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As for the previous three elections [i.e. the reason why Labour lost in 1992] it is not complex, it 
is simple: society had changed and we did not change sufficiently with it.

—Tony Blair, leader of the Labour party (Sopel, 1995: 138).

The societal change that Tony Blair refers to is known among political scientists as the 
long-term decline of social-class politics (Clark & Lipset, 1991; Clark, Lipset, & Rempel, 
1993). The term social-class politics denotes the institutionalized arrangement of voters cast-
ing their votes largely in accordance with their social class, and political parties shaping their 
identities in accordance with a political ideology that targets a specific social class (Franklin, 
1985). In the British context, this meant that the working class by and large voted for the 
Labour party, the identity of which was influenced by a socialist political ideology; whereas 
the upper-middle class voted for the Conservative party, whose identity was rooted in conser-
vative political ideology. As of the early 1970s, however, the institution of social-class poli-
tics had begun to decline (Garnett & Lynch, 2014). The causes have been described elsewhere 
(e.g. Clark & Lipset, 1991; Clark et al., 1993), and our interest lies in the pressures for iden-
tity adaptation—manifested in a loss of voter behavior predictability—that this institutional 
decline held for the political parties of Britain.

Skipping ahead 2 decades from when Tony Blair made his analysis of the situation, the 
parties have changed in ways that, under the institution of social-class politics, would have 
been considered inconceivable by most observers. The Labour party, while maintaining its 
focus on worker welfare, also champions economic growth and orthodoxy. Meanwhile, the 
Conservative party, while upholding its commitment to economic orthodoxy, advocates for a 
broader welfare expansion. Parties have crossed ideological lines and have blended central 
elements of each other’s ideology into their new identities. How did the parties manage such 
profound identity change?

In the terms of Albert and Whetten (1985), the identity change of the parties has followed 
a trajectory from a single to a hybrid organizational identity, that is, an identity that encom-
passes positions that “would not normally be expected to go together” (Albert & Whetten, 
1985: 95). Although identity change is discussed widely as one way by which organizations 
manage different types of hybridity (Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 
2011; Haveman & Rao, 2006; Kodeih & Greenwood, 2014; Raffaelli & Glynn, 2014), lim-
ited attention has been paid to the question of how an organizational identity becomes hybrid-
ized (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Pratt, 2016). Studies that address hybrid organizational identity 
(Battilana, Besharov, & Mitzinneck, 2017; Smith & Besharov, 2019), have primarily focused 
on hybridity that is forged at birth, leaving the development from a single to a hybrid identity 
of an organization underexplained (Pratt, 2016: 109). This is an important omission as it 
represents a fundamental type of identity change that is not limited to political parties, but is 
likely critical to any organization that faces contradictory pressures regarding what to be 
(Pratt, 2016).

We develop a model to explain the shift from a single to a hybrid organizational identity 
by drawing on theories of identity multiplicity and hybridity (Kraatz & Block, 2008; Pratt & 
Foreman, 2000), identity change (Gioia, Patvardhan, Hamilton, & Corley, 2013), and work 
at the intersection of identity and institutional theory (Glynn, 2008; King, Clemens, & Fry, 
2011; Kraatz, Phillips, & Tracey, 2016; Ruef, 2014). We recognize that the development of a 
hybrid identity helps in coping with a complex institutional setting (Kraatz & Block, 2008) 
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and also may enable competitive differentiation (Pratt & Foreman, 2000). At the same time, 
however, we assert that institutional forces constrain identity hybridization. Drawing on the 
work of North (2018), we outline three main challenges to hybridization that organizations 
face and which are underpinned by the institutional context of the organization: internal 
resistance to identity change (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997), the 
threat of retaliation by competitors resenting intrusion on their identity claims (Karthikeyan, 
Jonsson, & Wezel, 2016; Livengood & Reger, 2010), and the risk that audiences see hybrid-
ization as illegitimate (Glynn & Abzug, 2002; Kraatz et al., 2016). In a stable institutional 
context, these challenges can be insurmountable, and hybridization therefore likely requires 
the weakening of this institution.

Institutional decline is a gradual and stage-wise process (Ruef, 2014), and we expect the 
hybridization strategy of organizations to change over these stages. In particular, we hypoth-
esize that in an initial stage of institutional decline, organizations will adopt a strategy of 
identity “compartmentalization” (Pratt & Foreman, 2000: 27)—which enables organiza-
tions to maintain a legacy identity, but partially hybridizing it by subordinated investments 
into oppositional claims—that is, into those that would not be expected to go together 
(Albert & Whetten, 1985). With further institutional decline, audience concerns about the 
legitimacy of hybridity are likely to diminish (Glynn, Hood, & Innis, 2020), along with 
internal resistance to identity change. This renders previously incompatible identity posi-
tions more attractive. Organizations can thus engage in more advanced identity hybridiza-
tion, implementing what Pratt and Foreman (2000: 27) term an “aggregation strategy,” 
wherein they invest systematically (i.e., repeatedly) in oppositional identity claims and 
thereby elevate these to equal centrality as their legacy identity claims to produce a fully 
hybridized identity.

We test our model of identity hybridization in the context of British political parties, 
studying their hybridization in the face of the decline of the institution of social-class politics 
over the period 1950–2015. To empirically capture the efforts of the parties at identity hybrid-
ization, we focus on their external identity claims (Anthony & Tripsas, 2016; Tripsas, 2009). 
We utilize data from the Manifesto Project Database—a text corpus that comprises all elec-
toral manifestos and that allows us to track identity hybridization at an unusually granular 
level (see also Janda, Harmel, Edens, & Goff, 1995; Karthikeyan et al., 2016).

At the start of the observation period each party projected a mostly single identity, anchored 
in the institution of social-class politics and instantiating a particular political ideology. Each 
new claim (or issue investment) of a party in the text of a manifesto can be read as an inter-
nally negotiated attempt to maintain or change its externally projected identity in relation to 
an established ideology (Harmel, 2018; Karthikeyan et al., 2016). By analyzing the way in 
which claims are made into opposing ideological positions, we can trace the hybridization 
strategies used by the parties and thereby test our model. We complement our quantitative 
analyses with a descriptive semantic network illustration of the process of party identity 
hybridization. This provides additional support for our core finding that the parties changed 
their identities from a single to a hybrid identity by employing two different strategies: first 
compartmentalization and then aggregation of oppositional identity elements.

Our study contributes to the understanding of identity hybridization, advancing work at 
the intersection of organizational identity and institutional theories, and illustrates the impor-
tance of adopting an organizational view in the study of political parties. With respect to 
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identity hybridization, we develop and find empirical support for a model to understand the 
transition from a single to a hybrid organizational identity. This model offers insights beyond 
current conceptualizations that have often viewed hybridization as an initial condition or as 
a problematic transitory phase. We moreover expand the conceptualization of how identities 
can be hybridized by introducing the concept of partial hybridity—hybridization organized 
to minimize frictions with the institutional context. Responding to the call by Pratt (2016: 
110), we also expand the dimensions of identity hybridity studied beyond the standard nor-
mative and utilitarian goals suggested by Albert and Whetten (1985) to also include ideologi-
cal dimensions. Additionally, we offer several contributions to the literature at the intersection 
of identity and institutions. Where institutions have been understood as the context from 
which organizations draw symbolic materials to construct identities (Glynn, 2008; King 
et al., 2011), we show how institutional change enables identity hybridity and drives shifts in 
long-term identity change strategies, and underscores long-term identity change (c.f. Cloutier 
& Ravasi, 2020). With respect to the political science literature, our findings highlight the 
relevance of an organizational perspective in understanding political parties’ ability to main-
tain distinct identities.

Political Parties and the Decline of Social-Class Politics

The decline of British social-class politics has been of central interest to political scientists 
in the United Kingdom (Clark & Lipset, 1991; Clark et al., 1993; Franklin, 1985). Drawing 
on this literature, we present a broad outline of this decline, but with a different aim than that 
of most political scientists. Their primary aim has been to piece together an ex-post causal 
story of a particular case of institutional decline to explain voter behavior in specific elec-
tions, whereas our main interest lies with the organizations—the political parties—that faced 
this decline and needed to adapt their identities. It is necessary to bear in mind that what, in 
hindsight, reads as a straightforward story of institutional decline was, to the political parties 
at the time, a highly opaque process (c.f. Ruef, 2014). Our presentation of stages of decline 
should therefore be seen as a narrative technique for expositional clarity; although we iden-
tify distinct stages of institutional stability and decline, the party experience of this was likely 
ambiguous.

Our narrative starts by recognizing that in British politics, the ideological space has tradi-
tionally been defined along a right-to-left scale according to economic policy. Within this 
ideological framework, political parties drew on specific ideologies to position themselves in 
relation to the economic interests across different social classes (Franklin, 1985). Accordingly, 
when a socialist ideology provided a vision of a society focused on the interests of the work-
ing classes, a conservative ideology presented a vision focused on the upper classes. A liberal 
ideology further catered to the interests of the white-collar class. These ideologies were insti-
tutionalized as legitimate bases of parties under the epithet of “social-class politics” (Clark & 
Lipset, 1991; Clark et al., 1993).

The decline in the institution of social-class politics can be illustrated by the Alford 
index—an index of the share of voters that “vote their class”1—and which approximates 
the strength of the institution of social-class politics. Figure 1 presents this index from 
1970 to 2015. We set the start at 1970, as the importance of social class in voter choice 
dropped sharply in that election year (Franklin, 1985). Two distinctive periods in the 
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decline can be discerned. First, there is a steep decline during 1970 to 1992, when the 
index moved from 45 to 25, followed by a gentler descent of 25 to 17 during the years 
1993 to 2015. These two periods, preceded by a period of institutional stability—not 
shown here but noted in political science literature (for instance Clark et  al., 1993)— 
suggest qualitative shifts in the expectations of voters on the degree to which a party 
should construct its identity in relation to ideological boundaries. We now describe the 
events that characterize these stages of institutional decline.

During the period 1950–1969, social-class politics was institutionalized to such a degree 
that class cleavages in British society were the pre-eminent division in voters’ choice of a 
party (Norris, 1997). Guided by ideological affiliations and class constituencies, the political 
parties offered differentiated identities to the voters on the left–right, or socialist–conserva-
tive, continuum (Wright, 2003). The voters, in turn, distinguished and evaluated political 
parties according to the prescriptions of class politics, and an expressive rather than a calcu-
lative logic governed their voting decisions (Nieuwbeerta & De Graaf, 1999).

The institution of social-class politics slipped into decline by the late 1960s. Greater intra- 
and inter-generational class mobility, increased affluence, and individualization processes 
blurred traditional class boundaries, especially those between the working class and the mid-
dle class—weakening the influence of class on the social identities of British voters (Garnett 
& Lynch, 2014). In addition, state expansion and the shrinking working class rendered sev-
eral political conflicts less salient in domains such as welfare, education, and family—areas 
that had previously divided the classes (Franklin, 1985). Given the confluence of these vari-
ous social and political changes, the “core elements of the system changed, and changed 
decisively in the early seventies” (Norris, 1997: 17), leading to a decline in the voter engage-
ment with the institution of social-class politics. Parties with identities anchored to ideolo-
gies now faced voters who were critical of ideology and had become consumer-like in their 
voting (Clarke & Stewart, 1984; Crewe, Sarlvik, & Alt, 1977). This voter pragmatism gener-
ated electoral volatility at unprecedented levels. Because of the uncertainty about whether 
this change was temporary or permanent, it became increasingly problematic for parties to 
decide which political issues to invest in (Budge, 1994).

Figure 1
Alford Index
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From the early 1990s onward, the decline of class politics became clearer; voters began to 
transcend class and ideology-inspired divisions (Enelow & Hinich, 1982). The parties found 
their established ideology-based identities to be of little value, and voters began to equate the 
parties’ adherence to ideologically grounded identities as being out of touch with reality. By 
the late 1990s, there was a lively discussion on the potential emergence of new structuring 
institutions in British politics (Burnham, 2001; Clarke, 2009; Green, 2007; Sobolewska & 
Ford, 2020).

The withering of social-class-based politics meant a decline in the institution that anchored 
the identity of the political parties to separate ideologies. It was this social change to which 
Tony Blair alluded in the quote at the beginning of this paper, and it is this change to which 
the major parties in British politics responded to by developing hybrid identities.

Theoretical Development

The Development of Hybrid Identities

The literature on hybrid organizing is growing, and, as noted by Battilana and Lee (2014) 
and Pratt (2016), the term “hybridity” is used in several ways. Two common meanings of 
hybridity are the hybridity of organizational forms, where unexpected forms of organizing 
are mixed in an organization (Greenwood et al., 2011; Haveman & Rao, 2006), and of insti-
tutional logics, where contradictory logics are combined in an organization (Glynn, 2000; 
Jones, Maoret, Massa, & Svejenova, 2012; Lounsbury, 2007; Raffaelli & Glynn, 2014). For 
instance, Haveman and Rao (2006) show how the hybridization of organizational forms, in 
the shape of different models of thrift, changed the institution of saving in the United States. 
In contrast, Jones et al. (2012) illustrate logics hybridity by showcasing the blending of dif-
ferent institutionalized logics within already established schools of architecture, a phenom-
enon linked to the emergence of modern architecture.

These two instances of organizational hybridity should not be conflated with organiza-
tional identity hybridity. As Pratt puts it, “Hybrid organizational identities should not be 
confused with hybrid organizations or hybrid organizing, which are broader concepts refer-
ring to organizations that combine identities, forms, and/or institutional logics to create a 
new type of organization” (2016: 110). Core to an understanding of identity hybridization is 
the work of Albert and Whetten (1985), who define a hybrid identity as comprising at least 
two different aspects that would “normally not be expected to go together” (1985: 95). 
Contradictory identity elements can be harbored within a hybrid organizational identity in an 
ideographic or in a holographic manner—where the contradictory elements shape the identi-
ties of separate sub-organizational units or suffuse the entire organization, respectively 
(Albert & Whetten, 1985).

The majority of the studies of hybrid organizational identities see hybridity as a prob-
lematic passing phase in the transition from one single identity to another (Glynn, 2000; 
Smith & Besharov, 2019; Zilber, 2002). Alternatively, more permanent identity hybridity 
is seen to be dealt with in an idiographic manner, where the conflicting identity expres-
sions are contained in separate organizational sub-units (Battilana et  al., 2017; Mair, 
Mayer, & Lutz, 2015). More relevant to our enquiry into the development of hybrid iden-
tities, many earlier studies have focused on cases where hybridity is inherent from the 
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inception of an organization (Battilana et al., 2017; Smith & Besharov, 2019). Thus, as 
Pratt (2016: 109) concludes, there is little known about how an organization shifts from a 
single to a hybrid identity.

A Model of Identity Hybridization

To understand the shift from a single to a hybrid organizational identity, it is useful to 
begin with the potential incentives for hybridization. This is a question that is often glossed 
over. In the studies of organizational hybridity from birth, the motivation for hybridity is 
sui generis: an organization is studied because it has chosen to be a hybrid identity organiza-
tion (Mair et al., 2015; Smith & Besharov, 2019). A less noted, but quite important incentive 
for hybridization are strategic considerations. The development of a hybrid identity can be a 
way to survive in a complex institutional setting (Kraatz & Block, 2008) and also provide a 
valuable lever of competitive differentiation (Pratt & Foreman, 2000).

Countering any incentives to hybridize, there are several challenges associated with iden-
tity hybridization that need to be overcome. To develop our reasoning, we recognize that the 
identity of an organization is institutionally embedded (King & Whetten, 2008; Kraatz et al., 
2016; Whetten & Mackey, 2002). The various elements which instantiate the identity of an 
organization—such as practices, artifacts, organizational form, or discourse—are instilled 
with meaning in an institutionalized field (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Berger & Luckmann, 
1966; Glynn & Abzug, 2002). To construct and maintain an identity that is imbued with 
meaning that legitimizes and positions the organization within its field, organizational lead-
ers draw on elements with institutionalized meanings (Glynn, 2008; King et al., 2011; King 
& Whetten, 2008). As institutions define what constitutes legitimate (non-hybrid) combina-
tions of identity elements, they also define what is incompatible (Glynn et al., 2020; Phillips, 
Turco, & Zuckerman, 2013)—that is, what is a hybrid organizational identity.

The observation that identities are institutionally embedded explains why hybridization is 
difficult and why it may not always be considered an option, despite strategic incentives. As 
hybridity means mixing of elements that contravenes the institutions of the field, attempts to 
hybridize will be disciplined—by disapproval and other forms of resistance (c.f. Bitektine & 
Haack, 2015; Clemente & Roulet, 2015; Edman & Arora-Jonsson, 2022). Drawing inspira-
tion from the work of North (2018) on institutional deviance, we argue that a change from a 
single to a hybrid identity requires overcoming three challenges: internal resistance to such 
change (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Golden-Biddle & Rao, 1997), the threat of competitive 
retaliation from other organizations that resent an intrusion on their identities that hybridiza-
tion may entail (Karthikeyan et al., 2016; Livengood & Reger, 2010), and the risk that audi-
ences see hybridization as illegitimate (Glynn & Abzug, 2002; Kraatz et al., 2016). Internal 
resistance, competitive retaliation, and illegitimacy concerns of audiences are all rooted in 
the deviation from institutionalized norms inherent in hybridization. Under a stable institu-
tion, internal, competitive, and audience pressures are thus likely to limit the possibilities of 
a successful shift from a single to a hybrid identity. For hybridization to be perceived as an 
opportunity, the different forms of resistance to hybridization need to weaken, and one 
important way in which this can happen is by the decline of the institution that underpins this 
resistance.
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Following the work of Ruef (2014: 9) we observe that the weakening of an institution 
typically progresses over two stages. First there is an initial stage that is characterized by 
uncertainty about the stability of the institution; it is not certain that the institution is still in 
place, but it is not certain that it is not. This can be followed by a second stage, during which 
it becomes more certain that the institution no longer is in full force, but it is ambiguous as to 
what will replace it. These two stages constitute different types of institutional complexity 
(Kraatz & Block, 2008). In the first stage the complexity relates to the difficulty in judging 
the strength of the institutional context and thereby the limits to hybridization, and in the 
second stage the complexity relates to not knowing what institutional arrangements the orga-
nization will have to adapt to in the future. This change in the institutional complexity, we 
argue, will drive different strategies used by organizations to manage identities and progress 
towards identity hybridization.

To describe the first of those strategies, we draw on what Pratt and Foreman (2000: 27) 
term identity “compartmentalization”—where oppositional identity claims are subordinated 
to an unchanged identity core. This strategy allows organizations to preserve their legacy 
identity, while expanding it by subordinate investments into oppositional claims. We reason 
that in the first stage of decline where an institution is evident but its stability is uncertain, 
organizations are likely to expand their identity to include hybridizing elements, but also 
attempt to preserve their legacy identity (Kraatz et al., 2016). This strategy generates what 
we call a partial identity hybridization: it brings together identity elements that are not 
expected to go together, but it does so in a hierarchically structured way where the new ele-
ments are subordinated, such as not to expose the organization fully to internal resistance or 
external criticism of an illegitimate move. Notice that we are suggesting a new form of 
hybridity here. Earlier work on identity hybridity has worked from the formulation of Albert 
and Whetten (1985) that defines hybridity as the mixing of elements that normally do not go 
together, but there has been scant problematization or nuancing of the ways by which such 
mixing could take place.

As the institutional decline advances, doubts about the decline diminish, presenting the 
organizations with a different scenario in which to manage their identities. The constraints of 
the prior institutional setting become less stringent, indicating a further reduction in the costs 
of hybridization. There is, however, likely more uncertainty, and thereby the institutional 
complexity as to what the new institutional setting will be (Ruef, 2014). By this stage, the 
two sources of resistance to hybridity—internal disapproval and audience disapproval—have 
likely diminished as the institution that defines hybridity weakens (Clemente, Durand, & 
Roulet, 2017; Glynn et al., 2020). This setting, we argue, provides greater possibilities for 
organizations to realize identity synergies, leading them to alter the hierarchical ordering of 
the hybridizing identity elements and adopt what Pratt and Foreman (2000: 27) describe as a 
strategy of identity “aggregation,” where oppositional identity claims become as equally 
central as their legacy identity claims.

Hypothesis Development

To develop our hypotheses, we will contextualize our model of identity hybridization 
within the British political system. In this system, the institution that defines identity hybrid-
ity for the political parties is social-class politics. For example, political issues of economic 
orthodoxy and welfare expansion are considered contradictory under the institution of 
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social-class politics, positioning these issues on the opposite ends of a socialist-conservative 
ideological scale (Downs, 1957). Maintaining a single identity under social-class politics 
means staying within the ideological confines of a party, whereas developing a hybrid iden-
tity involves mixing ideological traditions. For political parties, the latter option of ideologi-
cal boundary-crossing is tantamount to deviating from the institutionalized norms of 
social-class politics.

As we described in the empirical background section, the institution of social-class politics 
underwent a period of decline from about 1970 onwards (Clark & Lipset, 1991; Clark et al., 
1993; Franklin, 1985). This decline was gradual, extending over several decades. Drawing on 
the work of political scientists, we parse our observation period into three periods that corre-
spond to the stages of institutional decline proposed by Ruef (2014): institutional stability 
from 1950 to 1969, initial decline spanning from 1970 to 1992, and advanced decline from 
1993 to 2015. We develop our hypotheses by applying our model of identity hybridization to 
these periods, operating under the premise that each period would present the parties with a 
distinct institutional context influencing their identity management decisions.

Identity deepening during institutional stability.  We do not derive hypotheses for the 
period of institutional stability but outline the expected behavior of the parties during this 
time as a benchmark for the subsequent stages of institutional decline.

During this period of institutional stability (1950–1970), we expect that the parties would 
deepen their identities (Glynn & Abzug, 2002; King et al., 2011) by enhancing their invest-
ments in issues that are mostly consistent with a single, ideologically bounded identity. Any 
attempt to hybridize a party's identity by integrating claims from an oppositional ideology 
would directly challenge the institution of social-class politics. Consequently, such efforts 
would likely face negative sanctioning through the three mechanisms of institutional enforce-
ment (North, 2018). Conversely, deepening their ideologically anchored identities would 
strengthen the sociocultural ties between the parties and the voters, while simultaneously 
allowing the parties to differentiate themselves from competitors (Hsu & Hannan, 2005; 
Santos & Eisenhardt, 2009).

Identity hybridization under stages of initial and advanced institutional decline.  As the 
importance of social-class politics on voter behavior began to decline in the early 1970s, 
the parties experienced an increasingly complex institutional context due to the uncertainty 
about the stability of the institution of social-class politics.

Our model posits that there are always latent incentives for organizations in a competitive 
setting to hybridize their identities. The parties operate in a competitive market for votes 
(Janda et al., 1995; Katz & Mair, 1995), which incentivizes parties to project an appealing 
and distinct identity. As argued earlier, how the parties adapt their identity to a changing 
institutional context will depend on their handling of several trade-offs. For a given party, 
hybridization efforts—a stand taken on a political question that expands the identity beyond 
the party ideology into the turf of the opposing parties—can be thought of in terms of 
expected threats and opportunities.

During the period of initial decline (1970–1992), doubts concerning the stability of social-
class politics had begun to emerge. Political scientists have noted that this period was marked 
by an increasing number of “floating” voters who did not play by the rules of social-class 
politics and were more like “consumers than active participants” (Katz & Mair, 1995: 7-8). 
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Voter loyalty to the parties decreased and electoral volatility increased, introducing uncer-
tainty over the attractiveness of party identities and the validity of social-class politics.

Karthikeyan et al. (2016) study British parties’ identity change in this particular time-period 
and show that the parties adapted their identities in two ways. First, the parties worked with a 
strategy of identity affirmation whereby they responded with counter-investments when other 
parties staked claims in their ideological identity space (as theorized by Livengood & Reger, 
2010). The parties thus reaffirmed their ideologically-based identity in response to the identity 
work of other parties. Second, the parties also engaged in identity reformation efforts to 
expand their identities. This expansion was, however, done in a way that was non-confronta-
tional, prioritizing claims to issues that were not those of their opposing party. The findings of 
Karthikeyan et al. (2016) resonate with Ruef (2014) who shows that in stages of institutional 
uncertainty, field members prioritize elements of the existing, but uncertain, institution.

Their work is, however, not directly informative for our question of how the parties devel-
oped hybrid identities. The development of hybrid identities would require not only identity 
affirmation and reformation, but also investments into oppositional identity positions—posi-
tions that normally do not go together. Given our assumption of a latent incentive for hybrid-
ization in a competitive setting, an institutional decline may pave the way for such 
hybridization efforts. A suspicion that voter behavior was less ideology-bound diminished 
the expected returns from social-class politics, and it also further reduced the threat of voters 
characterizing a position outside the ideological framework as illegitimate. This develop-
ment, we expect, led parties to invest beyond their established ideological positions to appeal 
to a larger electorate.

Other potential costs of hybridization likely continued to be of concern though. Parties 
were still at risk of being imitated or having a competing party respond by counter-invest-
ments in response to an attempted identity change. It remained unclear how a party could 
retain its distinctiveness, and what identity changes would invite competitive retaliation. 
Moreover, there was still a fundamental uncertainty regarding the state of the institution: Had 
voters abandoned social-class politics? Some voters still voted along class lines. An expan-
sion outside the ideological base, however, would likely also cause resistance within parties 
(Janda et al., 1995), as members had self-selected into the party based on their earlier ideo-
logical position. The threat of “back-bench rebellions” (i.e., protests by party MPs) increased 
during this period (Norris, 1997).

Given these uncertainties, we expect that in this initial period of institutional decline, the 
established identity of the parties would act as an inertial force in the identity change process 
(see also Kraatz et al., 2016). Whereas parties would still prioritize their traditional claims, they 
would also begin to take initial steps towards a partial hybridization by investing in the core 
issues of an opposition party. To minimize the risks of retaliation, we expect the identity expan-
sion of the parties to involve unsystematic investments (i.e., investments that are not systemati-
cally repeated over time) in ideologically oppositional claims. The sporadic nature of these 
investments permits them to be hierarchically subordinated to investments in the established 
identity positions. Using the language of Karthikeyan et  al. (2016), we expect that identity 
affirmation would trump identity reformation in this period, and that the parties would develop 
partially hybrid identities by subordinating identity-expanding claims to their traditional iden-
tity claims, utilizing the identity-management strategy of compartmentalization (Kraatz & 
Block, 2008; Pratt & Foreman, 2000). Summarizing this argument, we hypothesize:
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Hypothesis 1: During the period of initial institutional decline (1970–1992), the parties would build 
partially hybrid identities via a compartmentalization strategy. This involves (a) managing the 
increased plurality of identity elements by continuing to prioritize traditional claims over oppo-
sitional claims and expanding their identities by (b) unsystematic investments in claims opposi-
tional to the ideologically anchored identity.

During the period that we term advanced institutional decline (1993–2015), the reciprocal 
understanding between parties and voters about the role of social-class politics further dete-
riorated. The parties’ efforts to adapt during the initial stage of institutional decline rendered 
them less distinct in the eyes of the voters. Moreover, a growing convergence in the view-
points of voters suggested to the parties that their ideology-based positioning held little sig-
nificance in the changed circumstances (Budge, 1994). As a result, the institution of 
social-class politics further weakened (Green, 2015; Sobolewska & Ford, 2020).

We expect that the further decline of social-class politics held significant implications for 
the way the parties managed their identities. The parties likely understood more clearly the 
opportunity of strategic maneuvering outside the institutionally-defined ideological boundar-
ies. The symbolic costs connected with violating its identity legacy likely decreased as par-
ties became aware that the earlier safe-haven of an ideological position was no longer 
available. Moreover, the parties had already spent two decades gradually expanding their 
identities beyond the former ideological confines, building both internal and external accep-
tance for such changes (Sobolewska & Ford, 2020). Arguably, the risk of retaliation from 
competitors also reduced, as the institutional foundation of the ideological turf of each party 
had faded (c.f. Livengood & Reger, 2010).

In the period of advanced decline, the relative costs and benefits of an identity that combined 
different ideological positions had changed to the extent that a fully hybrid identity would have 
seemed useful, if not attractive, to the parties. Hence, we expect the parties to develop a hybrid 
identity by making selected, yet systematic, investments into oppositional issues. As these are 
systematic investments, they would be hierarchically at the same level as those inspired by the 
ideologically anchored identity, representing what Pratt and Foreman (2000: 27) called an 
“aggregation strategy.” Building on this line of argument, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 2: In the period of advanced decline (1993-2015), the parties would build fully hybrid 
identities using aggregation strategies. This involves (a) managing the increased plurality of 
identity elements by elevating the oppositional claims to the level of traditional ones and expand-
ing their identities by (b) systematic investments in claims oppositional to the ideologically 
anchored identity.

Data, Measures, and Methods

Data

To trace the development of hybrid identities in the face of the decline of social-class poli-
tics, we leverage data on the public claims of the three main British political parties in their 
electoral manifestos over the period 1950–2015.

To what extent do claims made in political manifestos shape and reflect party identities? 
Identities are an ongoing construction (Gioia et al., 2013) and, in the case of parties, the con-
struction is by visions, promises, and decisions (Husted, Moufahim, & Fredriksson, 2022).  
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The manifestos are the primary means by which the parties communicate their identity posi-
tionings to their voters (Harmel, 2018; Janda et al., 1995), and the claims within electoral mani-
festos have long been viewed as central to the identity positioning and differentiation of political 
parties (Budge, 1994; Janda et al., 1995). Especially in the British context, political scientists 
have highlighted the role of manifestos, noting that they consist of “statements connoting inten-
tions, emphases, promises, pledges, policies or goals to be activated should that party achieve 
office’’ (Bara, 2005: 585), that is, clarifying what the voters can expect from a party. These 
manifestos are understood as contracts between parties and voters in British politics (for a dis-
cussion of the enduring and multifaceted role of manifestos see Harmel, 2018; Ray, 2007). 
Importantly for our reasoning, manifestos cause—and at the same time are used to settle—
internal disputes about what the party stands for. Each statement in this official document can 
be considered a widely agreed-upon idea/vision/promise of what the party is about (Harmel, 
2018), and any inclusion of an issue drawn from an oppositional ideology is the result of inter-
nal discussions and signifies an official promise of the party to the electorate.

Our data are drawn from the Manifesto Project (https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/), within 
which researchers have content-analyzed and coded the electoral manifestos of the three main 
British parties for the entire duration of our study (for a discussion see Budge, Klingemann, 
Volkens, Bara, & Tanenbaum, 2001; Klingemann, Volkens, Bara, Budge, & McDonald, 2006). 
The Manifesto Project has mapped all electoral manifestos along 56 fundamental political 
issues, which are further grouped into seven broad policy domains. These issues and the policy 
domains are mutually exclusive and are collectively exhaustive of the policy space. This clas-
sification of political issues is inspired by the ideological stands of parties according to social-
class politics, and is widely considered to be empirically meaningful and comprehensive (e.g. 
Budge et al., 2001; Klingemann et al., 2006). Relying on this coding, we can categorize any 
identity claim in an electoral manifesto according to its policy-issue domain and determine 
whether it aligns with a party’s ideological (op)position. This data provides us with fine-grained 
information about the identity claims of several party organizations over a long time span.

Dependent Variables

To test our hypotheses regarding the use of compartmentalization and aggregation strate-
gies of identity hybridization, we created a variable labeled Issue investment, which mea-
sures the extent to which a political party leverages a given political issue to construct its 
identity. Setting the unit of analysis to the level of issues allows us to study identity changes 
from the differential investments received by a given issue, relative to the investments in 
other issues. The Issue investment variable captures the relative weight that a party assigns to 
a particular political issue in each of the election manifestos. Following Budge et al. (2001), 
we operationalized this variable as the percentage of quasi-sentences a political party allo-
cated to an issue in its manifesto. Issues not included by a political party in its manifesto are 
coded as receiving zero investments.

Independent Variables

To capture how the identity claims of the parties shifted from prioritizing their ideologi-
cally grounded claims to treating them almost at par with other claims (i.e., to test H1a, H2a), 
we created the variable Established identity issue. This variable distinguishes between claims 

https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/
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about political issues that are related (1) and unrelated (0) to the ideologically anchored iden-
tity of a party. The coding of this variable follows the Manifesto Project’s description of 
political ideologies (Budge et al., 2001; Klingemann et al., 2006). By controlling for invest-
ments in unrelated but ideologically-adjacent as well as in neutral issues (see below, the sec-
tion on control variables), the coefficient estimate of the established identity variable will be 
informative about the degree of investment into ideologically gorunded claims against oppo-
sitional ones.

To map the different strategies used by the parties in managing identity elements when 
expanding their identity claims, the variable Systematic identity issue was created. We coded 
this variable as 1 for those ideologically unrelated issues, oppositonal ones as well, that 
received investments above the party’s mean issue level investments in the last three elec-
tions, and 0 otherwise (unsystematic or more sporadic investments).

Building on the historical development of British politics, we constructed two variables 
that delineated the institutional decline. The first variable, Initial decline, corresponds to 
1970–1992—the initial stage of declining social-class politics, during which we expected 
that social-class politics still anchored party identities, but that there was uncertainty about 
its stability. A second variable, Advanced decline (1993–2015), marks the stage in which the 
institution of social-class politics further deteriorated, and the legacy of the past became less 
salient in the identity work of the parties. As a baseline, we also constructed a variable called 
Stable institution, to capture the years 1950–1969, during which social-class politics was 
firmly institutionalized.

We tested Hypotheses H1a and H2a by interacting Established identity issue with the 
institutional decline variables: Stable institution, Initial decline, and Advanced decline. These 
interactions enable us to understand how institutional decline influenced the intensity of 
investments in ideologically unrelated claims in relation to the investment levels of tradi-
tional claims. The interactions between Systematic identity issue and the institutional decline 
variables serve to examine our hypotheses regarding whether the investments in identity-
expanding claims are systematic or sporadic, as posited in Hypotheses 1b and 2b.

Control Variables

As Karthikeyan et al. (2016) have used a subset of the same data, we build on their work in 
deciding the set of control variables to be added to our models. The first set of controls seeks to 
rule out the effect of claims unrelated to identity hybridity. To do this, we controlled for whether 
an issue is a Neutral issue—a dummy variable coded as 1 if the issue is unrelated to any of the 
party ideologies, and 0 if otherwise. In the same way, we used the variable Adjacent identity 
issue to see if political parties invest in elements that belong to the less oppositional (adjacent) 
ideology. For the Conservatives, the oppositional identity is defined by the Labour ideology 
and vice versa. For the Liberal party, the oppositional identity is defined by the Conservative 
ideology because of its social-liberal roots (Russell, Russell, & Fieldhouse, 2005). The variable 
Adjacent identity issue is coded as 1 if the issue belongs to the ideology of the non-oppositional 
party identity, and 0 if it belongs to the oppositional party identity. Investment in any 
Oppositional identity issue is therefore the omitted category in our models.

We also controlled for the behavior of competitors by calculating Competitor investments as 
the sum of the issue investments of the competing parties into a focal issue. We square-rooted 
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the Competitor investments variable to reduce its skewness and also interacted it with the 
Established identity issue variable. This interaction can also be seen as a way of capturing the 
influence of competitive interdependencies in guiding the investments of political parties. As 
the previous investments of a political party influence its future investments, we created the 
variable Previous investments (squared rooted), which measures the cumulative investments 
of a political party on a specific political issue. Like Karthikeyan et al. (2016), we interacted 
the variable Previous investments with the variable Established identity issue.

The binary variables, Conservative Party and Labour Party, are included in our models to 
control for unobserved party-specific heterogeneity, keeping the Liberal party as the omitted 
category. Finally, policy domain dummies were included in the models to capture variations in 
the general appeal of the six policy domains; keeping the policy domain of social groups is the 
omitted reference category. The variable labeled Election loss counts the number of consecutive 
elections lost by the focal party, to control for any investment related to poor performance.

Table 1 outlines the descriptive statistics and correlations among the variables used in our 
models.

Analytical Approach

Our data are structured as a issue-by-party panel. To model issue investments over multiple 
elections, we used a population-averaged linear regression model based on generalized estimat-
ing equations (Zeger, Liang, & Albert, 1988). The GEE estimation method allowed us to lever-
age across- and within-issue variance in investments for each party. To model the dependent 
variable, Issue investment, we inspected the distribution of our dependent variable and chose a 
Gaussian distribution, an identity link, and an unstructured correlation as the working correlation 
matrix. As no issue receives 100% of the investments, the upper-bounded nature of our depen-
dent variable does not raise any concern. As for its lower-bound, stemming from the party’s 
decision not to engage with the focal issue in a given election, we computed the inverse Mills’ 
ratio from the selection equation and then added it as a control variable (Heckman, 1979). We 
used the (square rooted) percentage of uncoded sentences—that is, the text unrelated to any 
specific political issue—as the exclusion restriction in the first stage. We report robust standard 
errors to account for potential misspecification of the error structure (Huber, 1967; White, 1980).

To capture the differences across stages of decline while also acknowledging within-
period variation, we employed a linear spline specification, essentially a variation of piece-
wise specifications.2 To quote Edwards and Parry (2018: 70), “although piecewise regression 
can estimate functions that are discontinuous at the point where the slope is specified to 
change .  .  . the functions estimated by spline regression are continuous.” By using this speci-
fication for our period effects, we can interpret the spline coefficients as regular regression 
coefficients and do significance testing for the knots. The two knots of the spline were set at 
the start of each new period of institutional evolution: 1970 and 1992, which leads to a seg-
mentation of time along the periods introduced earlier. We implemented this procedure via 
the Stata command, mkspline.

Results

We have organized the discussion of the results into three sections in the order of the dif-
ferent stages of the evolution of the institution of social-class politics. Table 2 presents the 
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GEE estimates of the models used to test Hypotheses H1a, H1b, H2a, and H2b, and we begin 
with a discussion of the effect of the important control variables.

In Table 2, the coefficient of the variable Established identity issue is positive and statisti-
cally significant. This is consistent with our understanding that the parties, on average, kept 
investing in their ideologically anchored identities throughout the decline of social-class poli-
tics. The expected self-reinforcing dynamic of issue investment, where earlier investments 
drive current ones, does not hold (see the coefficient for Previous investment variable) but the 
moves of competitors do guide investments (see the coefficient for Competitor claims).3

Identities Under a Stable Institution

Although showing the expected positive sign, the coefficient estimate concerning identity 
deepening of the parties fails to reach statistical significance in the stable period, 19594–1969, 
as evidenced by the interaction between Established identity and Stable institution (see Model 
2). Net of the threat from competitors that is accounted for by the interaction between the 
Competitor investments and the Established identity issue variables, the difference between 
investments in established and oppositional issues did not seem to increase in favor of the 
former (but see Table 5 concerning the additional analyses on party-level differences).

Identity Hybridization Responses Under Initial Institutional Decline (H1a and 
H1b)

Our main argument is that, in response to the uncertainty of change brought about by the 
decline of social-class politics, the parties would develop partially hybrid identities. This, we 
expected, would first involve strategies of compartmentalization that hierarchically order 
traditional over oppositional identity claims. In Model 2, the interaction effect of the vari-
ables Established identity issue and Initial decline is not statistically significant. A compari-
son of this coefficient estimate with the one relating to the period of a stable institution, 
however, seems to suggest a decreasing attention to political issues associated with the estab-
lished identity.

We also expected the parties to make marginal, unsystematic investments into issues that 
are oppositional to their established identities. The coefficient estimate of the interaction 
between Systematic identity issue and Initial decline is negative and statistically significant 
(Model 4). This suggests that during this period investments into oppositional identity were 
not primarily systematic, as unsystematic patterns of investments exceed the systematic 
ones. This is in line with our expectation of partial hybridization, involving subordinating 
investments in opposition to investments in identity-deepening claims. We read these results 
as aligned with H1a and H1b.

Identity Hybridization Under Advanced Institutional Decline (H2a and H2b)

We expected the parties to deal with the continuing decline in social-class politics by 
switching to strategies that expand their identities and hybridize them fully by elevating 
investments in oppositional issues to the same stature as traditional identity issues. Regarding 
elevating oppositional investments to that of traditional issue investments (H2a), we see that 
the coefficient estimate of the interaction between Established identity issue and Advanced 
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decline, as reported in Model 2, is negative and statistically significant. The political parties 
thus invested relatively less in issues related to their established identity, compared to the 
oppositional ones in this period. The trend of the coefficient estimates of the interaction effects 
suggests that the parties successively made less investments in issues related to their estab-
lished identities, relative to investments in issues belonging to the oppositional ideology. To 
illustrate what this meant in concrete terms, we can compare the usage of particular identity 
issues in the manifestos. A simple comparison between the manifestos of 1979 (initial 
decline) and 2001 (advanced decline) reveals that the Labour party decreased its focus on its 
established identity issues such as “democracy” (from 6% to 0.5% of the text), and “equality” 
(from 7% to 1.5% of the text). Similarly, the Conservative party reduced its use of identity 
issues like “free market economy” (from 8% to 1%), and “economic orthodoxy” (from 4% to 
0.8%).

The effort at elevating the investments in oppositional issues by systematic investments is 
evident in the positive and statistically significant coefficient of the interaction between 
Systematic identity issues and Advanced decline (Model 4). Political parties changed their 
strategy and engaged in systematic investments in issues that were oppositional to their ide-
ology. This result is consistent with our prediction that political parties, in response to the 
further decline of the institution of social class politics, hybridized fully through systematic 
efforts that aggregated oppositional and traditional identity elements (H2a and H2b).

Additional Analyses and Robustness Checks

Triggers of hybridization and its results.  Notwithstanding the results discussed so far, 
our empirical analyses remain silent about any organization-specific trigger of hybridization, 
and we have assumed a homogenously diffused institutional-change incentive to hybridize 
for the parties. To better appreciate the underlying mechanisms at work, we investigated the 
potential moderation effects of parties’ recent performance—specifically, that poor election 
performance can be a driver of identity hybridization efforts of parties (Janda et al., 1995).

The main idea behind this analysis is to check whether negative performance feedback 
provided a different incentive to hybridize across the stages of institutional decline. The 
main models control for elections lost, but this is a coarse measure of party performance. 
A party can lose many seats and still manage to win an election, or it can lose an election 
but have gained a number of seats. We therefore proxy performance by a count of seats 
won or lost at the last election (Number of seats). We interacted this performance variable 
with the relevant identity variables (Established identity issue and Systematic identity 
issues) and with those related to the different stages (Institutional stability, Initial decline, 
and Advanced decline).

Table 3 presents the estimates from these models. Several conclusions can be drawn from 
these results. During the period of Institutional stability, there was a positive relationship 
between seats won and investments in the Established identity issues of parties, in line with 
an idea that it is not good performance that drives change. However, during the period of 
Initial decline larger seat wins led to further hybridization, in the form of reduced invest-
ments in established issues relative to oppositional ones. We interpret this result as suggest-
ing that positive, rather than negative, performance feedback provided an incentive to 
embrace partial hybridization (i.e., compartmentalization) in this period. Nonetheless, in the 
period of Advanced decline past performance did not seem to matter to full 
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Table 3

GEE Population-Averaged, Linear-Regression Model Estimates for the Issue 
Investment of British Political Parties, 1992–2015. Amplifiers of Hybridization.

Model 1 Model 2  

DV: Issue
Investment

DV: Issue
Investment  

VARIABLES b/SE p b/SE p

Established identity issue*Stable 
institution*Number of seats

0.006**
(0.003)

.038  

Established identity issue*Initial 
decline*Number of seats

−0.002**
(0.001)

.032  

Established identity issue*Advanced 
decline*Number of seats

0.000
(0.001)

.825  

Established identity issue*Number of 
seats

−0.031**
(0.016)

.049  

Systematic identity issue*Stable 
institution*Number of seats

0.002
(0.004)

.599

Systematic identity issue*Initial 
decline*Number of seats

0.001
(0.001)

.295

Systematic identity issue*Advanced 
decline*Number of seats

0.000
(0.001)

.887

Systematic identity issue*Number of 
seats

−0.020
(0.025)

.419

Number of seats 0.006
(0.011)

.583 0.003
(0.008)

.713

Stable institution*Number of seats −0.001
(0.002)

.464 −0.001
(0.001)

.723

Initial decline*Number of seats 0.001
(0.001)

.107 0.000
(0.000)

.819

Advanced decline*Number of seats −0.000
(0.000)

.445 −0.000
(0.001)

.359

Established identity issue*Stable 
institution

0.209
(0.138)

.128  

Established identity issue*Initial 
decline

0.047
(0.059)

.427  

Established identity issue*Advanced 
decline

−0.162***
(0.059)

.006  

Systematic identity issue 1.151
(0.981)

.241

Systematic identity issue*Stable 
institution

−0.140
(0.164)

.393

Systematic identity issue*Initial decline −0.171**
(0.069)

.013

Systematic identity issue*Advanced 
decline

0.346***
(0.086)

.000

Competitor claims (sqrt) 1.440***
(0.112)

0 1.396***
(0.130)

0

 (continued)
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hybridization—neither in terms of investments in Established identity issues nor for 
Systematic investments; larger seat gains did not further incentivize full hybridization.

Party differentiation.  Our model posits that hybridization may be driven by a need to dif-
ferentiate the position of an organization; but, does identity hybridization help to differentiate 
parties? We ask two questions in this analysis: Do parties differentiate themselves on their 
established identity issues, and if they do not, do they instead differentiate themselves on 

Model 1 Model 2  

DV: Issue
Investment

DV: Issue
Investment  

VARIABLES b/SE p b/SE p

Established identity issue*Competitor 
claims (sqrt)

0.205
(0.206)

.320 0.306
(0.208)

.142

Previous claims (sqrt) 1.928***
(0.205)

0 1.771***
(0.244)

0

Established identity issue*Previous 
claims (sqrt)

−0.069
(0.261)

.792 −0.069
(0.255)

.787

Established identity issue −0.121
(0.859)

.888 1.110**
(0.439)

.012

Stable institution −0.114*
(0.062)

.066 −0.013
(0.057)

.825

Initial decline −0.067**
(0.028)

.0152 −0.013
(0.026)

.621

Advanced decline −0.001
(0.028)

.969 −0.110***
(0.030)

.000221

Adjacent identity issue 0.234
(0.143)

.103 0.271*
(0.160)

.0906

Neutral issue 0.243*
(0.142)

.0884 0.132
(0.157)

.402

Conservative Party 0.295* .0529 0.274* .0860
  (0.152) (0.159)  
Labour Party 0.422***

(0.150)
.00490 0.393**

(0.163)
.0157

Manifesto length (in ’000s) 0.000***
(0.000)

.00526 0.000***
(0.000)

.00930

Selection coefficient 2.811***
(0.326)

0 2.782***
(0.381)

0

Election loss 0.002
(0.019)

.936 −0.002
(0.020)

.936

Constant −4.930***
(0.687)

0 −5.202***
(0.814)

1.69e-10

N 2520 2520 2520 2520
Chi2 1318 1240  

Note. Domain level fixed effects included. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

Table 3  (continued)
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their newly constructed hybridized identities? To investigate this, we restructured the data at 
the issue level—in contrast to the party-by-issue level used earlier—and created a dependent 
variable, Issue differentiation, which is an issue-specific representation of the overlapping 
investments of the parties on each political issue.5 We included some of the previous con-
trols, party dummies, policy domain dummies, and Previous investments, and added some 
new controls necessary for this analysis. The variable Total current issue investments is mea-
sured as the sum of the investments of all three parties on a given issue in the focal elec-
tions, to hold constant the relative popularity of the focal issue. Public dissatisfaction with 
the government at the time of the election is measured by the variable, Dissatisfaction with 
government, with data obtained from Ipsos Mori surveys. The variables Change in GDP and 
Domain investments accounted for changes in the economic climate and domain-level popu-
larity of an issue, respectively. The outcome variable Issue differentiation, which we use to 
test the degree of differentiation among political parties, has a different dependence structure 
across measurement units as compared to the previous dependent variable. Given the likely 
correlation in investments at the field level and also over time, we recognize the existence 
of contemporaneous correlations across issues via panel-corrected standard errors (Beck & 
Katz, 1995) and first-order auto-correlation (AR1).

Table 4 presents the results of the models that analyze differentiation among parties con-
cerning their investment in each given issue. These analyses inform us about the differentia-
tion resulting from the compartmentalization and aggregation strategies of the political 
parties. The positive and statistically significant interaction between Established identity 
issue and Stable institution in Model 2 confirms that in times of institutional stability, the 
identities rooted in social-class politics enabled the differentiation in issue investments; sig-
nificantly more so than investments into ideologically unrelated issues. As multiple parties 
are involved, no difference with adjacent issues can be factored in.6 In the subsequent periods 
of institutional decline, the issues related to established identities were less useful in differ-
entiating the parties—particularly during the period of advanced decline, as can be seen in 
the negative and statistically significant interaction between Established identity issue and 
Advanced decline (Model 2).

Whereas it is not surprising that the differentiation in terms of their established identity 
issues diminished as the parties began to adopt each other’s issues, the question remains as 
to whether they managed to build new and differentiated hybridized positions. When ideo-
logically unrelated issues are considered, we see that the coefficient of the interaction 
between Systematic identity issue and Stable institution (Model 4) is positive and statisti-
cally significant, indicating that the systematic investments in oppositional issues did create 
differentiation among the parties in the stable institutional period. The opposite trend, how-
ever, holds in the period of Initial decline during which there was considerable overlap—
that is, less differentiation—among the parties on systematic investments, particularly 
involving neutral issues (see also Karthikeyan et al., 2016). Finally, the interaction between 
Systematic identity issues and Advanced decline fails to reach statistical significance, sug-
gesting that the parties’ attempts at differentiating their identities via systematic investments 
in this period were not successful. This finding suggests that, as organizations were in the 
process of fully hybridizing their identities, it was not obvious that they were able to dif-
ferentiate themselves from each other.



23

T
ab

le
 4

P
an

el
-C

or
re

ct
ed

, L
in

ea
r-

R
eg

re
ss

io
n

 M
od

el
 E

st
im

at
es

 f
or

 t
h

e 
Is

su
e 

D
if

fe
re

n
ti

at
io

n
 o

f 
B

ri
ti

sh
 P

ol
it

ic
al

 P
ar

ti
es

, 1
95

0–
20

15

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

M
od

el
 5

 

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
D

V
: I

ss
ue

di
ff

er
en

ti
at

io
n

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
D

V
: I

ss
ue

di
ff

er
en

ti
at

io
n

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
 

V
A

R
IA

B
L

E
S

b/
SE

p
b/

SE
p

b/
SE

p
b/

SE
p

b/
SE

p

E
st

ab
li

sh
ed

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e*
 

S
ta

bl
e 

in
st

it
ut

io
n

1.
00

8*
**

(0
.3

63
)

.0
05

0.
77

2*
(0

.4
10

)
.0

60

E
st

ab
li

sh
ed

 id
en

ti
ty

 
is

su
e*

In
it

ia
l d

ec
li

ne
0.

01
7

(0
.1

53
)

.9
13

0.
02

0
(0

.1
64

)
.9

04

E
st

ab
li

sh
ed

 id
en

ti
ty

 
is

su
e*

A
dv

an
ce

d 
de

cl
in

e
−

0.
57

4*
**

(0
.1

95
)

.0
03

−
0.

54
2*

**
(0

.2
03

)
.0

08

E
st

ab
li

sh
ed

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e
1.

00
9*

*
(0

.4
54

)
.0

26
−

5.
09

5*
*

(2
.1

61
)

.0
18

1.
06

4*
*

(0
.4

48
)

.0
17

0.
74

6*
(0

.4
47

)
.0

95
−

3.
81

5
(2

.4
41

)
.1

18

S
ys

te
m

at
ic

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e
0.

40
6

(0
.5

94
)

.4
94

−
5.

00
7

(3
.8

18
)

.1
90

−
3.

30
8

(3
.7

26
)

.3
75

S
ys

te
m

at
ic

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e 
* 

S
ta

bl
e 

in
st

it
ut

io
n

1.
35

7*
*

(0
.6

46
)

.0
36

1.
10

5*
(0

.6
33

)
.0

81

S
ys

te
m

at
ic

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e 
*I

ni
ti

al
 d

ec
li

ne
−

1.
10

2*
**

(0
.2

84
)

.0
00

−
1.

04
1*

**
(0

.2
86

)
.0

00

S
ys

te
m

at
ic

 id
en

ti
ty

 is
su

e 
*A

dv
an

ce
d 

de
cl

in
e

−
0.

30
3

(0
.4

09
)

.4
59

−
0.

34
7

(0
.4

16
)

.4
04

S
ta

bl
e 

in
st

it
ut

io
n

0.
89

7*
*

.0
18

0.
30

0
.4

64
0.

91
3*

*
.0

16
0.

32
8

.4
00

0.
22

2
.6

08
 

(0
.3

80
)

(0
.4

10
)

(0
.3

80
)

(0
.3

91
)

(0
.4

34
)

 
In

it
ia

l d
ec

li
ne

−
0.

76
8*

**
(0

.1
83

)
.0

00
−

0.
78

0*
**

(0
.1

94
)

.0
00

−
0.

75
3*

**
(0

.1
82

)
.0

00
−

0.
31

3*
(0

.1
76

)
.0

76
−

0.
37

2*
(0

.2
05

)
.0

69

A
dv

an
ce

d 
de

cl
in

e
−

0.
42

6
(0

.4
73

)
.3

67
−

0.
07

7
(0

.4
83

)
.8

73
−

0.
42

0
(0

.4
75

)
.3

76
−

0.
43

6
(0

.4
90

)
.3

74
−

0.
16

9
(0

.5
24

)
.7

47

P
re

vi
ou

s 
cl

ai
m

s 
(s

qr
t)

−
0.

01
2

(0
.2

25
)

.9
58

−
0.

01
5

(0
.2

25
)

.9
48

−
0.

05
2

(0
.2

18
)

.8
11

0.
11

2
(0

.1
74

)
.5

21
0.

08
8

(0
.1

73
)

.6
11

 (
co

nt
in

ue
d)



24

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

M
od

el
 5

 

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
D

V
: I

ss
ue

di
ff

er
en

ti
at

io
n

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
D

V
: I

ss
ue

di
ff

er
en

ti
at

io
n

D
V

: I
ss

ue
di

ff
er

en
ti

at
io

n
 

V
A

R
IA

B
L

E
S

b/
SE

p
b/

SE
p

b/
SE

p
b/

SE
p

b/
SE

p

C
ur

re
nt

 to
ta

l i
ss

ue
 

in
ve

st
m

en
t

−
0.

73
2

(0
.0

77
)

.3
45

−
0.

73
0

(0
.0

78
)

.3
46

−
0.

66
0

(0
.0

80
)

.3
83

−
0.

53
4

(0
.0

78
)

.5
04

−
0.

51
7

(0
.0

77
)

.5
15

D
is

sa
ti

sf
ac

ti
on

 w
it

h 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t
0.

02
3

(0
.0

30
)

.4
37

0.
02

4
(0

.0
30

)
.4

26
0.

02
3

(0
.0

30
)

.4
45

0.
01

9
(0

.0
32

)
.5

36
0.

01
2

(0
.0

31
)

.7
01

D
om

ai
n 

in
ve

st
m

en
ts

0.
00

1
(0

.0
07

)
.9

05
0.

00
1

(0
.0

07
)

.9
26

0.
00

1
(0

.0
07

)
.9

04
0.

00
3

(0
.0

08
)

.7
39

0.
00

4
(0

.0
08

)
.6

26

C
on

st
an

t
4.

88
3*

*
(2

.4
24

)
.0

44
8.

50
1*

**
(2

.5
78

)
.0

01
4.

59
7*

(2
.4

45
)

.0
60

6.
40

8*
*

(2
.5

73
)

.0
13

7.
01

9*
**

(2
.6

28
)

.0
08

O
bs

er
va

ti
on

s
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
84

0
R

-s
qu

ar
ed

0.
57

7
.5

77
0.

58
1

.5
81

0.
57

8
.5

78
0.

59
6

.5
96

0.
60

1
.6

01
C

hi
2

37
7

48
0

40
0

63
9

70
8

 

N
ot

e.
 D

om
ai

n 
le

ve
l f

ix
ed

 e
ff

ec
ts

 in
cl

ud
ed

. R
ob

us
t s

ta
nd

ar
d 

er
ro

rs
 in

 p
ar

en
th

es
es

.
*p

 <
 .1

0.
 *

*p
 <

 .0
5.

 *
**

p 
<

 .0
1.

T
ab

le
 4

 (
co

n
ti

n
u

ed
)



Arora-Jonsson et al. / Losing Their Religion    25

Table 5

Party-Wise GEE Population-Averaged, Linear-Regression Model Estimates for the 
Issue Investment of British Political Parties, 1950–2015

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  

DV: Issue
Investment

DV: Issue
Investment

DV: Issue
Investment  

VARIABLES b/SE p b/SE p b/SE p

All Parties CON & LAB LIB  
Established identity 

issue*Stable institution
0.207*

(0.122)
.090 0.318**

(0.137)
.020 0.029

(0.232)
.900

Established identity 
issue*Initial decline

0.019
(0.067)

.774 0.047
(0.094)

.618 −0.023
(0.069)

.744

Established identity 
issue*Advanced decline

−0.262***
(0.074)

.000 −0.309***
(0.076)

.000 −0.175
(0.157)

.265

Established identity issue −0.184
(0.781)

.814 −0.983
(0.879)

.264 1.592
(1.511)

.292

Adjacent identity issue 0.132
(0.132)

.317 −0.058
(0.144)

.685 0.502*
(0.257)

.051

Neutral issue 0.336** .011 0.271* .059 0.451* .083
  (0.132) (0.144) (0.260)  
Stable institution −0.167***

(0.063)
.008 −0.174**

(0.075)
.020 −0.208*

(0.106)
.051

Initial decline −0.053**
(0.024)

.027 −0.062**
(0.030)

.041 −0.051
(0.043)

.237

Advanced decline −0.005
(0.029)

.859 −0.020
(0.034)

.563 0.027
(0.053)

.614

Established identity 
issue*Competitor claims

0.000
(0.255)

.999 0.270
(0.311)

.386 −0.595**
(0.255)

.019

Established identity 
issue*Previous claims

0.273
(0.254)

.282 0.094
(0.394)

.812 0.403
(0.247)

.103

Competitor claims (sqrt) 1.584***
(0.134)

.000 1.423***
(0.145)

.000 2.097***
(0.186)

.000

Previous claims (sqrt) 2.027***
(0.202)

.000 2.083***
(0.238)

.000 2.357***
(0.378)

.000

Conservative Party 0.312**
(0.150)

.037 −0.108
(0.114)

.344  

Labour Party 0.435***
(0.148)

.003  

Manifesto length 0.000***
(0.000)

.000 0.000***
(0.000)

.000 0.000
(0.000)

.157

Selection coefficient 3.073***
(0.374)
(0.224)

.000 3.028***
(0.442)
(0.277)

.000 3.807***
(0.567)
(0.310)

.000

Election loss 0.002
(0.018)

.908 0.035
(0.058)

.546 0.020
(0.017)

.234

Constant −5.246***
(0.774)

.000 −4.612***
(0.840)

.000 −6.847***
(1.282)

.000

N 2,520 2,520 1,680 1,680 840 840
Chi2 1157 1324 1504  

Note. Domain level fixed effects included. Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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Party-level differences.  To further assess our main results, we conducted an additional 
robustness check. Because the variable Established identity issue is based on a categorization 
of issues into left and right ideological issues, we removed the Liberal party from the sample 
as it did not fit within either of these political traditions the way, arguably, the other parties 
did. Table 5 reports the results of analyses that replicate Model 2 of Table 2, excluding the 
Liberal party (Model 2) from the sample and focusing solely on it (Model 3), respectively. 
The estimates obtained are comparable to those of the previous models,7 but also reveal that 
the expected identity-deepening strategy during the period of Stable institution (not statis-
tically significant in the main models) was indeed followed by the Conservative and the 
Labour parties. The results also point to the potentially different route to hybridization fol-
lowed by the Liberals, a party marked by a weaker ideology compared to the Labour and 
Conservative parties (for a more detailed exploration of the repositioning of this party, see 
Karthikeyan & Wezel, 2010).

Qualitative Evidence

To bolster the confidence in our interpretation of the results drawn from our quantitative 
testing of the hypotheses, we inquired further into the identity changes of British parties 
through a visual semantic network analysis of their manifestos. As the Conservative and the 
Labour parties carry the largest weight in the main results presented so far, we—for the sake 
of clarity of exposition—confined these additional analyses to these parties and excluded the 
Liberals.

We reconstructed the party identities as networks of political issues and the manifestos in 
which those issues appeared. Such networks, presented in Figure 2, are the relational visual-
ization of the manifesto-per-issue data that we use in the quantitative analyses. To appear in 
the visualization, an issue must represent at least 4% of the quasi-sentences of that manifesto. 
The grey squares represent party manifestos while the issues that the parties have claimed are 
represented through nodes differently shaped according to the ideological stance of the 
underlying claim: circles are for socialist, triangles for neutral, and pentagons for conserva-
tive. The position of the nodes, obtained through a spring-embedding algorithm, is such that 
the closer they are, the larger their semantic relatedness—for example, two manifestos are 
closer the more similar the issues that they address.

These networks yield two main conclusions about: (a) the temporal evolution in the par-
ties’ claims and (b) the change in the centrality of the claims. As for (a), both parties over 
time increasingly moved away from their initial ideological stance (i.e., network position) 
and towards the ideological tradition of their opponent. The convex spaces8 delineated by 
dashed lines in Figure 2 are created to ease the interpretation of this trend. These spaces sig-
nal semantic continuity between manifestos created mostly after the early 1990s.

As we examine issues per each party within the convex areas, we see that the ideological 
stance of the more recent manifestos is prominently either neutral or belonging to the ideo-
logical position of the opponent party. When we look instead at the less recent manifestos 
outside the convex areas, we observe that the connected issues are more in line with the ideo-
logical tradition of each party. These results indicate that the parties shifted towards partially 
hybrid identities from the late 1980s—that is, at the end of the stage of initial decline. Besides 
the semantic proximity, the temporal continuity between manifestos in the convex areas, de 
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facto pointing to the advanced decline stage, suggests a shift from unsystematic experimenta-
tion at broadening the identity (i.e., compartmentalization and partial hybridity) to a more 
systematic engagement with oppositional issues (e.g., aggregation) as the main strategy to 
develop a hybridity identity.

As for the change in the centrality of the claims (b), “Welfare expansion,” for instance, 
traditionally a Labour issue central to socialist ideology, appears more recently core to 
both parties, pointing in particular to the hybridization of the Conservative party identity. 

Figure 2
(A) Conservative Manifesto and (B) Labour Manifesto (Grey Nodes) and Issues Most 

Claimed Over Time
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This issue became prevalent in Conservative party claims as of the 2010 election.9 
Observing the full range of connections representative of the 2010 Conservative Manifesto 
we see that it features conservative issues such as “political authority” and “law and order 
positive.”

Examples of a compartmentalization strategy.  To further enrich our understanding of 
the strategies used by the parties to develop partially hybrid identities, we carefully read 
the texts of the manifestos, looking for tangible examples of the different identity change 
strategies. As suggested by the semantic network analysis, the Conservative Manifesto 
of 1987 offers a good example of a compartmentalization strategy (a similar example 
from the Labour party involves their claims on crime prevention). For instance, although 
“welfare expansion” and “education expansion” represented individual sections in that 
manifesto, they appear only on pages 5 and 13 (jointly with healthcare expansion). The 
manifesto is centered on claims that are rooted in conservative ideology—“national way of 
life,” “international prominence,” and “military strength.” A representative claim involves 
the conservative view of the coal strike.

Remember .  .  . The year-long coal strike, with its violence and intimidation on a massive scale. 
It failed and mining productivity soared. (Conservative Manifesto of 1987: 289 section 6, 
paragraph 1) 

After those claims, and a section on a “capital-ownership-based democracy,” (ibid: 291 
section 11) the focus of the Conservative Manifesto of 1987 shifted to “raising standards in 
education,” (ibid: 292 section 12) which is a welfare issue. Although this section on educa-
tion includes expansionistic policy objectives, it is subordinated to previous ideological 
claims and is infused with conservative ideals: 

Parents want schools to provide their children with the knowledge, training and character that 
will fit them for today’s world. They want them to be taught basic educational skills. They want 
schools that will encourage moral values: honesty, hard work and responsibility. And they should 
have the right to choose those schools which do these things for their children. (ibid: 292 section 
12, paragraph 1)

In line with a compartmentalization strategy, the section on welfare-expanding policies is 
integrated into a discussion on “Lower taxes” (ibid: 295 section 17) and into a section on 
“Spending We Can Afford” (ibid: 295 section 18):

Over the past years we have managed the nation’s finances with care. Even allowing for inflation, 
this has enabled us to spend substantially more on the Health Service (up by 31 percent), defence 
(up by 23 percent), roads (up by 17 percent), education per pupil (up by 18 percent). (ibid: 295 
section 18, paragraph 1)

Examples of an aggregation strategy.  An aggregation strategy instead suggests that 
hybrid identities are developed via an approach that prioritizes traditional claims and those 
rooted in the oppositional ideology equally. The Conservative Manifesto of 2015 is illustra-
tive of this strategy, as it dedicates striking attention to questions of welfare expansion:
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We will continue to increase spending on the NHS, provide 7-day a week access to your GP and 
deliver a truly 7-day NHS—so you know you will always have access to a free and high-quality 
health service when you need it most. (The Conservative Party Manifesto 2015: 3 section 1)

The primacy of this issue on the Conservative political agenda is witnessed by its position 
at the beginning of the manifesto. The party’s effort at aggregating traditional and opposi-
tional issues is palpable in the discussion that appears a little later in the same manifesto:

Our long-term economic plan reflects our values: we as a nation should not be piling up and 
passing on unaffordable levels of debt to the next generation. We will eliminate the deficit in a 
sensible and balanced way that will enable us to continue to increase spending on the NHS and 
cut Income Tax for 30 million working people. (ibid: 8 section 1)

This passage is notable for the joint discussion of claims about economic orthodoxy and 
welfare expansion. We read the effort of the Conservatives at developing political coherence 
between those issues as an indication of affording ideologically oppositional claims a similar 
level of importance. The fact that ideologically oppositional claims precede ideologically 
related ones also suggests that the former are no longer subordinated to the latter.

Also, the Labour party Manifesto of 2015 reveals a similar trend. It opens with a claim on 
economic orthodoxy, an issue traditionally owned by Conservatives:

Our manifesto begins with the Budget Responsibility Lock we offer the British people. It is the 
basis for all our plans in this manifesto because it is by securing our national finances that we are 
able to secure the family finances of the working people of Britain. (Labour Party Manifesto 
2015: 1 section 1)

The aggregation effort of the Labour party in this manifesto can be appreciated from the 
simultaneous emphasis on families (a traditional Conservative claim) and working people (a 
traditional Labour claim). Again, the elevation of the competitor’s ideology to equal footing 
to the traditional ideology is emphasized by the sequencing of argumentation. Not only do 
the words “Our manifesto begins with” emphasize the centrality of the “budget responsibil-
ity” argument, but their relevance is reinforced also by its positioning as the initial statement, 
just before the foreword of the party leader. The argument is picked up again in most sections 
of the manifesto. A comparable aggregation effort can be observed in the discussion that 
references national way of life as positive and immigration as negative (again, traditionally 
Conservative claims):

Immigration has made an important contribution to our economic and social life, but it needs to 
be properly controlled. With a Labour Government, migrants from the EU will not be able to 
claim benefits until they have lived here for at least two years. (ibid: 11 section 1)

Discussion

The societal change referred to by Tony Blair—the decline of social-class politics—did 
eventually lead to identity change among British political parties in previously unimaginable 
ways. Whereas the identities of all parties drew on different ideologies in the 1950s, by 2015 
the identities reflected a mixing of contradictory ideologies. As we show in our semantic 
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network analysis, by 2015 the Labour party embraced economic orthodoxy like lowering 
taxes alongside their emphasis on a welfare state, and the Conservative party highlighted 
efforts at developing the welfare state in addition to their concern for economic growth. This 
identity hybridization happened without the parties being split into conservative and socialist 
sub-organizational units—which is, according to extant studies, the main way in which orga-
nizations maintain hybrid identities (Battilana et al., 2017; Smith & Besharov, 2019).

Our research addresses how parties managed this shift from a single to a hybrid identity, 
a question that the identity literature still is grappling with (Pratt, 2016). Our answer is a 
model of organizational identity hybridization, where parties use different hybridization 
strategies across the stages of institutional decline. Albert and Whetten (1985: 101) theorize 
different paths to hybridity, but to the best of our knowledge, ours is a rare instance of an 
empirically tested model of the change from a single to a hybrid identity.

Scope Conditions

The model has a few scope conditions that set out the boundaries within which it is appli-
cable. These conditions are: (a) the analysis concerns a market where oppositional identities 
exist and are sociologically real (i.e., institutionalized and that matter for decisions), (b) these 
identities are manifested through public commitments, and (c) there are incentives for iden-
tity hybridization.

Given these boundary conditions, our model is not likely useful in the emergent phase of an 
industry where there are no clear market identities (c.f. Navis & Glynn, 2010), in markets with-
out sociologically real oppositions—for instance, in commodity markets or markets for many 
consumer goods such as toothbrushes, or where identities do not publicly manifest. Identity 
hybridization, quite naturally, is not a question in settings devoid of positions that “would nor-
mally not go together.” That said, our model would be expected to hold in a number of markets 
where organizational identities are important in the competitive process, such as in mature 
product markets. Moreover, we note that an important form of market transformation is the 
construction of identity polarization by entrepreneurs who strive to create an oppositional prod-
uct category and also invoke identity based differentiation (Carroll & Swaminathan, 2000; 
Dupin & Wezel, 2023)—a form of market situation where our model could be useful.

Moreover, we study a particular organizational form—political parties—that is different 
from most organizations studied by management scholars. Core to this difference is the cen-
trality of organizational purpose and the large reliance on voluntary staff that is ideologically 
motivated (Husted et al., 2022; Olsen, 2019). The question arises: How well do our findings 
translate to other forms of organizations? Despite the differences, we believe that it should 
translate quite well. Political parties and for-profit organizations both experience latent incen-
tives to hybridize as they operate in competitive markets where differentiation is key. There 
are differences, of course, but these are difficult to judge a priori. Identity hybridization might 
be easier to achieve among for-profit organizations due to relatively weaker member identifi-
cation with the organizational identity as compared with a political party (c.f. Fiol, 2002). On 
the other hand, these organizations may face constraints from technology and product legacies 
that impede hybridization (Tripsas, 2009) to a greater extent than for political parties. It 
remains uncertain whether organizational identity hybridization is more or less probable 
among political parties than among for-profit organizations. We look forward to future 
research that seeks to validate our model in the context of production-oriented organizations.
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Within those boundaries, our model and results hold important implications for the litera-
ture on identity hybridity, the literature in the intersection of identity and institutions, and the 
political science literature.

Hybrid Identities

Apart from providing an initial answer to the question about the way in which identities 
are hybridized, our results also inform the hybridity literature in several ways. First, it broad-
ens the discussion around why organizations may develop hybrid identities. Where earlier 
work has typically cast hybridity as something forced on an unwilling organization by exter-
nal changes (Glynn, 2000; Mair et al., 2015), we draw on Pratt and Foreman (2000) to argue 
that there are strategic incentives to hybridize, and our findings demonstrate that institutional 
change can facilitate this process. At the level of individual parties, our additional analysis of 
the triggers of hybridization (reported in Table 3) suggests that identity hybridization is 
driven by good performance, but not unequivocally so. The complex relationship between 
institutional change and organizational performance as drivers of identity hybridization 
requires further investigation.

Second, our model deepens our understanding of the dynamics of identity hybridity. Pratt 
and Foreman (2000) together with Kraatz and Block (2008) have provided foundational 
insights by offering a static classification of strategies to manage hybrid identities. We fur-
ther their work by reconceptualizing their classificatory schedule as the basis for a sequen-
tial succession of strategies of identity hybridization that are contingent on the institutional 
context.

Third, we also make the point that identity hybridity can be of different types. The original 
formulation of Albert and Whetten (1985)—that hybridity is the combination of positions 
that are normally not considered to go together—makes no distinction in the ways in which 
these positions are put together. Compartmentalization, where the novel identity elements are 
subordinated to the earlier core identity, is one way through which partially hybrid identity is 
generated; aggregation, on the other hand, is the combination of contrasting elements on an 
equal footing that also includes the dilution of the distinction between a legacy identity and 
the new, fully hybrid one. We connect the shift between these strategies to different institu-
tional settings: partial hybridization under uncertainty about the stability of the institution, 
and full hybridization when the uncertainty is about what the future institution will be like. 
Partial and full hybridization may require different internal managerial work and may induce 
different effects on audience appreciation, two questions not addressed in this paper and 
which  require further exploration.

Fourth, our study of ideological hybridization extends the scope of research on hybridity, 
as called for by Pratt (2016), beyond the normative/utilitarian dimensions, that is, the eco-
nomic and social logics that is the staple of hybridity studies (Battilana & Lee, 2014). 
Political ideologies and their roles in organizations is a field that is important and requires 
more research (Barnett & Woywode, 2004; Briscoe, Chin, & Hambrick, 2014; Gupta & 
Wowak, 2017)—perhaps most importantly when it comes to the identity of an organization. 
We look forward to research that will extend our model and test its generalizability in dif-
ferent empirical settings.
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While remaining confident about the applicability of our model, we recognize that much 
more remains to be done. Our finding of a sequential nature of identity hybridization is sug-
gestive, but important questions remain. Do transitions to hybrid identities always have to be 
sequential? Does full hybridization always follow partial hybridization, or can it stop or 
reverse from that point? Would a backward change from a hybrid to a non-hybrid identity 
also be sequenced? These are important questions awaiting answers.

Institutions, Organizational Identity, and Identity Change

Our work also holds implications for the literature in the intersection of institutions and 
identities, as well as for the broader literature on identity change. Over the last few years, 
there has been significant work at the intersection of institutional theory and organizational 
identity (Glynn, 2017; Kraatz et al., 2016). A central insight of this work is that institutions 
provide the legitimated elements from which organizations construct identities (Glynn, 2008; 
King et al., 2011). Our model builds on the idea that identities are institutionally embedded 
and theorizes the connection between institutional change and identity construction, arguing 
that the dynamics of institutions are influential in enabling identity change. The insight that 
institutional complexity matters to organizational identity work is not new (Greenwood et al., 
2011; Kraatz & Block, 2008), but there has been little work to explicitly link change in one 
to change in the other. We hope that our model can provide an initial step in this direction.

Our model also holds implications for our understanding of institutions and identity. In con-
trast to the well-cited work of Glynn and Abzug (2002), which finds that institutions can lead 
to mimesis among important organizational identity aspects (such as name choice), our find-
ings suggest that the opposite also can be true: institutions may be necessary to enable differen-
tiation among organizations. The institution of social-class politics was instrumental to the 
ability of the parties to differentiate their identities—to the extent that when this institution 
declined, so did inter-party identity differentiation. Although the parties, through hybridization, 
actively aimed at developing a novel position, the extent of their competitive differentiation 
remains much more limited nowadays compared to the times of a stable institution. We think 
that the link between institutions and the ability of organizations to maintain identity differen-
tiation represents an important area of future research in the intersection of institutional, iden-
tity, and strategic management theories (see also Ravasi, Tripsas, & Langley, 2020).

Our model and findings also provide insights for the broader literature on identity change. 
The central finding of Cloutier and Ravasi (2020), who have studied long-term identity change, 
was that the trajectories of identity change differed across organizations, and the reason for this, 
they suggested, was organization-specific factors. To this, we provide another insight: the tra-
jectories (or strategies as we call them) of identity change can shift across institutional contexts. 
By studying three organizations that share the same institutional context, our findings show that 
although there is organization-specific variation in identity change over time, the institutional 
context seems to explain an important part of the shift in identity change strategies.

Contribution to Political Science

The repositioning of the British political parties in response to the decline of social-class 
politics has been a core topic of political science for the past 30 years (see, for instance, 
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Clark et al., 1993; Green, 2007; Sobolewska & Ford, 2020). Our model informs this literature 
with organization theories of identity management and institutional change, thereby providing 
an organizational explanation that is not centered exclusively on changes in voter behavior 
and demographics (Janda et al., 1995). While these factors are undoubtedly important, our 
analysis suggests that the decision of when and how to hybridize a political party’s identity is 
fundamentally an organizational one, where concerns about identity management play a role.

Another insight that our findings can provide is a possible link between the electoral sys-
tem and the hybridization of parties. Drawing on organizational identity theory, we outline 
the difficulties—internal and external—that identity hybridization entails, which suggests 
that hybridization is likely not attempted lightly. The question of identity hybridization will, 
we would speculate, be judged in relation to the possible alternatives—and here the electoral 
system may be of importance. The U.K. voting system is different from many of the European 
systems in that it uses the First Past the Post (FPTP) electoral system where it is not the total 
number of votes in the election that matters, but how these votes are distributed geographi-
cally. This system, which also is used in the United States, favors large, incumbent, parties 
and often result in democracies dominated by a few parties (Horowitz, 2003). The difficulty 
faced by small parties in establishing themselves in such a setting has likely incentivized the 
British parties to hybridize more strongly than their peers in the rest of Europe, where the 
tensions between staying ideologically pure and attracting voters led to spin outs from the 
main parties (i.e., new political parties being founded). This is what we see in many of the 
electoral systems that do not have the FPTP electoral system.

Limitations

A few limitations of our study are worthy of mention. We look at each of them as a pos-
sible avenue for future research. Our findings should not be read to suggest that the party 
leaders that initiated hybridization necessarily had a vision for full hybridization; they 
could just have been muddling through. We did not investigate the question of managerial 
foresight and strategic intent in identity hybridization, but that is an important question. 
Moreover, whereas we acknowledge that the decline of social-class politics is both a cause 
of, and caused by, party identity hybridization, we do not investigate this complex recur-
sive relationship between institution and organizational identity work (Clemente et  al., 
2017). We believe that the relationships among institutions, identity change, and audience 
evaluations require further research attention. Moreover, although the road toward hybrid-
ization was likely to be preceded by internal struggles within the parties (Golden-Biddle & 
Rao, 1997), we downplayed the internal dynamics of the parties that led to the observed 
identity changes. How does the party leadership motivate its members to embrace opposi-
tional identity claims? Language is likely to play a key role (Fiol, 2002). Would the lan-
guage differ across processes of partial and full hybridization? These are important 
questions for future research.

Conclusion

How do organizations hybridize a well-established identity? This question has received 
little attention thus far. Our findings highlight the importance of considering institutions not 
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only as a repository of elements for identity construction but, perhaps more importantly, as 
enablers of identity hybridization. Overcoming internal resistance, competitive retaliation, 
and the threat of illegitimacy in the eyes of stakeholders is necessary for identity hybridiza-
tion. Identity hybridization thus is more likely when the institution that underpins the opposi-
tion to hybridize weakens. Our core finding is that, given such challenges, organizations 
follow a path where different hybridization strategies are utilized.
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Notes
1.	 The index is calculated by taking the difference between the percentage of Labour votes of manual versus 

non-manual workers. The index ranges from 0 to 100, with higher numbers indicating more class-based voting. The 
index can be computed using Conservative voting, but it is commonly used for Labour party voting.

2.	 We repeated our analyses with simple dummy coding and obtained results largely similar to those from the 
models using the spline specification.

3.	 The results of Table 2 suggest that a competitive threat was not necessarily a reason for the increased engage-
ment of the parties on their identity issues (see the statistically insignificant interaction of the variables Established 
identity issue and Competitor claims). A replication of Karthikeyan et al. (2016), would, however, consider solely 
the period 1970–1992. In a separate set of analyses (available upon request) we exactly did that. In line with their 
findings, affirmation and reformation strategies dominate the period of Initial decline; investments in Adjacent and 
Neutral issues go hand in hand with the reaffirmation of the established identity that is prompted by competitive inter-
dependence (see the coefficient of the interaction of Established identity issues and Competitor claims) and deepening 
of previous claims (see the coefficient of the interaction of Established identity issue and Previous claims). In line 
with our earlier analyses, these findings also remain consistent with a compartmentalization strategy. Using the same 
framework, we also ran a model for the period of Advanced decline (1997–2015; results are available upon request), 
included here, but not in Karthikeyan et al. (2016). There we found limited support for the use of an affirmation strat-
egy, and the reformation strategy is used differently. The coefficient of the interaction between Competitor investments 
and Established identity issue continues to be positive and statistically significant, suggesting that the parties—to an 
extent—continue to defend their ideological turf. However, the coefficient of the interaction between Previous claims 
and Established identity issue is not statistically significant, suggesting that the parties were letting go of their ideologi-
cal anchoring. The reformation strategies also changed; the parties no longer prioritized neutral and adjacent elements 
over oppositional ones, as is indicated by the lack of a statistically significant difference between the coefficients for 
Adjacent and Neutral issues and Oppositional issues (i.e., the omitted category in our models).

4.	 The dataset used to estimate these models starts in 1959. That is because the construction of the 
variable,“Systematic identity element” required consideration of the previous 3 election-years’ investments on 
political issues.

5.	 We operationalized this variable as the sum of the absolute values of the pairwise differences in the percentage 
investments of the three political parties in each political issue. For example, we represent the differentiation of Parties 
A, B, and C on issue j, labeled as Dj, with Investment I as: Dj = |Iaj-Ibj|+|Iaj-Icj|+|Ibj-Iaj|+|Ibj-Icj|+|Icj-Iaj|+|Icj-Ibj|

6.	 We do not discuss the results concerning the investments of the political parties on the political claims that 
fall outside the established identity, as we have no reason to expect them to make meaningful distinctions between 
systematic and unsystematic patterns in such engagements in this period.

7.	 We use exchangeable correlation structure in this model as, given the reduced sample size in these analyses, 
models did not converge with the unstructured correlation specification.

8.	 In geometry, a subset of a Euclidean space, or more generally an affine space over the reals, is convex if, 
given any two points in the subset, the subset contains the whole line segment that joins them. Previous research in 
organization theory has implemented the concept of a convex space to emphasize continuity between different envi-
ronments (Hannan & Freeman, 1977) and the breadth of organizational niches (Hannan, Carroll, & Pólos, 2003).
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9.	 A similar trend is observed with respect to “Education expansion” for the Conservatives, and “National way 
of life: Positive” for the Labour Party.
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