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Abstract: 

The purpose of this paper is to devise a new model of party organization and to test it on the 

British Conservative Party. We argue that under David Cameron, the party got very close to 

what we would call a ‘populist-professional party’ in combining a specific type of populism, 

identified by Peter Mair as ‘procedural populism’ (Mair 2002) with high professionalization. 

Literature on political parties has been dominated by several models which have been widely 

applied to national cases. Taking account of Panebianco’s electoral-professional model and 

Katz and Mair’s cartel party, the present paper suggests a new model based on the persistence 

of strong professionalization (in terms of personnel and communication) combined with a 

leadership’s propensity, at a time of increasing public dissatisfaction with the political elite, to 

devise rhetorical devices and organizational strategies in order to reconnect with the people. 

Building upon Mair’s application of the notion of ‘procedural populism’ to New Labour (Mair, 

2002), we offer to test this model on the British Conservative Party since 2005. We argue that 

this party provides an interesting illustration of how David Cameron sought to rebuild the link 

with the people, by relying on the odd combination of professionalization and procedural 

populism (which may appear as a contradiction in terms) while Theresa May’s leadership 

seems to indicate a return to a more grassroots-oriented party, professionalized in a different 

way and less populist in terms of procedures. 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to devise a new model of party organization and to test it on the 

British Conservative Party. We argue that under David Cameron, the party got very close to 

what we would call a ‘populist-professional party” in combining a specific type of populism, 

identified by Peter Mair as ‘procedural populism’ (Mair 2002) with high professionalization. 

Literature on political parties has been dominated by several models which have been widely 

applied to national cases. Taking account of Panebianco’s electoral-professional model and 

Katz and Mair’s cartel party, the present paper suggests a new model based on the persistence 

of strong professionalization (in terms of personnel and communication) combined with a 

leadership’s propensity, at a time of increasing public dissatisfaction with the political elite, to 

devise rhetorical devices and organizational strategies in order to reconnect with the people. 

Building upon Mair’s application of the notion of ‘procedural populism’ to New Labour (Mair, 

2002), we offer to test this model on the British Conservative Party since 2005. We argue that 

this party provides an interesting illustration of how David Cameron sought to rebuild the link 

with the people, by relying on the odd combination of professionalization and procedural 

populism (which may appear as a contradiction in terms) while Theresa May’s leadership 

seems to indicate a return to a more grassroots-oriented party, professionalized in a different 

way and less populist in terms of procedures. 

Party Organization Models and British Political Parties 

There has been much work concerning the organization of political parties. This need is 

motivated by both prescriptive and comparative aims. Hopefully, it aims at helping scholars 

predict the potential evolution of parties as much as it includes suggestions for comparison 

which could contribute to improving them.  

Several models of party organization have historically stood out as particularly relevant 

because adaptable to different contexts and periods. For Michels, party organization meant 

oligarchy. Leaders were formally positioned to assess the party’s resource and co-ordination 

requirements, so that, psychologically, this led members to defer to them for direction and 

guidance (Michels 1915/1962: 364-365). Resource advantages included superior knowledge, 

control over the formal means of communication and skills in the art of politics (Lipset 1962: 

16-17); implicitly, leaders would thus be more professional, but the latter two resources would 

also provide the capacity for populist strategies, in aiming at reconnecting with the people in 

an unmediated way.  
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Panebianco (1988) conceived the electoral-professional model, which has been very influential 

for understanding modern party organizations. The characteristics of his model were the 

salience of a more strengthened and personalized party leadership, and a core group of policy 

and campaign specialists or professionals at the centre. The influence of backbench MPs and 

particularly local party activists was thus diluted; professionals were deemed more adept at 

conducting political activities than traditional party officials. The model represented an 

extension of Epstein’s (1967) contention that there were ‘counter organizational tendencies’ 

associated with new campaign techniques, including mass media communications, 

professional skills and financial contributions; these had the capacity to replace many local 

activist functions. The employment of professional staff was not only for elections, but also for 

on-going operations. Importantly, he recognised voters becoming ‘more susceptible to 

candidate-centred campaigns conducted through the mass media’. For this, the presidential-

style press conference that leaders routinely adopt offered a powerful tool for political 

communication (1967: 235); it also provided opportunities for populist-style rhetoric. 

Furthermore, Panebianco assimilated Kirchheimer’s (1966) catch-all model, in which modern 

office-seeking parties would attempt to articulate a range of interests and thus reach a broad 

cross-section of voters by downplaying the importance of ideology; in this, emphasis would be 

placed upon the ‘expressive function’ to explicitly articulate the concerns of voters, thereby 

providing policy flexibility, underpinned by the strengthening of central communications 

(1966: 57-59). Moreover, he enunciated the development of stronger links with a broad range 

of interest groups for both funding and electoral support.   

With respect to British parties, Farrell and Webb (2000) noted their adaptability, so that they 

poured significant investment into new campaign technologies, professionalizing and 

centralising their organizations, projecting a contemporary image and delineating specific 

campaign issues rather than traditional ideological standpoints. They identified three main 

areas of campaign change, which reflected an electoral-professional approach. First, technical 

changes in the form of new campaign technologies permitted the transition from single 

coordinated messages to more focused communication that reflected the digital age.  

Second, Farrell and Webb identified resource and personnel changes, depicted by enhanced 

central party organizations, the emergence of party leaders’ offices and the increased 

professionalization of campaign staff. There is a consensual definition given by Webb and 

Kolodny that ‘professionalization refers to an institutional process by which professionals 

become more central to an organization’ (in our case, a political party organization), such that 
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campaign professionals were people who possessed specialised knowledge developed through 

education, training and experience (2006: 339); this applied to four critical areas: votes, office, 

policy and internal organization (Moens, 2017). In addition to expertise, professionals craved 

autonomy to make decisions to meet client needs, but this autonomy required power (Hall 

1985), indicating that professionals built their own power bases to conduct their own analysis 

and exploit the resultant ideas. Karlsen (2010) distinguished between internal specialists that 

worked in central office or within the parliamentary group and outside consultants, experts and 

agencies, and importantly those who provided technical assistance such as research and leaflet 

production and those who had influence over campaign strategy, so providing strategic 

assistance; although, he noted the reluctance of party leaders to cede ground strategically in 

order to retain control of the core messages. Nevertheless, the use of both strategic and 

technical professionals points to a network of political capabilities (Low 2014a). Significantly, 

Raynor (2014) suggested that this outsourcing of campaign work to professionals with 

specialist expertise had not only fundamentally changed the format and presentation of 

campaigns, but also the selection and quality of their content. She also alluded to professionals 

using more aggressive and attack-orientated activities, and recognised the pursuit of a negative 

style of campaigning, which ultimately led to public disengagement from politics (Buchanan 

2001, c.f. Raynor 2014).   

Third, Farrell and Webb pointed to two thematic changes:  presidentialization and a change in 

the nature of campaign communications. Contemporary political and campaigning activities 

feature party leaders in a much enhanced role, to the extent that they have become 

presidentialized (Mughan 1995). Poguntke and Webb (2005) point to the seeming growth of 

prime ministerial power in the UK and the candidate-centeredness of election campaigning. 

While Britain is not strictly presidential in the more pure American sense, they identified three 

underpinning factors that can be loosely applied to the British polity: the superior executive 

power resources of leaders, reinforced by the cartelization of parties (see below); the increasing 

autonomy of leaders, supported by their personal team of political professionals; and the 

personalization of politics, whereby all parts of the electoral process are shaped by the 

personalities of leaders. It is thus tempting to see presidentialization as paving the way for the 

shrinking of party organization, in line with procedural populism. 

The nature of campaign communications has evolved from traditional persuasion to full 

political marketing, where party leaderships and central professionals research what voters 

want to hear and market the political product accordingly. Political marketing meant that the 
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product rather than the market was now ‘malleable’, as the emphasis shifted to the satisfaction 

of customer wants (Scammell 1995: 8-9). This approach reflected a weakening of political 

parties, the decline of party identification and increasing electoral volatility (Dalton and 

Wattenberg 2002). Nevertheless, campaigning has become more business-focused, with votes 

being primarily depicted as consumers to be targeted with effective political communications 

designed and produced by professionals, rather than as public citizens (Butler and Collins 1994; 

Gibson and Rommele 2009). For their marketing, parties undertook opinion polling, 

telemarketing, focus groups and advertising, directed central office professionals. Farrell and 

Webb (2000) thus concluded that through centralised resources which enabled coordinated 

campaigns, the strategic autonomy and flexibility of party leadership was strengthened.  

Webb (2000, 2004) argued that the electoral-professional approach where parties exuded 

professionalism in order to embrace the concerns of voters and translate them into friendly-

looking policies reached its zenith during the Blair premiership: New Labour was deemed the 

epitome of the modern electoral-professional party and was configured as a well-oiled machine 

with respect to its campaign techniques, management of the media and policy development. 

Traditional party functionaries lost out to professional experts whose primary loyalty was to 

the leader rather than to party ideals and traditions. The inference was that modern parties 

should be controlled from the top, from where all campaign activity would be directed. Given 

the advent of the permanent campaign, this seemed appropriate. 

Panebianco (1988) identified two critical aspects that governed the extent to which parties 

adopted electoral-professional characteristics. First, he suggested that those parties that were 

highly institutionalized would have difficulties. Yet, in the British polity, for competitiveness 

reasons, the Conservative Party eagerly absorbed professionalization; the Labour Party later 

followed suit to assist them to acquire power. However, in turn, he argued that 

professionalization would encourage lower levels of institutionalization, leading to a more 

dynamic political environment, as voters became confused by the changing political stances of 

de-ideologised parties. This led to his second aspect, that of fragmentation of the party system.  

Fragmentation is related to Hopkin and Paolucci’s (1999) business firm model, which can be 

viewed as an extension of the electoral-professional model. In their model, Hopkin and 

Paolucci (1999) identified important political resources: leader popularity, organizational 

advantages, a high degree of centralisation of power and access to specialist expertise in 

modern communications.  
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The electoral-professional model has been very influential. However, it could be argued that 

its application is hard and mechanical in nature. It focuses upon the party’s structure and 

systems and as such it eschews the softer emotional aspects of politics, subsumed within the 

personal characteristics of voters. Professionalism alone is insufficient to connect the party and 

its policies to voters. The model’s development owed much to contextual factors. Kirchheimer 

had argued that changing socio-economic conditions influenced the competitive political 

environment and hence actual, or the fear of, electoral setbacks drove parties towards a ‘catch-

all’ outlook. To this, Panebianco added educational and occupational changes, but critically 

technological developments. Nevertheless, his notion of technology has now been overtaken 

by the advent of the internet and importantly social media, which implies that an up-dating of 

his model is required. It is contended here that a purely professional stance would be inadequate 

for managing effectively this significant communication channel; the Conservative Party’s 

woeful performance in this media at the 2017 general election provides a good illustration 

(Shipman, 2017).  

Contextual issues influenced a further important organizational interpretation. Katz and Mair 

argued that social, cultural and political developments, particularly the decline of membership 

activity and the growth of single-issue groups, were driving parties to seek resources from 

elsewhere, namely the state, which they maintained was undergoing ‘an ever closer symbiosis’ 

(1995: 6). State subsidies and privileged access to the media were important components of 

their cartel party model. They argued that ‘in short, the state which is invaded by the parties, 

and the rules of which are determined by parties, becomes a fount of resources through which 

these parties not only help to ensure their own survival, but through which they can also 

enhance their capacity to resist challenges from newly mobilised alternatives’ (1995: 15-16). 

However, Kitschelt (2000) argued that mainstream parties cannot marginalise or co-opt new 

challengers, but instead must modify their appeals to voters. In the British polity, devolution 

and mediatisation have given voice to a range of smaller parties and actors, thereby widening 

the scope of heard political debate. Hence, there is a need for mainstream parties to meet the 

populist challenge advanced by some of these challengers with a populist dimension to their 

communication strategy. Therefore, although the cartel party model does not fully explain party 

behaviour, it does highlight the resources and support that the state provides for populist-

orientated leaders to exploit for electoral gains. 

Organizationally, in addition to access to state resources the characteristics of the cartel model 

resembled Panebianco’s model, with the emphasis on capital-intensive campaigning (Krouwel 
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2012) and the wide use of professional expertise and skills. Structurally, the cartel approach 

was associated with both elite ascendancy and stratarchy (Carty 2004). Reinforcing the catch-

all notion, leaders were more accountable to voters than to their parties and, furthermore, 

leadership power was strengthened through control of the key party committees at the national 

level, including those associated with campaigning, and an ability to appeal directly to an 

enfranchised passive membership (Katz and Mair 1995). At a time of party dealignment 

(Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002), this reflected the current transformation of political parties 

which places democratization at the heart of their agenda with a clearer move towards citizen 

participation and a view to opening up parties and including more prospective voters. Mair 

(1994) argued that leaders wanted strategic autonomy to compete effectively in a volatile 

political context and achieve legitimacy with the electorate, but they also acknowledged 

internal pressures to improve democratic rights; this meant empowering ordinary members, 

who were believed to be more pliant and likely to approve the policies of leaders (1994: 16). 

The more radical activists would see their influence diluted. This accommodated May’s (1973) 

law of curvilinear disparity in which leaders and passive members are assumed to be driven by 

electoral success and so focused on satisfying the median voter, whereas local party activists 

are deemed to be the more fiercely protective of ideological traditions. Hence, autonomous 

local parties were required to manage candidate selection and local issues and to encourage 

members and supporters (Katz and Mair 1995: 21). This reflected the stratarchy element where 

a 'process of mutual and growing autonomy' meant that each level of the party was becoming 

more autonomous of the others (Mair 1994). Thus, the cartel party recognised the continuing 

role of local party members, but activists were discouraged from taking an interest, and were 

unlikely to involve themselves, in national politics.  

Both the electoral-professional and cartel party models explicitly projected top-down control 

and hence could be conceived in hard organizational terms. Party elites typically strengthened 

their position, such that neither of these models would provide any incentive for local activists 

to try to enhance their role as ambassadors in the community (Scarrow 1994), which remains 

an important vehicle of political communication. Moreover, while both models provide a firm 

basis for understanding most modern political parties and how they operate, they fall short of 

addressing how parties seek to connect with the contemporary electorate and society at large. 

This requires a greater focus on softer organizational and communications activities. 

Furthermore, it could be construed that both models are analytic, rather than dynamic, and 
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hence a new model is required to understand parties as dynamic and social organizations. It is 

the contention here that the populist-professional model will fulfil that need.  

Procedural Populism 

Populism is a concept that has brought an endless terminological debate. Cas Mudde (2007) 

puts forward a broad definition according to which populism would be based on the dichotomy 

between a “corrupt people and the pure people” and can be therefore understood as 

characterizing specific movements and groups or more broadly a political style. In our case our 

understanding of populism is not centred on the substance (an issue-oriented rhetoric or 

ideology mobilising specific issues which appeal to the “people”) but more on the procedures 

available to party leaders to reconnect with the people. Peter Mair (2002) made a distinction 

between this substantive populism and procedural populism which was particularly visible in 

the ‘populist’ or ‘partyless democracy’. Mair (2002: 91) suggested that this process meant that 

‘populist democracy may be understood as popular democracy without parties’. Kriesi (2014) 

adds that this suggests that leaders attempt to portray themselves as being above their parties, 

so that they are seen to have a closer linkage with the electorate; communications are thus 

directed at the people generally rather than to specific interests groups, thereby creating the 

impression that leaders are acting in the national interest (Mair 2002). In our case, what matters 

is to utilise this notion of procedural populism to justify the association with 

professionalization. So our understanding of populism here excludes substantive populism, i.e. 

mobilizing vote-winning issues, like anti-EU or anti-immigration policies, but concentrates on 

procedural and leadership strategies to set up an unmediated and direct relationship with the 

people. As Mair (2002) argued, substantive populism fluctuates depending on specific contexts 

and as such, is more difficult to grasp whereas procedural populism can easily be identified 

through objective indicators such as organizational reforms, communication strategies or 

institutional devices, as will be seen later. 

Using New Labour as an illustration, Mair (2002) notes two important procedural aspects. First, 

rigid control was exercised by the leadership on both the party in parliament and on the ground; 

for example, through increased control of candidate selection and attempts to ensure that all 

MPs were on message. Second, greater attention was accorded to plebiscitary techniques for 

acquiring support, so that the leadership’s proposals were widely endorsed. Procedural 

populism was thus not geared towards creating a stronger party, but rather to enhancing central 

control over it; in this way, the leadership could take it for granted, thereby giving it freedom 
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to pursue voter-friendly policies. Hence, from our viewpoint, partyless democracy suggests not 

only populism as a means of governing or managing - in which the party influence is 

significantly reduced - but also professionalism to ensure that the leadership agenda is 

operationalised effectively. Outwardly, such procedural populism aligned with personalised 

leadership can act as a ‘reaction against politics-as-usual (Canovan 1999: 6); although, as Tony 

Blair and then David Cameron demonstrated, this populist style has itself now become part of 

this politics-as-usual. Thus, Mair (2002) concluded that populist rhetoric has now become 

acceptable in previously non-populist Britain: ‘the people’ was a key reference point in the 

New Labour rhetoric.  

Style, manifested through rhetoric, is therefore a critical element of procedural populism. 

Mudde (2004: 542) argued that populism was ‘a highly emotional and simplistic discourse that 

is directed at the ‘gut feelings’ of the people’ and that ‘sloganesque politics constitute the core 

of political campaigning’. Moreover, Canovan (1999) alludes to members of the political 

establishment who adopt populist tactics often do so in a tabloid style. She further stresses the 

importance of populist mood, in that it portrays a ‘revivalist flavour of a movement, powered 

by the enthusiasm that draws normally unpolitical people into the political arena’; conveyance 

of this mood is often through a charismatic leader (1999: 6). Katsambekis (2017: 207-8) adds 

that populist politicians can relate to, and articulate, people’s feelings of alienation and anger 

with the political system and suggests that parties can learn lessons from populist approaches 

for the quality of representation, so that they can re-establish their links with civil society, 

rather than becoming reliant on state support as expressed in the cartel party model. Jagers and 

Walgrave (2005) pondered the impact of populist rhetoric, questioning whether it seeks an 

alignment with voters’ feelings or actually creates those feelings. Nevertheless, populist 

rhetoric directed at opinion formers and influencers in the community would get people talking 

about politics. Within the context of the permanent campaign, it suggests an ongoing plethora 

of messages and hence a need break through the ‘noise’ so that messages are actually received 

by the intended audience. It is contended here that populist rhetoric would have more chance 

of achieving this than traditional professionally produced messages. This further suggests that 

procedural populism requires much more creativity than professionalised approaches. The need 

to accommodate social media and multiple channels of IT based communications reinforces 

this. In turn, this creates a context for more people- and media-savvy leaders to embrace a 

populist style.  
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Procedural populism thus fits alongside the increasing ‘the mediatisation of politics’, which 

has undermined the importance of party organizational activities in favour of vehicles that link 

party leaders directly to voters (Kriesi 2014). Webb (2000) argued that the media were 

important with respect to setting the political agenda and were in a position to influence the 

electorate’s perceptions not just of party successes and shortcomings, but also who to vote for. 

It follows that the media is critical for populist messages to be aired. Indeed, Scammell (1999: 

721) highlighted the transformation of the media from essentially a channel of communication 

to an increasingly autonomous power centre and a major player in the campaigning process. 

Such is the dependency of parties, that campaigning for office and governing are increasingly 

tailored to the needs and interests of the mass media (Mancini and Swanson 1996); a greater 

proportion of party resources is therefore allocated for this purpose (Esser and Matthes 2013, 

c.f. Kriesi 2014). For Scarrow (2000), this media-dependency along with the attendant 

professionalization of parties suggested that they no longer required the kinds of services 

provided by volunteer members. However, she countered by stating that ‘parties with locally 

organised members are more likely than others to reach out to citizens individually, urging 

existing members to use their own social networks to recruit new members and mobilise 

electoral support’ (2000: 84). Hence, they could be more useful than centralised media 

campaigns in building linkages with the electorate, and in showing that a party is ‘more than 

just an enterprise of the political elite’. This suggests that populist rhetoric would need both 

national and local dimensions, with the member role of as ‘ambassadors’ in the community 

(Scarrow 1994) strengthened.  

The above discussion suggests that procedural populism represents an important ingredient in 

contemporary politics. Nevertheless, there has clearly been an enhanced role for a raft of party 

professionals. The next section will therefore seek to combine professionalism and procedural 

populism into an integrated model. 

The Populist-Professional Model and British Mainstream Parties 

The electoral-professional and cartel party models are important developments in 

understanding party organizations. No party is entirely one or the other, but they represent 

serious attempts at explaining party behaviour. Our model represents a further step in this 

evolution. The essence of this paper is to propose that modern political parties need to be both 

populist and professional, but equally there should be a balance between the two seemingly 

opposing concepts. Inevitably, there are fundamental tensions between populism and 
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professionalism, and as such they can be located on each end of a continuum. It will be the 

responsibility of the party leadership to ensure that they are reconciled and an optimal balance 

achieved to manage the political environments that they face. The model is derived from the 

above discussion and is as follows: 

Populist-Professional Model 

Professional     

1. Leadership: personalised, but with a presidential style. Leadership approach conditioned by 

a coterie of trusted professionals. Leadership stance reflects a contract with voters, and is hence 

transactional. 

2. Political strategy: reflects a stable political environment with respect to party competition. 

Linkage conceived as communications to target groups of voters. Strategy underpinned by 

valence. 

3. Resources: financial the most critical. Contributions from corporate and wealthy private 

donors, and state subsidies. Focused network of interest groups offer support. Media 

dependence means that it is seen as a management problem – control of stories. 

4. Campaigning: basis is capital-intensive, reflecting television needs, opinion polling, 

advertising, telemarketing. Nature of the campaign is marketing-orientated. Campaign adheres 

to preconceived grid that is developed from intense analysis. Campaign delivery is hard-

functional. Politicians and professionals operate within their traditional comfort zones.  

5. Organization: leader’s office and professional advisors in the ascendancy. Control is tight 

and centralised. Members and activists are directed from the top, from where information is 

cascaded down. Focus placed on stability in the party through careful management.  

6. Tendency towards hard management of party functions and activities. Emphasis on stability. 

 

Populist 

1. Leadership: personalised, but authentic, underpinned by strong values and displays empathy 

with voters. Strong autonomy enables leader to appeal direct to voters, above the heads of the 

party personnel. Leadership stance is transformational in nature. It also stresses engagement.  

2. Political strategy: reflects a dynamic and fragmented political environment with smaller 

parties competing effectively against the mainstream. Linkage conceived as communications 

to “the people” reflecting a non-partisan outlook. Strategy underpinned by ideology. 
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3. Resources: people the most critical. Contributions from corporate and private donors, and 

state subsidies, but time devoted by members and supporter groups equally salient. Loose 

network of interest groups and supporters that reflects people-orientated approach. Media seen 

as an opportunity – use stories to shape the political agenda. 

4. Campaigning: basis is people-intensive, reflecting open rallies, integration into social media 

vehicles. Nature of campaign is civic-orientated. Campaign approach is more ad hoc, creative, 

so that campaign gradually emerges. Entrepreneurial rather than analytical focus. Campaign 

delivery is soft-emotional. Politicians display revivalist discourse.  

5. Organization: leader’s office and senior politicians and advisers in the ascendancy. Control 

is centralised, but looser. Members and activists are directed, but also listened to, so that a sense 

of community develops. Information transfer is thus two-way. Focus placed upon on-going 

change through evolving approaches to party management. 

6. Overall disposition: tendency towards building relationships with broad array of groups and 

people. Emphasis on dynamism.  

 

The model can be applied to contemporary British politics and an interpretation given for the 

parties. We assume that both mainstream parties, Conservatives and Labour, evolved 

significantly from 2015 to 2017 under the influence of their respective leaders, David Cameron 

and Theresa May on the Conservative side; Ed Miliband and Jeremy Corbyn on the Labour 

side.  

Using the 2015 and 2017 general elections leads to the suggestion that a High-Low, two by 

two, matrix for understanding the dynamics of populism and professionalism could be apposite. 

This raises the question of how to measure high and low populism. In our view, high procedural 

populism can be identified either when leaders bypass parties to connect directly with voters 

as in the case of Corbyn’s Labour Party, which does not mean that the campaign is not highly 

professionalised, but it does mean that it becomes much easier for leaders to rise and stand out 

by appealing to voters directly.  

 

2015 general election Low professionalism High professionalism 

Low populism  Labour Party 

High populism  Conservative Party 
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2017 general election Low professionalism High professionalism 

Low populism  Conservative Party 

High populism  Labour Party 

 

This framework again emphasises the personalization of politics, which at the leadership level 

brings in the notion of party leaders as “celebrities” (Seawright 2013). Through their style, 

Cameron, Blair and Corbyn became celebrity politicians, whereas Brown and May were not. 

This suggests that some element of celebrity is helpful for a populist stance to be successful. A 

sense of entrepreneurship is also needed, as will be developed later. If we consider Nigel Farage 

of UKIP and the Labour Party’s Jeremy Corbyn, both are populists, but have taken a different 

approach to party organization. Their procedural populism is expressed differently: whereas 

Farage relied on a party organization already weakened by the lack of professionalism, Corbyn 

bypassed the party organization by using parallel channels of connection with the people 

(Momentum). In both cases it amounts to the same result which consists in weakening 

intermediate structures between the leaders and the people. Moreover, it could be construed 

that Corbyn with his fresh policy ideas displays a sense of entrepreneurship, in having 

‘transformative effects on politics’ (Scheingate 2003). 

What about the Conservative Party? 

It could be asserted that procedural populism needs a professional organization to make it work 

effectively. Mair (2002) argued that for New Labour, procedural populism presupposes four 

conditions: an iron control on both the organization on the ground and within the parliamentary 

party, so that one party one voice was projected; an increasing reliance on plebiscitary 

techniques of winning support; non-partisan rhetoric; and populism as a form of governing in 

which the party is sidelined or disappears. There are illustrations within the Conservative Party 

for all four of these in the Cameron era. The evolution of the Conservative Party is particularly 

meaningful insofar as it has been in government since 2010, therefore using not only internal 

party reforms but also external strategies to reconnect with the people. Internally, David 

Cameron enhanced central control quite markedly, especially in the realm of campaigning and 

candidate selection (Low 2014a and b). Moreover, the party membership and the bureaucracy 

were sidelined, for example with the use of open primaries, although the professional structure 

remained visible (Alexandre-Collier 2016). Externally, plebiscitary techniques in general and 
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the European Referendum in particular are seen as primary devices of procedural populism. 

From 2010 to 2016, the party offered an interesting combination of opportunities (referendums 

on Alternative Vote, Scottish independence, EU membership) with proactive leadership 

(Alexandre-Collier 2015). In addition, Cameron’s rhetoric was recurrently non-partisan, 

especially in relation to the “Big Society” agenda.  

In the May era, whilst it would still be possible to find some evidence of procedural populism, 

it has been much diluted. Moreover, each of Mair’s conditions requires modification, as the 

discussion above showed that iron control of the organization is too strong and hence there is 

a renewed role for the membership. 

The obstacle of institutionalization 

Ball (2005: 1) stressed that ‘the strengths of the Conservative Party have been its adaptability, 

resilience and desire for power’. Despite being highly institutionalized in Panebianco’s (1988) 

terms, these features drove the party to aggressively adopt professionalization; being business-

orientated this management concept was not unnatural. However, it can be argued that over 

time this professionalization itself would become rigidly embedded within the organizational 

framework. In the modern context, a further dimension of institutionalization is now prevalent, 

that of values. Because of the ingrained Conservative campaigning ethos of hard pragmatism 

and professionalism, it would be difficult for the party to adopt a more populist, values-oriented 

style. The legacy of Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s when the party swung ideologically to the 

right suggested that a populist approach was feasible if the electoral conditions were right. 

Tony Blair for Labour provided this populist stance, while the Conservative Party reverted to 

its previous traditional type. The dire electoral conditions in 2005 and the election of David 

Cameron to the party leadership provided a fresh opportunity for a populist approach to 

flourish. Nevertheless, the party’s strong institutionalization and traditions could be an 

impediment for utilising the populist opportunities offered by social media. The problems that 

the party encountered at the 2017 general election, when it lost its overall majority, seem to 

point in this direction.  

Competitively, institutional devolution to Scotland and Wales meant that the Conservative 

Party needed to be in a position to counter a diverse set of arguments, some of which were 

expressed forcefully and persuasively by entrepreneurial-type leaders such as Alex Salmond 

of the Scottish National Party, as well as those of challengers such as Nigel Farage of UKIP 

and. A purely professional stance would not enable the party to do this, as professionalism is 
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essentially a cold analytical concept. Countering the upstart parties and actors would require 

more emotional response: a populist outlook essentially. A professional approach may have 

been appropriate in an earlier era, but modern politics requires a more human approach to 

connect with the electorate. Professionals would thus need to develop emotional intelligence.  

The contemporary political environment is dynamic, such that parties need to keep evolving. 

Changing societal attitudes and expectations, modern communication technologies and the 24 

hour media cycle are salient. Politicians need to accommodate them and this needs populist 

communications as well as cold analysis; change is particularly necessary when parties face 

serious difficulties (Bale 2008). It could be argued that David Cameron largely achieved this, 

while Theresa May is struggling in this regard. The Conservative Party brand was ‘toxic’ when 

Cameron became leader in 2005. Professionalism alone would not resolve the problem, as 

professionals with their formal systems and processes tend to operate within their own 

expertise-based comfort zones. Instead, it is procedural populism that would enable the 

necessary creative thinking to be undertaken. Populist rhetoric was needed to make the party 

heard again and to assist with brand decontamination.  

Candidate selection 

Cameron’s approach to candidate selection reveals that expediency plays a role in influencing 

when leaders choose to emphasise professionalism or populism, depending upon the context at 

the time. In a populist manner, he went over the heads of his party in order to advance the cause 

of getting more women and people from ethnic minorities elected as MPs. In the leadership-

acceptance speech in 2005, he announced his intention to change the ‘scandalous under-

representation of women in his party’. Hence, he made optimal use of the access to national 

media outlets that his position as leader of the opposition bestowed upon him to advance his 

cause and to proactively quell any opposition. However, Campbell and Childs (2015) showed 

that while feminisation was a core component of his modernisation strategy, following early 

progress it faded after 2010 as his announcement in 2009 that a third of his government would 

be women was not realised in practice. Moreover, he ignored calls to use quotas for women in 

candidate selection and the ‘A list’ of candidates to promote equality was quietly dropped; 

Labour, though, continued to use all-women-shortlists. Cameron was keen to influence voter 

perceptions by showing that he was combating the supposedly reactionary party activists, 

thereby applying May’s law. His initiatives illustrated a reduction in their power through 

engaging a wider selectorate, reflected by enhanced involvement of passive members and, 
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through the use of primaries (Alexandre-Collier, 2016) and supporter groups. This strategy was 

consistent with Mair’s party democratisation thesis. Leaders wanted acceptable candidates with 

similar ideological profiles to ensure a cohesive parliamentary party; hence, more inclusive 

procedures were followed involving passive members, under the guise of enhancing 

democracy, but with a leadership veto. Bale and Webb (2013) found that for candidate 

selection, the least active members were in favour of primaries, with the most active wanting 

the membership meeting, as it would likely provide them with more influence. In 2017, open 

primaries were shelved and the party, under May’s leadership, returned to the traditional 

procedure of candidate selection which is tightly controlled and filtered by Conservative 

Headquarters (Alexandre-Collier, 2016). It showed that Cameron had embraced procedural 

populism to get elected and then reverted to a more analytical outlook later when he needed 

the activists; expediency is thus a key reconciliation concept. 

Leadership Style 

Leadership style itself is a core indicator of the need to combine professionalism with 

procedural populism. David Cameron, like Tony Blair before him, consistently adopted a 

populist dimension to his leadership style, most pointedly in terms of communication 

strategies. He consistently announced policies through the media by pursuing a populist 

linguistic style and tone; in this way, he was striving to shape the national debate. By doing so, 

he naturally followed the approach adopted by Blair and therefore seems to fit in with Mair’s 

analysis of New Labour as being typical of his ‘partyless democracy’. Critically, for Blair it 

was about a contract between him and the people. However, for Cameron, it was more about 

developing a relationship with the people, so that they put their trust in him to look after their 

interests; in this, way, Cameron’s approach was more transformational. Nevertheless, the 

leadership of one person transcends the party as a whole. However, the new approach would 

require some professional analysis: it was Cameron, the leader, who would realise change, but 

it was the central team that reported directly to Cameron personally who did the hard 

preparatory work; such people help to shape the public image and awareness of what the party 

stands for (Ball 2005).  

Closely associated with leadership style is political entrepreneurship. The literature on political 

parties suggests that politics and entrepreneurship are incompatible (Seyd and Whiteley 1995). 

Politicians and party professionals are not entrepreneurs; they do not have entrepreneurial 

skills. Nevertheless, political entrepreneurs are supposed to be agents of change (Dahl 1961) 
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and procedural populism can be related to political entrepreneurship from the leadership 

perspective. As noted above, Hopkin and Paolucci identified the following political resources 

in their business model that reflected entrepreneurialism: leader popularity, organizational 

advantages, a high degree of centralisation of power and access to specialist expertise in 

modern communications. For a good proportion of Cameron’s leadership, he possessed such 

resources; the organizational advantages had been strengthened by the 1998 Fresh Future 

reforms which effectively brought the membership under the control of the leadership (Hague, 

1997). These resources combined with the favourable political context from a leadership 

perspective enabled Cameron to assume the status of a political entrepreneur, which in turn 

enabled him to make changes to the candidate selection procedures and adopt the 

environmentalist agenda in order to get elected to office, and then later to push through non-

traditional Conservative policies. Hence, Cameron’s ‘Big Society’, the policy regarding gay 

marriage and the changes to candidate selection point towards political entrepreneurship with 

a populist slant. In this, he was also responding to voter concerns manifested through opinion 

polls and market research, rather than sticking doggedly to traditional Conservative policy 

areas. Cameron’s assertive approach in this respect revealed an authentic leader to the 

electorate; although within the party ‘Cameron seemed an inauthentic voice of conservatism’ 

(Byrne et al 2017: 214). Nevertheless, again, this illustration shows a reconciliation of 

professionalism for the necessary research and procedural populism to deliver it. In the context 

of the referendum campaign, it is also contended here that Cameron’s leadership style of the 

Conservative Party also had entrepreneurial features in order to project a sharp response to 

Farage’s populist style; a purely electoral-professional approach would have been sub-optimal 

for this purpose. Unfortunately for the party, Theresa May, whilst she has undoubted access to 

the same resources, lacks the personality and creativity needed to be as effective as Cameron 

(Shipman, 2017). 

Nevertheless, the Big Society concept, although populist in nature, demonstrates when 

entrepreneurial strategies can founder. Green (2010: 683) noted that it was ‘intended to offer 

an inspirational call to participation and responsibility, to address (perhaps) the taint that there 

was “no such thing as society” and to contrast the Big Society with small government’. As 

such, it was meant to be a populist-type election slogan. It was to be implemented through 

decentralisation, lower taxation and the cooperation of voluntary organizations and individuals 

in addressing ‘the broken society’. Its failure to resonate with the electorate probably owed 

much to too little professional analysis being conducted to support the populist rhetoric. In 
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addition, when it was clear that the green agenda did not provide the party with an electoral 

advantage, the emphasis was diluted and certain parts dropped (Carter and Clements 2015). 

This shows the longer term downsides to populist rhetoric if it is not subsequently backed up 

by substantive action and thorough professional analysis. 

A populist stance and supporting rhetoric is associated with personalised leadership. For the 

2010 general election campaign, some Conservative activists (the party has always put great 

emphasis on leadership) saw the campaign as simply the leadership of Cameron against that of 

Labour leader Gordon Brown (Low 2014b). For both Cameron and Blair, politics and 

campaigning were about putting themselves at the front of everything. Cameron took this to 

the extreme, with many policy announcements coming from speeches by him, rather than by 

the minister responsible for particular policies. Moreover, he made particular use of 

presidential-style press conferences to project his authority further.  

Hence, there is a clear link here to presidentialization: there is a sharp contrast in the 

presidential leadership style of David Cameron and that of Theresa May; the former was much 

more populist. Reversely, while it could be said that May was populist in terms of her 

announcements concerning ‘Brexit means Brexit’ and wanting to govern for those people just 

about managing, her style was then undermined by refusing to connect with the people; for 

example, by turning down offers to participate in the TV debates, or not meeting supporters in 

constituencies (Shipman 2017). Digital campaigning was ignored in the 2017 General Election 

(the difference here with Corbyn’s Labour Party being striking). Yet, she heavily relied on her 

professional staff (cf. influence of Nick Timothy and Fiona Hill, especially in the writing of 

the 2017 Tory manifesto) to the point of being criticised for being a ‘robot’ (the ‘Maybot’) at 

the hands of her advisers (Shipman 2017). Therefore one could argue that while David 

Cameron could be identified as a ‘populist-professional’ leader, Theresa May is better 

characterised as a ‘professional-populist’ leader; the latter’s approach was functional, whereas 

the former’s was more emotional and passionate.  

Campaigning 

The campaigning approach adopted by Conservative Party professionals reflected a project 

management orientation. There was detailed planning, manifested in the election grid, an 

opinion polling programme, an advertising schedule and so forth, as well as close targeting of 

voters in marginal constituencies: the plan was designed, constructed and executed. Hence, a 

capital-intensive approach to campaigning has been pursued relentlessly by the party, 
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supported by its superior financial resources; labour intensive local party activism was deemed 

as being of secondary importance, with local members largely confined to delivering leaflets 

that had been designed and written by professionals. However, a populist approach relies much 

more on relationship building, ‘community organising’ (Gauja 2016) and responding 

instinctively, intuitively and emotionally to voter concerns. By extension, it can thus be 

construed that populism and professionalism are associated with hearts and minds, 

professionalism for the latter and procedural populism for the former. A procedural populist 

approach would be about achieving identification with, and warmth towards, the Conservative 

Party. Hence, again this suggests a dichotomy between hard professionalism and soft populism. 

In 2017 particularly, the Conservative Party fought a very professional campaign and 

justifiably be accused of attending too much to the former and not enough to the latter. Overall, 

its firm commitment to professionalization and the employment of modern techniques probably 

hindered its ability to adopt a populist style. Hence, at the 2017 general election, social media 

was a project to be managed professionally, rather than an opportunity for meaningful 

engagement. Raynor (2014) thus questioned whether campaign professionalization and the 

professionals themselves help parties to win elections. Creativity, a necessary ingredient of a 

successful modern campaign, would largely be stifled by professionalism alone. 

A creative approach is much needed to address the modern political context. There is much 

evidence that voters have become increasingly turned off from politics. Electoral turnout at 

both general and local elections has been falling, as voters have become disillusioned with the 

major parties both looking and sounding the same. Party dealignment can be accounted for by 

low electoral turnouts and declining memberships (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002). Political 

intrigue at the remote Westminster, the continuing use of ‘spin doctors’, politicians looking 

‘wooden’ and not answering questions, and voter concerns over issues such as globalisation, 

immigration, housing have all led to voters being alienated from politicians. As a result, it could 

be argued that they many have been responsive to more emotive style politicians such as 

Jeremy Corbyn, Nigel Farage, and even David Cameron at times, but have been indifferent to 

leaders such as Theresa May. 

The importance of members was alluded to above: a procedural populist approach reinforces 

the need for party members and supporters in terms of a re-emphasis on the notion of them 

being ‘ambassadors in the community’ (Scarrow 1994); this has been largely discounted in the 

last 20 years in favour of national communications. It is interesting that with the help of 

Momentum, the Labour Party now has 600,000 members to spread the message and to build 
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upon Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership, whereas the Conservative Party has seen persistent 

membership decline which is now down at around 134,000, many of which are aged and 

inactive. Moreover, contemporary evidence shows that Conservatives are generally very 

reluctant to discuss policy on the doorstep with voters (Low 2014c). Furthermore, the party’s 

willingness to emulate Momentum with a new network known as Activate was mocked in social 

media while other attempts to mobilise supporters on the ground had been discredited by 

scandals around Team2015 and their RoadTrip (Shipman, 2017, p. 185). Nevertheless, Bale 

and Webb (2016) in reporting members’ views on the coalition with the Liberal Democrats, 

argued that they were largely influenced by ideology and their perceptions of the party leader. 

In turn, this suggests that they, and probably the party’s supporters would be receptive to 

populist rhetoric. Their needs are likely to be more ideological than those of voters, such that 

if they were not met they may not deliver leaflets; hence, populist rhetoric may help to assuage 

this position and could also enhance activist and member engagement. 

The 2015 and 2017 general election campaigns illustrate the populist-professional model in 

action. The 2015 Conservative campaign was quite illustrative of the combination of 

procedural populism - through the examples of direct mailing to voters, the leadership of Team 

2015 and supporters transported by buses alongside members to campaign in marginal 

constituencies - and professionalism - for example, the help of Jim Messina in deploying 

computer data or using the application Merlin based on the company Experian to send targeted 

leaflets to floating voters (Rigby and Bounds, 2015). As a result, the campaign was so 

expensive that the party was eventually fined £70,000 by the Electoral Commission for not 

complying with the rules of allocation of resources. Nevertheless, both procedural populism 

and professionalism were roughly in balance, with a slight incline towards the former. In the 

2017 general election, the ‘strong and stable’ mantra was voiced against the supposed ‘coalition 

of chaos’ of the opposition parties. It was May as the responsible, articulate and strong prime 

minister against the hopelessly inadequate Jeremy Corbyn. The Conservative campaign was 

very professional in that a disproportionate amount of money was spent in promoting 

candidates, in employing the latest technology, in pursuing its extensive national media 

communications extolling the virtues of May and rubbishing those of Corbyn, and generally 

controlling all aspects of the campaign including who would speak when and where, and of 

course the movements and engagements of the prime minister. Yet despite all of this and 

despite the Labour Party and its leadership being perceived as weak, the Conservative Party 

lost ground in the election. A prime reason for this, it could be argued that Corbyn pursued a 
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populist campaign. He went out and met people. He engaged with people. He spoke at rallies. 

The policies uttered were easily comprehended by voters. They knew who he was and the 

approach to government he would take. Above all, he was creative, but also like Cameron and 

Blair before him, energetic; May, by contrast, was relatively moribund. Leaders need to 

demonstrate enhanced political skills, but at the same time appear to be ‘one of us’ (Finlayson 

2002: 590). Hence, it could be construed that, compared with 2015, the Conservative Party at 

the 2017 general election was too professional and insufficiently populist: they offered little in 

terms of a positive message. They were too far towards the professional end of the continuum; 

hence populism and professionalism were out of balance.   

Non-partisan ideology 

Campaign approach requires a consideration of ideology. Professionalism reduces the 

emphasis on ideology as the models of Kirchheimer and Panebianco attest, and instead pursues 

practical politics to achieve electoral success. However, as Corbyn and Labour have shown, 

their initiatives have been associated with socialist ideology from the past, but re-stated for the 

modern context. Corbyn’s approach has been to suggest that market economics/neo-liberalism 

has not worked and to advance the notion that there must be a better way of doing things; he 

was revivalist in his approach. Procedural populism is employed here to emphasise empathy 

with the public. By contrast, the Conservative Party has afforded a great emphasis on the 

concept of valence. Valence politics is associated with capability and competence to govern, 

rather than softer emotions and feelings. Clarke et al (2011) identify the components of the 

valence model as leader images (competence of leader), issue agenda (which party is best to 

deliver) and partisanship or party identification (ability of parties to convince the voter). In 

each of these, it is relatively easy to see the link to professionalism in terms of political and 

organizational skills and competences, and as Webb and Bale (2014) concluded that, in an era 

of valence politics, many people will change their vote if their material needs are not delivered. 

However, again the softer emotional aspects are lacking. Valence suggests cold politics, but 

what is also needed is attention to warmer concepts associated with voter feelings, emotions 

and so forth, so that they acquire an intuitive feel for the party that they most want to vote for. 

Perhaps Kirchheimer was wrong to dismiss ideology so fully and perhaps Panebianco was 

wrong to conclude that election campaigns can be wholly directed and managed by 

professionals. A populist-professional party thus re-embraces ideology through populist 

rhetoric, but in a manner that is more receptive by wide swathes of the population. Here what 

applies is not a process of de-ideologization, as the model of the cartel party would suggest, 
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but the use of non-party or cross-party ideology to strike a sensitive chord with the public and 

capture as many voters as possible. At the same time, professionalism is required to ensure that 

a party studies voter concerns thoroughly to maintain its position in the ‘zone of acquiescence’ 

(Bale 2006) regarding voters, and so that it remains politically competitive. 

The European referendum Campaign: a missed opportunity 

While Bale and Webb (2015) emphasised the era of valence politics, the European Referendum 

campaign and the 2017 general election indicated strongly the we are now also in an era of 

polarized politics in which the two mainstream parties are both stronger and the country as a 

whole divided. A misunderstanding of the political context can hence lead to wrong decisions 

concerning whether to emphasise professionalism or procedural populism. For Cameron with 

respect to the European Referendum, there was too much professionalism and not enough 

populism. Here, his populist instincts failed him when he most needed them. The European 

Union is both a valence and a positioning issue, so requires emphasis on both professionalism 

and populism. The populist style was most starkly illustrated essentially because the 

referendum implies direct democracy and popular sovereignty and as such is the key 

institutional device for procedural populist leaders. Cameron put himself at the heart of the 

campaign: he led from the front in an ultra-personal way, but in a negative sense through 

‘Project Fear’. His approach was a plea to the people to put their trust in him, rather than the 

Conservative Party just as he had done at the previous general election and indeed as Blair had 

consistently done for Labour. However, his approach was not revivalist.  

In fairness, Cameron was in a difficult position within his party. Heppell et al (2017) 

highlighted the problems that Cameron faced in trying to address extreme Euroscepticism 

within the party: he was mistrusted by many on the right wing, such that his pragmatic form 

was consistently undermined. This had helped to accommodate both modernisers and the right 

when in opposition, but in government a toxic combination of factors magnified divisions: the 

Eurozone crisis, identity and immigration, sovereignty and UKIP’s increasing electoral support 

(Lynch 2015). Nevertheless, that the voters rejected his plea is interesting. Populism by 

definition is associated with politicians empathising with people and articulating their concerns 

vocally. As a result, it tends to be positive in nature in that it is forwarding views and trying to 

positively engage with the public. Conclusively, however, in the European Referendum, it can 

be stated that Cameron was not populist enough. The Remain campaign was too negative and 

functional relying on professional campaigning, whereas the Leave side fought a more positive 
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populist campaign. Even though there were some untruths, such as £350m NHS savings per 

month, their messages were easily understood and populist in nature; the slogans employed 

were likewise focused, enabling the campaign to penetrate through the noise of a multitude of 

competing communications. By contrast, Project Fear had nothing to say to the electorate and 

offered no vision of the future; this vision can be conceived as an important strand of populism. 

Hence, again it could be argued that modern political parties and their campaigns needed to be 

both professional and populist, with a subtle equilibrium to be optimally found. 

The mistakes in the European Referendum also demonstrate the communications dimension 

and again the need to reconcile both procedural populism and professionalism. Naturally gifted 

orators such as Cameron can actively pursue populist rhetoric, but there is always the potential 

for mistakes to occur and the views of their audience to be misinterpreted. Hence, in order to 

develop a populist-orientated campaign strategy, professionals are needed to do the prior 

preparation work. Populist politicians need the benefit of research on policy issues and voter 

concerns, they need professionals to assist them to work out when and where they speak, they 

need financial resources which require professionals to acquire, and they need followers 

(activists) to attend rallies and spread the message. Moreover, by using professionals, research 

can be conducted to decide on the populist language and phraseology to be employed; in this 

way, such rhetoric may be used to both shore up traditional support and bring in new 

supporters; as well as demonstrating competence on valence issues. Hence, the political 

communication strategies of populist-style leaders deliver the results in terms of connections 

to the electorate. Cameron espoused such an approach through, for example, his ‘broken 

society’ and ‘I love my country’ messages.  

Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to propose and discuss the concept of populist-professional party. 

The case of the British Conservative Party in the run-up of both general elections of 2015 and 

2017 is interesting insofar as the party has been in power since 2010 and that both its leaders, 

David Cameron and Theresa May, reveal the two sides of the populist-professional model with 

which both explicitly fit in. Though relying on the more professional side of the party in terms 

of personnel, May has not given up on the populist side. One example is the way Brexit is being 

currently negotiated. It seems to be entirely based on her interpretation of popular will as being 

‘hard Brexit’, while the voices of soft Brexiters and Remainers are being dismissed as 

discordant and those of Brexiteers in her Cabinet, for example, are given overwhelming 
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importance (Allen, 2017). This excessive emphasis on the reinterpretation of the referendum 

decision can be analysed as the primary indication of the populism which characterises May’s 

leadership style. Thus it can be argued that with her, the populist-professional model has not 

been buried, but simply reinterpreted. 

Beyond the case of the Conservative Party, the outcome of this paper, it is hoped, will have 

both conceptual and practical applications. Conceptually, it will provide a framework for 

thinking through future electoral campaigning in terms of communications, organization and 

policy development. Moreover, in practical terms it will offer suggestions for how parties 

should organise in the future; this necessitates bringing in some decentralisation to complement 

the current centralised approaches adopted by most political parties. 
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