as a default. Just as people who like Apple assume, in the absence of negative reviews, that the next Apple iPhone is a good choice, so people who tend to support a particular party default to thinking that that party’s candidates and policies are better than those of others. Just as a regular Apple consumer saves time by deciding to stick with Apple without feeling a need to test numerous different rival manufacturers, so voters save time on political decision making.

         Second, and linked to this, emotion plays a powerful role – who do you instinctively like or warm to, and who are you repelled by? Emotions are a very effective shortcut to making decisions, which is why the brain has evolved to use them frequently. This is also one of the reasons why politicians find it very hard to shake off their initial media-created image. They might prefer that the electorate engage in a rational analysis of their record, but the reality is voters will use shortcuts to make their decision. 21

         Drew Westen’s book The Political Brain used discoveries in brain science to show what this means for the political world. He argued that you should sandwich reason between dollops of emotion. That is not to say you should abandon rational stances on policy issues. Rather, communicating what you do and what you believe needs framing in the right way – in a way that connects with hearts as well as heads.

         A great illustration is the fate of 1988 Democratic candidate for US President, Michael Dukakis. Early in the campaign, Dukakis enjoyed a big lead in the polls yet he ended up losing badly. The campaign struggled on a number of fronts and one of the most telling moments was when he was challenged in a TV debate over his opposition to the death penalty: ‘If Kitty Dukakis [his wife] were raped and murdered, would you favour an irrevocable death penalty for the killer?’ He gave an emotionless response on an emotion-filled issue. The absence of passion in his answer was deeply damaging, and that mattered far more than his policy stance. It reinforced the impression that he would make decisions on key issues without understanding how they would affect millions of people’s lives.

         One of the most important emotions to get right is the third of the main shortcuts. Does someone sound like they understand people like you and are on your side? That is an emotional response, but if the answer is yes – and only if the answer is yes – then that person can persuade you.

         That does not mean people will only vote for candidates who look or sound exactly like themselves. That clearly is not the case. What it means is that they are most likely to vote for the candidate who both shares their aspirations and can communicate that clearly in a language that makes sense to the voter.
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