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Election analysis by Wes Nakagiri 

The 2014 election results were historic for the 
Michigan Republican Party!  Right!? Not so fast, 
let’s examine the underlying statistics.  

On September 28, 2014, Crain’s Detroit Business 
published an article about the College Board 
elections (Michigan Board of Regents, MSU Board 
of Trustees, and Wayne State Board of 
Governors).  It stated: 

Party affiliation and the year of the 
election end up being the deciding 
factors more so than anything else, said 
Bill Ballenger, a former state Republican 
lawmaker and founder and associate 
editor of the Lansing-based Inside 
Michigan Politics newsletter. 
 
"If you have a strong performance by 
one party at the top of the ticket, they 
are going to sweep," he said. 

So with the re-election of all Republicans at the 
top of the ticket, how did Republicans perform 
with respect to the College Board elections 
referred to by Mr. Ballenger?  The short answer 
is, not very well.  Republican candidates won just 
1 of 6 races. 

And, if you include the Michigan State Board of 
Education elections, Republicans won just 1 of 8 
available seats in 2014. Commonly referred to as 
Ed Board races, in winning just 1 of 8 of the races, 
the Michigan Republican Party underperformed 
in an election year when the deck was arguably 
stacked in their favor. 

Election 
Year 

Available 
Seats 

Republican 
Victories 

2010 8 8 
2014 8 1 

     Table 1: Ed Board Elections 

In 2014 Republicans could not have asked for a 
more favorable playing field for their Ed Board 
candidates. First, 2014 was a mid-term election 

where turnout favors the Republican Party. 
Second, as indicated in the Crain’s article, with 
the sweep at the top of the ticket, the Republican 
Party should have swept the Ed Board races, as 
they did in 2010. 

So, what went wrong? How is it that the 
Republican Party met expectations in getting 
incumbent statewide candidates re-elected, but 
fell woefully short of meeting expectations with 
respect to the statewide Ed Board candidates? 
The answer lies in the decline of Republican Party 
brand loyalty. 

The Republican Brand Image in 2014 

How does the general public view the Republican 
brand image? Two factors quantify this, Ed Board 
elections and straight ticket voters (STVs). 
 

 
Republicans won just 1 of 8 statewide 
education races in the 2014 elections, 

versus winning 8 of 8 in 2010. 
 

 
 
Ed Board elections are a true measure of how the 
public views the Michigan Republican Party’s 
brand image. This is because voters often know 
little about the Ed Board candidates other than 
what is printed on the ballot, that being their 
party affiliation. The vast majority of voters know 
nothing about the candidate’s background or 
their policy positions; all they know is the 
candidate’s party. A vote for an Ed Board 
candidate is a proxy for what voters think about 
the Republican Party.  

Straight ticket voting rates are another way to 
measure the strength of the Republican Party 
brand in Michigan. People voting for the entire 
Republican ticket are truly sold on the image and 
reputation of the Republican Party as a whole. In 
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other words, STVs are pleased with the 
Republican brand.  

The Declining Republican Brand 

How has the Republican brand image in Michigan 
performed from 2010 to 2014? Has its investment 
in dollars and volunteer hours paid dividends for 
the Michigan Republican Party? 

The data strongly indicates that there is a need 
for improvement. 

We’ve addressed the woeful underperformance 
of Ed Board elections already. Let’s now examine 
the STVs. The following tables provide statistics 
which summarize the strength of the Michigan 
Republican Party brand image.  

When measured by STVs, the strength of the 
Republican brand has declined significantly since 
2010 - 14.4% overall. In contrast, the Democrat 
has brand increased slightly - 1.1% overall. 
Clearly, the Michigan Republican Party has failed 
to capitalize on the 2010 surge and build its brand 
loyalty. 

County Republican Democrat 
OAKLAND -13.7% -2.1% 
GENESEE -15.3% 9.1% 
WASHTENAW -14.9% -0.8% 
LIVINGSTON -15.5% 6.2% 
MUSKEGON -13.4% -3.9% 
ALLEGAN -12.5% 2.5% 
LENAWEE -12.1% -6.8% 
GD. TRAVERSE -16.8% 11.2% 
SHIAWASSEE -18.3% 15.9% 
MARQUETTE -13.2% 6.5% 
BARRY -17.3% -1.5% 
ST. JOSEPH -15.8% 5.7% 
   
12 county avg. -14.4% 1.1% 

      Table 2: percent change in STVs (2010 to 2014)i 

Moreover, the fall-off in Republican brand loyalty 
is fairly consistent from county to county. 
Declines in STVs ranged from 12.1% to 18.3%. 
This suggests that the problem with the 

Republican brand is a statewide problem that is 
not isolated to any specific region of the state. 

Was the decline observed in Michigan just part of 
an overall national trend? In other words, did the 
decline in brand image observed here in Michigan 
also happen in other states? 

Table 3 suggests that there was not a national 
decline in the Republican brand. Iowa had an 
increase in the Republican brand and a decrease 
in the Democrat brand. This is just the opposite of 
what occurred in Michigan. 

 

      Table 3: State Comparison (2010 to 2014)ii 

 

Benefits of Improving the Republican Brand 

In 2010 the Republican brand in Michigan peaked. 
Michigan went from a blue state to a solid red 
state. But from 2010 to 2014 the data suggests 
the Republican brand is already declining. 

The statewide decline in STVs, along with the 
poor performance in Ed Board races, in a year 
when the election field was tilted toward the 
Republican Party contradicts those who conclude 
that the Republican Party had historic 
performance in 2014. 

The historic performance occurred in 2010. 
Performance fell short of expectations in 2014. 
That this shortfall occurred even with reportedly 
strong fundraising confirms that there is more to 
building a strong brand image than just raising 
and spending money. 

More important than money is a team of leaders 
that understands fundamental principles of 

State Republicans Democrats 
Michigan -14.4% 1.1% 
Iowa 2.6% -5.0% 
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branding and marketing. Key among these 
principles is: 

1. A strong brand requires less persuasion 
for customers to use other products from 
the same brand, and ensures a lasting 
relationship based on trust. 

2. Untrustworthy behavior or poor 
customer relations damages the brand. 

Let’s discuss these points in the context of the 
voters and volunteers being customers. 

Restating the first principle, with a strong brand, 
voters will have a lasting relationship with the 
Republican Party. They will require less 
persuasion to vote for the entire Republican 
ticket. A stronger brand increases STVs which 
increases the likelihood of Ed Board success. 

The untrustworthy behavior mentioned in the 
second principle includes Republican leaders 
going against their own party platform by raising 
taxes, expanding Obamacare, and implementing 
Common Core. Additionally, poor relations 
resulted when Party brass sought to reduce the 
numbers of conservative precinct delegates 
ahead of the 2014 State Convention. This biased 
treatment is akin to a company reducing their 
own customer base. 

Leadership doesn’t appear to grasp the concept 
that when they don’t care about the customers 
(voters, volunteers, delegates), the customers 
won’t be enthusiastic about the brand. Voters will 
shop elsewhere, or not at all. 

 

In Conclusion 

Reinvigorating the Republican brand to levels 
seen just four short years ago will build the 
foundation for Ed Board victories and a strong 
overall election performance in 2016. 

Reinvigorating starts with a new marketing and 
branding strategy that inspires party faithful and 
unites donors and activists alike. Key to this new 
strategy is unbridled support of the Republican 
Party platform and respect for all party 
volunteers, especially precinct delegates. 
 

 
Straight ticket voting for Republicans 
declined 14.4% in the last four years. 

 

 

The dismal Ed Board election results and the 
double-digit decline in straight ticket voters 
uniformly across Michigan show that money 
alone doesn’t build brand loyalty. Strong 
fundraising was not sufficient to overcome the 
fall off in brand loyalty created when key leaders 
went against their own party platform. 

The next party Chairman, whether the incumbent 
or someone else, has the tall task of uniting all 
factions of the party and bringing the brand 
image back to 2010 levels. We should look 
forward to listening to the ideas of all candidates 
for Chair. The optimum strategy will come from 
the competition of ideas inherent in any 
campaign. Our party benefits from vigorous, 
issues-based debate and discussion. It stagnates 
when our only choice is the status quo. 

 
Wes Nakagiri is a Tea Party leader and a delegate in the Republican 
Party. He was a delegate to the 2012 Republican National 
Convention and was a candidate for Lt. Governor at the 2014 
Michigan Republican Convention. Contact him at 
www.RetakeOurGov.com. 

                                                           
i Not all Michigan counties publish STV data on their websites. The counties 

shown are the 12 largest with published STV data on their websites on 11/15/14. 

ii Other states did not publish STVs on their websites. Some states did publish 

voter registration figures by party. Iowa figures are for voter registration. Iowa 

was selected for comparison as it is a Midwestern state, which like Michigan, also 

had an open US Senate seat in 2014. 

http://www.retakeourgov.com/

