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Campaigns I’ve run and lived
Chairman, California Republican Party (2007- 2011)

Chairman, Republican Party of San Diego County (2001 – 07)

Presidential Campaign Spokesman Sen. Ted Cruz (2016)

Republican nominee for Lt. Governor of California (2014)

Local elected officeholder, San Diego County 

Hi.  I’m Ron Nehring!

What I do today
Director, International School of Politics, Leadership Institute

Work with center-right and conservative leaders, candidates 
and parties across the world.



The Strategic Challenge

Home to a majority of voters
Drivers of economic output, culture, narratives
Losing cities means losing control of the national 
conversation



The Urban Vicious Cycle

Election losses in cities.
Donors redirect funding elsewhere.
Conservative talent pool shrinks.
People with talent and networks disengage.
Best candidates don’t run, fearing loss.
Participation declines.
“Small organization disease” kicks in.
Even worse election results.



Urban strategy must 
deliberately break this cycle



Pillar 1:
Branding Using the 
Elaboration Likelihood Model



My interest in 
party branding



How do they feel 
about the party?

And how do they 
feel about it?



Your brand is not a logo.

It’s the sum of the emotional, visual and 
behavioral perceptions people have about a 
party, candidate or movement.

It’s the promise, personality and reputation in the 
minds of voters.

Emotional reputation, emotional shorthand, felt 
identity



• Determines if voters will listen to you.

• Impacts voter behavior.

• Distinguishes the party from competitors.

• Creates lasting voter connection.

• Essential in fragmented political 
landscapes.

Party Identity is Critical in Urban Campaigns 



It’s one of the oldest debates in politics



“Left or Right?”



But is this how people think?

normal people



Polling + Market Research

Political theory

“The problem with market research is people don’t think 
what they feel, don’t say what they think, and don’t do 
what they say.”           
              David Ogilvy

People can’t be reduced to a single number on a 
theoretical, flat political spectrum.  Political theory is often 
incomplete or misleading.



A change in perspective 
is worth 80 IQ points.       
        
              Alan Kay



There’s more than 
one dimension at 
work here…



Elaboration Likelihood Model

Developed by Richard E. Petty and John T. 
Cacioppo

Goal:  Create a framework to understand how 
people process persuasive messages.



Key Finding

The highly engaged process information more 
deeply, less engaged rely on superficial cues and 
signals.

Highly engaged and less engaged people process 
information differently.





Central Route Peripheral Route

Arguments and 
evidence.

Cues and signals as 
shortcuts.



Now, let’s apply it to politics…



Central Route Peripheral Route

Detailed arguments 
and evidence.

Cues and signals as 
shortcuts.

CORE CROWD



Central Route
Detailed arguments 
and evidence.

CORE
We understand the 
problem.

Solution + Benefits.

Evidence, data, 
testimonials.

Platform/manifesto.



Peripheral 
Route

Cues and signals as 
shortcuts.

CROWD

Themes.

Visuals.

Stories.

Emotional connection.

Social proof.

Aesthetics.

Charisma.

Positive imagery.

Consistency.



As we make branding decisions, 
what do we need each to do?

CORE CROWD



CORE

Show we really 
understand the problem.

Solution + Benefit.

Evidence, data, 
testimonials.

Platform/manifesto.

Volunteer

Donate

Engage

Vote for us

Explain why the party/candidate is right.
Provide justification and confidence.
Sustain volunteers, donors, and advocates.
Does not create mass emotional appeal.
Does not achieve persuasion alone.



CROWD
Theme

Visual identity

Storytelling

Emotional connection

Social proof

Aesthetic appeal

Charisma

Positive imagery

Consistent

+Impressions

Recognition

Trust

Vote for us

Reduce the resistance to people engaging us
Signal trust, confidence, belonging
Create emotional openness
Cannot carry policy weight
Cannot survive sustained scrutiny alone



To win in cities, we don’t need to 
reach the left’s core.

We need to reach the crowd.



Campaign messaging to win the crowd:

Convey warmth, relatability, social 
proof, competence, tone.
Use experienced, “lived” language.  No 
ideological jargon.
Non-tribal branding.

STRATEGIES

Remove threat signals

Send trust cues

Lower engagement 
barriers



Campaign action to win the crowd:

“Opposition office in the 
neighborhood”
“Fix Days” workshops
Cross-tribal endorsements
“Shadow government audit”
Service-first campaigning

STRATEGIES

Break stereotype of 
conservative 
detachment.

Signal practical 
competence

Lower resistance to 
engagement



Meet Jess Wilson MLA
Leader of the Liberals in Victoria



Meet Nicole Werner MLA
Victoria, Australia



Visual Identity and 
Symbolism

Colors, logos, and symbols 
evoke emotions and 
establish identity.

These elements should 
resonate with core and 
crowd.



Color conveys openness, 
freshness
Appeals to crowd, ok to core

“Wieder nach vorne”
(Back to the front)

Appeals to core
Appeals to crowd

National map and flag
Appeals to core and crowd

Font/typestyle
Modern sans serif

Appeals to younger 
audience, primarily crowd

Themes and Branding Must Appeal to Core and Crowd



Speaks to the core.
Speaks to the crowd.
Creates contrast.
Theme + Actions = Credibility







A Work in Progress



• Core-focused
• Insider shorthand.
• Familiar to those with high political knowledge.
• No emotional or symbolic resonance.
• Flat design and muted colors: institutional, not 

inspirational.
• Prioritizes identification within the party, not 

connection beyond it.

• Full party name: instantly recognizable 
• Combines logic and emotion: clear identity and 

visual storytelling.
• Uses California symbols (bear, star, arc) to evoke 

pride and belonging.
• Strong colors and dynamic form cue confidence 

and optimism.
• Bridges core conviction with broader voter 

appeal — central + peripheral routes united.

From talking to ourselves — to connecting with everyone



Over-emphsize 
the Core

What happens when we get this wrong

• Intellectually correct, 
but sterile

• Activists satisfied, 
voters unmoved

• Strong arguments, 
weak growth

Over-emphasize 
the crowd

• Shallow appeal, 
fragile support.

• Collapses under 
scrutiny.

• Lacks credibility. 
Initial attention, no 
staying power.

Confuse the two

• Incoherent
• Inconsistent
• Internal conflict 

over “what we 
stand for”

• Voters sense 
confusion



Parties fail by arguing when they should 
be signaling – or signaling when they 
should be arguing. 



Generate ideas, then apply filters:

CORE CROWD
Filter: The Six “P’s”

Principles

Policies

Proof

Positive

Progress

Purpose

Filter: IMPACT:

Inspire

Motivate

Positive

Appealing

Connect

Trust



“The most common error of a 
smart engineer is to optimize a 
thing which should not exist.”



The left-right political spectrum is just 
not helpful for branding purposes.



Don’t confuse the jobs
Signals are not policies
Policies are not branding

Manage the brand
What you repeat matters
What you tolerate defines you

Win
Validate the Core
Attract the Crowd
Reinforce both

Decide who you are
Clarity beats cleverness
The core must recognize you

Validate the Core
Show there is a purpose
Motivate loyalty, volunteers, donors

Signal to the Crowd
Use themes, tone, imagery
Identify hooks
Bring down the resistance



Pillar 2:
Strong Urban Branches



“It feels like losing.”



10 Signs of a Strong Urban Branch

1. Clear point of entry and ladder of engagement.

2. A welcoming culture.

3. Strong meetings – Regular, valuable, healthy.

4. Growing.

5. Financially sound.

6. Regular income from every level of the pyramid.

7. Physical presence in the neigborhoods.

8. Recruits, trains and prepares volunteers in a structure.

9. Fields and prepares candidates for every office.

10. Develops, adopts and executes a plan.



Pillar 3:
Bold Coalition Building with the
Stakeholder Matrix



City elections 

demand a broad 

coalition of 

diverse interests 

and groups 

behind a single 

party/candidate.

Expand your 

reach while 

shrinking the pool 

available to 

opponents.

Borrowing the 

credibility of 

others.

Coalitions 
Matter More in 
Cities



What Is a 
Stakeholder Matrix?

BUILDING AN URBAN MAJORITY

Your tool to map stakeholders 
by influence and interest, set 
priorities and direct progress.



Identifiable Groups
Taxpayers, small business, 

athletes, agriculture, 

occupational and professional 

groups, student groups.

Influential Leaders
Community leaders and current 

or former elected officials

News Media
Independent newspapers and 

editorial boards

Issue Groups
Policy-focused organizations 

and advocacy groups

The Stakeholder Landscape



Identify important stakeholders: interest groups, 
media, influencers

Map their positions: who supports, opposes, or is 
neutral

Set priorities, targets and plans to move them 

Why build a stakeholder 
matrix?



01

List the 
Stakeholders

All 
identifiable 
groups and 
influentials 
who may 
have an 
interest in 
elections.

02

Assess 
where they 
are now

Evaluate 
where they 
are now, and 
what likely 
drives their 
interest.

03

Where 
might we 
get them?

How much 
influence 
may they 
have?

04

Plan the 
best 
approach

05

Place in 
matrix

How to Build a Stakeholder Matrix



Code Meaning Use / Notes

++ strongly supportive Key allies; prioritize engagement and mobilization

+ supportive Useful backers; maintain communication and involvement

0 neutral Undecided or indifferent; monitor and inform

– weakly opposed Mild resistance; address concerns and seek influence

- - strongly opposed Active opposition; assess risk and mitigation

? confidence notation Append to any code to indicate uncertainty

Code Each Urban Stakeholder
Five-point attitude scale
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Stakeholder Matrix: Influence and Potential
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Stakeholder Matrix: Influence and Potential

Chamber of 
Commerce

SEIU Local

Sportsmen’
s Alliance

Realtors 
Association

Teachers 
Union Local

Newspaper 
ed board



One fish One hook



Allies: mobilize 
and amplify

Persuade allies to engage
Move passive supporters 

to active

Neutrals with potential: 
educate and persuade

Leverage relationships, Address directly
Provide clear benefits and evidence

Invite low-risk participation 
opportunities

Moveable opponents: understand and respond
Map opponent goals and 

motivations
Attempt neutralization where feasible

If entrenched, mitigate impact

Moving Stakeholders



Work together 

on messaging points

Organize 

coordinated events 

for visibility and 

social proof?

Recognize allies 

publicly and share 

credit in 

communications when 

appropriate.

Include allies before 

certain decisions are 

made, for buy-in.

Seek opportunity 

allies

Summary: Equip allies, 

make the most of 

contributions, and 

recruit aligned partners

Make the most of your allies



High influence, High potential support — top priority, engage as key allies01

High influence, Opposed — manage risks02

Low influence, Supportive — keep informed and mobilize when needed03

Neutral / Movable middle — prioritize persuasion or deprioritize based on ROI04

Actions to take based on the matrix



Based on their 
relationship to the 
target.

Use relationship builders, 
not just surrogates or 
representatives.  Focus 
on using people who can 
build trust.

Neutralize opponents 
with "bridge builders" 
who can speak to the 
skeptical without 
being seen as one of 
your hacks.

We must choose the right 
messengers



A strong urban party is a 
network of people with 
networks.



Breaking the Urban Decline Cycle



BRANDING  
BRANCHES  
BRIDGES

F R A M E W O R K  F O R  U R B A N  S T R A T E G Y



Ron Nehring
Director of the International School of Politics 
at the Leadership Institute

My contact card Download the 
presentation
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