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Singapore's political landscape has long been characterized by a hegemonic ruling
party, the People's Action Party, which has maintained dominance through institutional
control and carefully managed electoral openings. Opposition actors have periodically
gained public attention, yet remain fragmented and fail to form stable alliances even when
collective strength could improve their electoral prospects. The Workers’ Party (WP), as the
most electorally salient opposition force, occupies a central paradox: it attracts voter support
while simultaneously resisting cooperative coalition-building. This persistent disunity
among opposition parties raises the question of what internal strategic logic reinforces
fragmentation despite the apparent external incentive to unite. This paper examines the
subtle fragmentation among Singapore’s opposition parties, especially focusing on the WP
and its refusal to join an opposition coalition. Based on political branding theory and papers
on authoritarian elections, this paper argues that the WP, through strategic brand
differentiation, limits its willingness to cooperate with other opposition parties. By situating
this issue in the context of the hegemonic party system as well as political branding theory,
this paper presents a novel synthesis of theories on how political branding can serve both as
a cognitive shortcut and a constraint on opposition coalition construction.

Political brands, Opposition parties, Singapore politics, Party coalitions

Political party competition in Singapore presents unique structural features. Despite the convenience
of party registration and the legal existence of multiple parties, only a few opposition parties, such
as the Workers' Party (WP), continue to contest elections.

The main opposition parties have failed to offer a coherent ideological alternative and in
particular have avoided challenging the People’s Action Party (PAP)’s core value of pragmatism and
meritocracy that rationalizes the socio-political hierarchy built up over the past few decades [1].
making the opposites to nitpick rather than shake the political legitimacy that regards the
government as the exclusive domain of experts [2,3]. Opposition parties blame this predicament on
systemic obstacles. Both scholars and opposition parties, however, neglect the perspective of
political brand.

Some scholars believed that Valence brand and Policy brand are the core elements of Party brand
[4-6]. It is also believed that party brands should achieve the two goals of identification and
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differentiation [7]. The theory that integrates these two aspects provides us with a new perspective to
understand the subjectivity of opposition parties. PAP's high-performance legitimacy, based on past
economic and social achievements, makes it challenging for weak opposition parties to compete.
Opposition parties have failed to develop coherent policy alternatives or distinct brand
differentiation, increasing voters' cognitive costs [6,8]. This lack of differentiation blurs the
distinction between opposition coalitions and PAP. WP has gradually built an image as a
professional supervisor and constructive opposition through parliamentary inquiries and community
service [9,11]. However, associating with smaller parties could introduce uncertainty, deterring
median voters from supporting such alliances. Additionally, voters view party support as part of their
social 1identity [12,13], and transforming this identity during coalition formation incurs
psychological costs, which is difficult within Singapore's short election cycles. Consequently,
opposition parties often prefer maintaining separate identities. While WP and other minor parties
share a general anti-PAP stance, significant differences in grassroots services and social welfare
hinder compatibility. WP avoids diluting its brand [9] by distancing itself from smaller parties,
preserving its image as professional, responsible, rational, and constructive.

This paper asks why the Workers' Party, despite being the most electorally salient opposition
actor with clear collective incentives to coordinate, persistently avoids formal alliances with smaller
opposition parties. This study argues the answer lies in the dual logic of political branding: WP has
deliberately cultivated a distinctive valence image—professional, responsible, rational, and
constructive—through parliamentary oversight and community engagement, which serves both as a
cognitive shortcut and a credibility anchor for voters. Coalition with smaller or less compatible
parties, however, risks diluting that identity, injects uncertainty for median voters, and imposes
psychological costs because party support is partly internalized as social identity. These brand-
related dynamics create endogenous strategic constraints that discourage cooperation even when
structural benefits from alliance exist. This paper reframes political branding as more than a voter
heuristic: it is an internal brake on opposition coalition-building. Using Singapore, it demonstrates
how deliberate brand management collides with structural incentives to entrench fragmentation
under dominant-party rule.

There is growing scholarly interest in how voters learn about political parties and make voting
decisions based on that information. As an important topic in political marketing research, "political
brand" or “party brand” has been gradually used to study the relationship between political parties
and civil society in recent years [4,14]. Scholars argue that political parties are brands because they
act as brands to consumers [9,18,22]. Voters, meanwhile, attach meaning to the names and symbols
of political parties over time, allowing them to differentiate and vote for one party over another at an
election.

Nielsen argued that political brands have two core values: identification and differentiation [7].
The former is the premise of political brand building, and political parties should make them
identifiable in the hearts of voters through stable labels, symbols and styles. From this we obtain a
minimal definition of political branding:

A political brand is political representations that are located in a pattern, which can be identified
and differentiated from other political representations [7].

This conceptualization uses the concept of business branding: voters' knowledge of politicians'
names, the "brand value" of parties, specific policies, etc., is largely assumed to be accurate and
consistent among voters [23]. But this is not to say that the electorate is uniformly knowledgeable
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about political brands. For countries where voting is not compulsory, low voter participation has
been a normal feature of Western elections in recent years. As a result, many voters are less aware of
political brands and also feel that there are not many benefits from voting [23]. For them, the
political brand is less influential. By contrast, politically engaged and strongly partisan voters are
likely to be far more swayed by strategic political branding. To some extent, this theory inherits the
voter simplification theory of Downs [24].

From the perspective of voters (consumers), as a kind of symbolic cognitive structure, the
relevant information of a party brand is remembered by voters in ordinary times, and the
information related to a specific party will be activated in the election, so that voters can make
judgments and choices without in-depth understanding of all the policy details of candidates [23].
Scholars pay more attention to the influence of voters' brand identification and trust in political
parties on voting behavior, and voters with strong partisan identification are often more sensitive to
party brands [13,23,25,26].

Political parties, on the other hand, share many similarities with company managers, paying more
attention to how to actively build and maintain product brands. Political brands are regarded as
strategic assets, which requires clear Identification and Differentiation [7]. Political parties gradually
shape voter cognition through clear brand identity (such as platform content, party values, party
emblem, leader image, etc.) [27]. As operators, political parties attach more importance to the
congruence between political propaganda and their internal values, and only by showing the
sincerity and authenticity of political parties can they gain the trust of voters [25]. In short, the
consumer perspective focuses on how brands are perceived by voters, while the manager perspective
focuses on how political parties construct and enforce their brand image.

Scholars began to apply the concept of marketing to the field of political research at the end of
the 20th century [8,25,28,30]. Needham, for instance, compared the voting behavior of voters with
the product choice behavior of consumers [25]. Since then, the research on party brand usually starts
from the two directions of voters and political parties: Reeves and Scammell examined the strategic
balance between political parties driven by ideology and driven by voters [9,27]. Smith and French
combined political psychology with consumer psychology to elaborate on the cognitive mechanism
of voters on party brands [23]. Nielsen focused on the influencing factors of political parties’ choice
of political propaganda strategies [7].

There is a debate among scholars about whether the political brands of political parties are stable.
Some scholars believe that party brands are stable and consist of long-term interrelated nodes
[23,31]. However, some scholars believe that political brands are unstable, and political parties will
frequently change their positions since “...branding is underpinned by the insight that these images
are highly vulnerable, constantly changing, and rarely under complete control” [32]. This divergence
is due to differences in understanding the interaction mechanism of the three core elements of
political branding: political party, leaders and policy.

Parties, party leaders and policy design are three key elements of political branding [7,23], with a
clear division and frequent interaction between elements: a party functions as a brand, with
politicians as its visible feature and using policy as the core service product [33].

Party leaders are the tangible embodiment of brands, and their personal charm can deliver brand
value to voters on behalf of the party [25]. For example, the critical role of leaders in brand
communication is exemplified by the fact that voters are increasingly attracted to political parties
(even as much as to policies) by their leaders. Moreover, in the era of “candidate-centered”
elections, highlighting a leader's own brand image may be more effective in the heat of political
party contests.

27



Proceedings of ICILLP 2025 Symposium: Digital Governance: Inter-Firm Coopetition and Legal Frameworks for Sustainability
DOI: 10.54254/2753-7048/2025.BR26621

Policy issues are the flagship product that parties offer voters; they attract support and amplify
brand power. A party’s enduring fidelity to—and consistent messaging around—its core values and
platform ultimately forges the credibility and coherence of its political brand [23]. Political parties
need to ensure that policy communications are consistent with their brand promises to better sustain
the party-voter relationship. However, in many democratic countries, mainstream parties converge
on most policy positions, and small policy differences between parties reduce the differentiation
among different political brands.

As the institutional carrier of the brand, the party organization's internal organizational structure,
the relationship among elites, and the historical culture of party development provide the foundation
for party brand building. Reeves et al. pointed out that with the trend of ideological dilution, party
organizations often need to strike a balance between short-term performance improvement to cater
to voters and long-term adherence to party principles [27]. Party organizations are also responsible
for integrating party members and local cadres at all levels; for example, the People's Action Party
of Singapore embeds party organizations into the society and conveys a unified brand image to
grassroots voters through a top-down, vertical and efficient organizational system [34]. In other
words, the party organization enables political parties to have both institutional stability and
continuous transmission of values, which is similar to the role of corporate culture in corporate
brand building.

This paper argues that political brands refer to the public's overall perception of a political
organization or individual. It reflects the impression or image people associate with a politician,
party, or country. Political branding helps parties or candidates adjust their reputation, build identity,
and establish trust with voters. It also enables voters to quickly understand a party's or candidate's
claims and differentiate them from competitors.

3. Theoretical framework

Referring to Nielsen [7], Newman and Pich [6] and Butler and Powell’s [4] research on party brand,
we construct the mechanism of party brand building as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of party brand building

Political brand equity includes party identification, differentiation and voter loyalty. When a
political party has successfully established a positive association with the party through long-term
parliamentary debates, community services, and continuous publicity, voters form a party brand
image in their minds. But any change that could shake or blur that image, such as a hasty-to-hasty-
alliance, could lead to "brand dilution", clouding voters' perception of its original strengths and
losing votes.
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Because of the uneven distribution of resources [35,36], it is not easy for small parties to build
clear political brands. If a party is in coalition with other small parties, voters must expend extra
effort to discern the arguments and which issues come from which side, which raises the cognitive
cost of voters. Once the cognitive cost exceeds its mental threshold, they are more inclined to vote
for a single party with a clear memory or to abstain altogether.

In addition, the long-term trust built up between a party and its grassroots supporters through
community activities and face-to-face visits will be gradually diluted in the process of alliance due
to factors such as lack of tacit understanding between different parties or inconsistent values and
operating methods, thus weakening the party's original support base.

In this view, parties must make trade-offs when deciding whether to cooperate with other parties.
If maintaining independence can preserve the brand equity to the greatest extent, reduce the
cognitive cost of voters, maintain the existing trust, and maintain the brand personality and cultural
fit, it is not suitable to join forces with other parties in the short term. On the contrary, when the
alliance with other parties brings certain benefits in terms of resources, but the cost of brand
dilution, cognitive confusion, trust loss and cultural conflict is too high, political parties will choose
to remain independent to build differentiated brands and regain "clear identification" and "high
recognition" in the hearts of voters.

The existing research on party politics in Singapore mainly focuses on the dominant position of
the ruling party, the People's Action Party, under the hegemonic party system [36,39], or analyzes
the power consolidation mechanism of the People's Action Party (PAP) from the perspective of the
electoral system [40] and the uneven distribution of political resources [1,46]. In fact, the ideological
differences among Singapore's opposition parties are actually very weak, and there have been many
attempts to form an opposition coalition in history, but the coalition is often fleeting. The Workers'
Party (WP), the most powerful opposition party, has long been resistant to alliances with other
opposition parties. This paper aims to illustrate the dilemma of opposition parties in Singapore
through the framework of political branding above: Why is it difficult for opposition parties in
Singapore to achieve long-term, stable cooperation? In particular, why is the Workers' Party
reluctant to cooperate with other opposition parties?

In 2023, The People's Alliance for Reform (PAR), formed by the People's Power Party (PPP), the
People’s Voice (PV), the Reform Party (RP) and the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), and The
Coalition, an informal alliance of the Red Dot United Party (RDU), the Singapore People's Party
(SPP) and the Singapore United Party (SUP), were established successively. However, the good
times did not last long. Before the end of April this year, the People's Power Party withdrew from
the PAR on the grounds that "strategic differences could not be ironed out", and the Red Dot Party
also announced its departure from the original alliance due to dissatisfaction with the alliance's
decision to run in the Sembawang group representation constituency (GRC). The vitality of the two
parties’ alliance was badly damaged. In addition to the disbanded coalition, the PAR failed to hold
the constituency base in this election. Although some opposition parties hope to build a coalition
again and break through the limits of the so-called “power to balance” after the election, such
proposals have always been rebuffed by the Workers’ Party [47].
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Figure 2. Vote share changes of singaporean parties (2020-2025) [48]

The political brand theory properly explains one of the important reasons why WP does not
cooperate with other opposition parties from the perspective of subjectivity, that is, the WP’s
strategic choice of its strategic layout at the level of identification and differentiation.

With pragmatic oversight as its brand positioning, WP plays the role of a "constructive
opposition" through rational questioning and constructive questioning in Parliament [11,49]. By
observing the contents of the policy platforms of the participating political parties shown in Table 1
below, it is not difficult to find that, unlike some small opposition parties, which focus too much on
abstract concepts such as human rights and democracy, the Workers' Party focuses more on issues
such as income, housing, medical care and education, which are the daily concerns of voters, and
can reflect the core ideas of the party in the specific policy platforms.

Table 1. The platforms of political parties in GE2025 [50]

Political

Party PAP PSP WP SDP PPP RDU SDA  SPP PAR*
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The WP has presented itself as a different party brand from other opposition parties in terms of
party building, parliamentary performance and grassroots services, namely an image of working
hard in constituencies and working with voters to solve problems [51] rather than "opposing for the
sake of opposing".

In terms of parliamentary performance, the WP’s MPs, represented by Low Thia Khiang, Sylvia
Lim, Pritam Singh Khaira and others [51], have actively performed their oversight duties in
Parliament and participated in important policy debates, and through strict internal control and party
discipline rectification to maintain a relatively clean, professional parliamentary group image.

From the perspective of grassroots services, WP always insists on serving all residents. Many
small parties appear only during the five-yearly election cycle and then disappear, with no long-term
plan to serve constituencies [52]. They pay lip service to their constituents' voices in Congress, but
forget that the basic purpose of running is to help and serve them. In contrast to the mode of some
small parties, the Central Executive Committee of WP and its volunteer teams continue to carry out
community service throughout the year to ensure that voters can get help at any time. The "relational
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trust" formed by such long-term interaction makes voters regard their support for the Workers' Party
as part of their partisan identity [13]. Through the party organization's contact with community
organizations during the election campaign and daily, WP has demonstrated its pragmatic and
rational valence and policy brand to residents, enabling more views to be entered into the Parliament
[36,44,53]. Since its historic breakthrough in the 2011 general election, the WP has relied on a
growing network of volunteers and party members to consolidate its vote base in Alyouni, Seng
Kong and Hougang by running Town councils, and conducting routine home visits and community
services. Moreover, WP also won two NCMP (abbreviation for non-constituency member of
parliament) seats, and won more than 40% of the vote in all the contested districts this year, making
it a strong opponent of the PAP [52].

The WP has gained considerable brand equity [51,54], and its brand personality has been widely
known among voters compared with other opposition parties. So, voters can vote without incurring
significant cognitive costs to distinguish them from the ruling party and other small parties. It is
argued that political parties would take the initiative to avoid any behavior that might damage the
party valence brand, which is a rational strategic choice no matter if in terms of short-term electoral
interests or long-term development [4]. If we rashly join forces with other opposition parties,
especially with some newly established small parties that are slightly bold in their platform and lack
the ability to mobilize the grassroots, we may dilute or even damage the professional, pragmatic,
rational and moderate image of the Workers' Party accumulated in the minds of voters over the
years. On the contrary, we may make voters see the Workers' Party as a kind of mixed-up opposition
coalition. Once the alliance is formed, the possible free-riding behavior of minor parties is likely to
be rapidly amplified within a very short election cycle, and then affect voters' trust in the Workers'
Party, which is undoubtedly a huge impact on the brand equity accumulated by the Workers' Party
over the years.

Also, brand differentiation is particularly critical during campaign periods of misinformation, as
voters are more likely to vote for parties that can accurately anticipate their behavior and demands
amid a flood of campaign information [7]. Based on the deep insight into brand identification and
brand differentiation, WP is well aware that after the coalition with other minor parties, it will be
forced to share the brand personality elements of the other party, thus weakening its "pragmatic and
constructive" label in the minds of voters.

Lastly, there is a fundamental conflict between WP and other opposition parties over brand
compatibility [54]. When parties consider forming electoral alliances, they assess not only the stand-
alone value of their brands, but also whether their brand images can coexist without confusing or
weakening voter perceptions. In other words, the compatibility of two or more party brands depends
on whether their respective values, issue focus and leadership images overlap enough to form a
coherent joint image while remaining sufficiently different to retain the core characteristics of each
party. The WP [55] has deeply blended its roots with multiethnic composition, and is committed to
Asian values. In contrast, parties such as the SPP and the SDP excessively pursue the protection of
specific ethnic groups and the expansion of social welfare, which is different from the progressive
and pragmatic culture of the WP. Even if parties unite, there will be cracks in core values, and voters
will pay an implicit psychological cost. Therefore, it can be assumed that the WP may not achieve
cultural fit with other minor parties in the short term.

It is thus argued that the Workers' Party has gradually formed the image of a pragmatic and
rational opposition party through the construction of parliamentary supervision, community service
and the basic ability of party organization [34], which has formed a brand differentiation separation
from other "immature" small parties.
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This paper deepens the understanding of opposition fragmentation under hegemonic-party
circumstances by identifying political branding as an endogenous strategic constraint on coalition
formation. Through a detailed case analysis of the Workers' Party in Singapore, it is demonstrated
that its meticulously crafted valence brand, which is founded on professionalism, responsibility,
rationality, and constructive oversight, serves a dual function. On one hand, it acts as a credibility-
boosting heuristic that reduces voter cognitive costs. On the other hand, it creates internal
disincentives for cooperation. This is because allying with smaller or less compatible parties
jeopardizes brand purity, introduces uncertainty for median voters, and incurs identity-
reconfiguration costs for constituents who have partially internalized party support as part of their
social identity.

These branding dynamics thus contribute to explaining why, despite the evident collective
advantages of coordination, opposition coalitions remain difficult to achieve and fragmentation
persists. The conceptual contribution lies in reconceptualizing political branding not merely as an
informational shortcut for voters but as an actor-level constraint that shapes strategic choices
regarding cooperation. Empirically, the Singapore case exemplifies how identity management
interacts with structural incentives to result in persistent disunity among opposition actors, thereby
complicating conventional institutional or regime-centered explanations.

It should also be noted that the study has several limitations.The branding mechanism is primarily
inferred from behavioral patterns and secondary evidence; direct empirical validation—through
voter surveys, experiments, or process-tracing of identity shifts—is needed to establish causal depth.
Moreover, the generalizability of the mechanism beyond the Singaporean context remains to be
tested. Future research can strengthen and extend this framework by measuring voter-level identity
and perceived dilution costs via surveys or conjoint experiments; tracing inter-party signaling and
compatibility perceptions using network or discourse analysis; and conducting systematic
comparative studies across dominant-party systems to assess how the tension vary with electoral
timing, regime openness, and opposition fragmentation structures. These extensions would both
bolster causal inference and situate the branding-induced fragmentation mechanism within broader
comparative theory.
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