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Recently, a group of academics has developed a way to analyse leadership, which is called the 

Leadership Capital Index (LCI). This is a tool for systematically tracking and comparing the fortunes of 

a leader. The LCI is already used to analyse some political leaders. If we want to extent and improve 

this index, we have to use it for analysing many more leaders and see whether it is a good index to 

analyse this kind of leadership. In exploring the usefulness of the LCI, we will use this index in this 

paper to analyse another leader. We have chosen to analyse the leadership of Gordon Brown.  

If we want to understand leadership and the quality of  a leader as a leader, we have to look  further 

than the ranking polls of the day. There is a fast growing body  of academic literature about 

leadership. Academics try to declare and describe different aspects of leadership like leadership 

style, personality and political skills. It is not just the context that matters, individual characteristics 

make a lot of a difference (Dyson, 2006, p. 290 & 303). In knowing how well leaders are doing their 

job, popularity in the party itself and in the whole society is an indicator as well. Bennister et al 

(2014, p. 1) call this ‘political capital’: ‘the degree of popularity, mandate or momentum of a certain 

leader’. Where political capital is associated with horizontal bonds of networks, relations and trust, 

leadership capital is about these horizontal foundations which apply in leadership positions 

(Bennister et al, 2014, p. 4). It is about the social judgements of the individual skills, abilities, 

advantages and achievements of leaders (Sørensen & Torfing, 2003). Leadership capital provides ‘a 

measure of the aggregate authorisation’ a leader gets from his environment (Bennister, 2014, p. 5). 

To analyse this kind of capital, Bennister et al developed the Leadership Capital Index (LCI) to 

systematically analyse the political fortunes of a leader (Bennister et al, 2014). The LCI consists of ten 

indicators which measure the leadership capital of a leader. (See appendix table 1 for the indicators 

of the LCI.) 

In this paper, we will analyse Gordon Brown’s leadership during his time as Prime Minster of the 

United Kingdom. Gordon Brown was the Chancellor of the Exchequer during the prime ministership  

of Tony Blair. As Richard Heffernan (2003, p. 365) argues, Brown was a very active and powerful 

Chancellor. Brown was a ‘prime-minister-in-waiting’ : he widely believed he was next in line. So when 

Blair’s popularity dropped, Brown was already very powerful and well respected  within the Labour 

Party (Heffernan, 2003, p. 366). Between 2001 and 2005, Brown and Blair ran the government 
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together as a ‘joint premiership’, with Brown being far more powerful in the domestic policy 

(Bennister et al, 2014, p. 16). When party loyalty was moving towards Brown, Blair decided to step 

back and leave the party leadership to Brown. From the moment Brown became the party leader and 

automatically Prime Minister as well in 2007 (27th of June), he was very popular (UK Polling Report, 

2007). We will use this moment as the first moment for our analysis. It is an interesting moment 

because although Brown was already very popular during the elections in 2007, he became even 

more popular just after the elections (UK Polling Report, 2007).  

The second moment in our analysis will be the moment of the local elections in the UK at the 4th of 

June 2009. In between, Brown ‘s popularity had dropped significantly and he was very low in the 

polls at that moment (UK Polling Report, 2009). This is an interesting moment as well because of the 

big difference in his popularity.  

Looking at the circumstances and the facts of the first moment of our analysis, we would expect 

Brown to do very well as prime minister. He was already powerful, he had a lot of experience and he 

had a clear vision as Chancellor as well. Furthermore, he had a well-respected position in his own 

party, the national politics, and even in Europe (Theakston, 2011, p. 97). Nevertheless, it turned out 

very differently. What happened in between which made such a swift change possible? What did 

Brown do wrong that he became so unpopular? Using the Leadership Capital Index, we will 

determine  on which indicators of the LCI Brown scored  worse in the ranking polls . The aim of this 

paper is to use the Leadership Capital Index to explain the downfall of Gordon Brown during his 

prime ministership.  

First of all, we will analyse the leadership capital of Gordon Brown at these two moments by 

describing all the indicators of the LCI. We will use academic literature and research to substantiate 

our statements. Secondly, we will provide an analysis of the overall pattern during this period. In 

conclusion, we will give an explanation of why Gordon Brown showed this particular pattern in his 

leadership capital. 

S1 Vision and communication 

The first group of indicators of the LCI measures the clearness of Brown’s political vision and his 

communicative performance. These are both soft measures (see appendix table 2), which means that 

experts will be used as sources.  

Before the elections in 2007, Brown’s ideas as Chancellor were quite liberal instead of socialist. 

Brown’s ‘British Way’ was described as characteristic of “the quintessential liberalism of its political 

economy and the quintessential illiberalism of its statecraft” (Lee, 2006, p. 369). As Chancellor, 

Brown never made a major speech in which he has drawn upon the ideas of the Labour Party (Lee, 

2006, p. 370). Around the elections in 2007, Brown presented himself many times as ‘anti-Blair’ 

(Theakston, 2011, p. 99). At that time, he pointed quite a few times at the Labour ideology. In one of 

his speeches: “I don’t recall all the sermons my father preached Sunday after Sunday. But I will never 

forget these words he left me with: ‘we must be givers as well as getters’. Put something back. And by 

doing so make a difference. And this is my moral compass. This is who I am. I am a conviction 

politician. I stand for a Britain where everyone should rise as far as their talents can take them and 

then the talents of each of us should contribute to the well being of all.” (Brown, 2007, p. 4) Here he 

showed something like a vision, but already at that time, people were saying that ‘he hasn’t got a 

plan’ (Theakston, 2011, p. 99). In the autumn of 2007, Brown said he needed more time to spell out 

his vision for Britain and used this as the main reason for not calling an election in that time (Hughes, 
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2010, p. 134). This was described by Rawnsley (2010, p. 5) as Brown’s biggest political mistake as 

prime minister.  

After two years, Brown had not developed a clear vision at all: “he doesn’t know what he believes in” 

(Theakston, 2011, p. 100). He was criticized for his lack of clarity, for having an incoherent policy 

agenda and for having no strategy for the government at all. In 2007, when he had just  started, he 

did  not yet have to develop a clear vision because of some major events (the terrorist attack on 

Glasgow airport and an outbreak of foot and mouth disease), but after two years, he still had not 

developed one (Beech, 2009, p. 7). As Mandelson (2010, p. 451) argued: “Brown had a tendency to 

react to events and to short-termism (…), he tended to look to create ‘tactical opportunities’ rather 

than ‘a strategy to advance it’”. He did pretty well in managing crisis situations and in the 

international field.  

Communicative performance can be measured as media impact and ability to inspire. Brown did not 

do a lot of image-building. He did not like the idea of promoting or ‘selling’ himself and his policy 

(Theakston, 2011, p. 87). As Rawnsley argued (2010, p. 525), ‘Brown lacked the range of 

presentational skills required to be a successful modern leader’. He was described at many times as a 

poor  communicator and a bad persuader. This became even more clear during his time in office. 

Speeches were most of the time monotone and relentless and not very inspirational.  

Good media management can be very important for a leader’s popularity. Brown’s media impact, 

however, was not that great. Many times he was very uncomfortable and aggressive with the mass 

media (Theakston, 2011, p. 88; Price, 2010, p. 394). ‘Peter Mandelson (2010, 15) describes Brown as 

‘transfixed by the media’ and obsessed by headlines and the need for a constant stream of eye-

catching ‘announcements’. The real criticism was that Brown did not have a proper media strategy as 

prime minister (Theakston, 2011, p. 89). 

S2 Polling, longevity and election  

The second group of indicators of the LCI measures the skills of a leader as well as the first group of 

indicators does, but now hard data are used (see appendix table 2). 

In the beginning of Brown’s time in office his popularity did increase as well as the popularity of the 

Labour Party. This ‘Brown boost’, as it is called, did not last long. In the polls of the newspaper 

Telegraph  people were asked: “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with Gordon Brown as Prime 

Minister?” (Uk Polling Report, 2009). When Brown just got into office, people were really satisfied 

and his popularity increased during his first period. However, already after less than four months, his 

popularity decreased. This downward trend only got stronger and a year after his election, Brown 

spiraled down to -59. The negative trend persisted almost continuously during Brown’s period as 

Prime Minister, although there was a small improvement from November 2008 until March 2009. At 

the moment of the local elections the downward trend was back again and Brown was down to -50. 

Cameron, on the other hand, benefitted from Brown’s decreasing popularity. When Brown just got 

into office, Cameron’s ratings were quite low at -17. Later on he gained more popularity and his 

number went up to +29 in March 2009. Eventually this resulted in a great victory at the local election 

in June 2009.  
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Source: (Uk Polling Report, 2009) 

Looking at the indicator of longevity in office, Gordon Brown was Prime Minister of the United 

Kingdom as well as Party Leader of Labour for a period of three years.  

Gordon Brown came into office in June 2007 (Gov.UK, 2015). His predecessor Tony Blair had to share 

power with him, running a sort of rival government from the treasury, but there was said to be no 

‘big beasts’ or ‘alternative prime ministers’ in Brown’s Cabinet (Hughes, 2010, 30). In the literature, 

moreover, there is not much information about other people within the party who could or should 

succeed Brown. Additionally, we could not find vote counts of Labour followers supporting Brown 

during the examined period of 2007 to 2009. Therefore, we choose to indicate Brown’s re-election 

margin on the basis of his popularity and his trustworthiness combined with the contextual 

circumstances at the two moments. In 2007 both were pretty high (which is not very surprising 

because Brown just got elected). Thus, his re-election margin at this moment was pretty high. In 

2009, when his popularity dropped and Labour lost the local elections, the change that Brown would 

be re-elected for another term as party leader declined.  

R1 Polling, trust and challenge 

The third group indicators of the LCI measures the party poling relative to the most recent election 

results (hard data), the public trust (hard data) and the likelihood of credible leadership challenge 

within the next six months (soft data).  

Polls showed that people trusted Brown more in his first period as Prime Minister than in his last 

period as Chancellor of the Exchequer. “The summer of 2007 brought floods, the terrorist attack on 

Glasgow airport and an outbreak of foot and mouth disease. Brown the competent minister and 

manager led with quiet purpose” (Beech, 2009, p. 7). This resulted in a great increase of the level of 

public trust. After some political mistakes, such as the announced election in the autumn 2007 that 

never took place, Brown’s trustworthiness was down to 41 percent in April 2010.1 

Brown himself challenged his predecessor Tony Blair and got the party loyalty in 2007. When he was 

Prime Minister the situation was completely different. Within the Labour Party there was no strong 

competitor for the party leadership. Looking at the credible leadership challenge, the position of 

Brown was diminishing. “Brown’s failure to set out a plausible ‘narrative’ about what he was doing 

and trying to achieve – communicating a strategic sense of direction – damaged his credibility and 

weakened his leadership.” (Theakston, 2011, p. 90). Some of Brown’s critics stated that he had a 

                                                           
1  Trust polls from 2009 could not be found. Therefore data from 2010 are used. Although we realize 

that the polls would have been different in 2009, we expect that they will show approximately the 

same rate of trust because the circumstances after this moment did not change that much.  

 

 Jun ‘07 Jul ‘07 Nov ‘07 Mrch 
‘08 

Jul ‘08 Nov ‘08 Mrch 
‘09 

Jun ‘09 

Labour 38% 41% 32% 29% 26% 36% 31% 25% 

Conservatives 35% 32% 43% 43% 45% 40% 41% 38% 

Brown + 7 +10 - 2  - 34  -59 - 30  - 24 - 50 

Cameron  - 17 +8 + 10  +8 +29 +25 

Table 1: poll ratings  
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habit of surrounding himself with like-minded people. The big losses during the local elections in 

2009 showed that the most prominent challenger for credible leadership was David Cameron.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

Source: (IPSOS MORI, 2012) 

 

For the first three months of Brown’s term in office, Labour was doing very well in the polls, but in 

October 2007 a change  occurred. In the period between November 2007 and June 2009, the 

Conservative opposition remained ahead of Labour by an average of 11,9 percent. Labour only 

scored 4 percent less than the Conservatives did in November 2008 (Uk Polling Report, 2009). Over 

all, Labour dropped from 41 percent, in July 2007, just after Brown became Prime Minister, to 25 

percent at the time of the local elections in June 2009. The most recent election results are those of 

the general elections in 2005. At this election, 38 percent of the British people voted Labour against 

31 percent Conservative (Uk Polling Report, 2009). So, relative to the most recent election result, in 

2007, Labour gained three per cent. In June 2009 the party was down to 25 per cent in the polls and 

therefore lost over ten per cent since the last elections.  

R2 Policy and parliament 

The fourth group of indicators of the LCI measures the perceived ability to shape party’s policy and 

the perceived parliamentary effectiveness. These are both soft measures (see appendix table 2). 

Because of Brown’s lack of vision, it is hard to measure whether this had an influence on the party 

policy of the Labour Party. It is possible that Brown had the ability to shape the party policy of 

Labour, but because he did not do this, we can’t say whether he was able to do so.  

His government (the Labour Party), argued by Beech and Lee (2009), ‘suffered from the prime 

minister’s failure to adequately articulate his vision (…), the general lack of an ideological 

narrative(...) hampered his effectiveness’ (p. 101). Successful political management requires prime 

ministers to use a range of skills in terms of persuasion, conciliation, manipulation and brokerage 

with their Cabinet colleagues, parties and others, and calls for political sensitivity and good political 

antennae (Norton, 1987, p. 332-339; Theakston, 2007, p. 236-238). Brown did not have all these 

qualities. It sometimes looked as if he rather was feared than loved by his colleagues and others 

(Theakston, 2011). On the world platforms such as the G20, however, Brown was in his element. “In 

dealing with the global financial and banking crisis, Brown seemed more confident and at home than 

in discharging the normal political and public duties of prime-ministerial leadership” (Theakston, 

2011, p. 110). At the international level, Brown seemed to have more influence than he had the 

ability to shape the policy of his own party. 

Looking at Brown’s effectiveness in parliament, there were plenty of ‘initiatives’ from Brown, even 

‘too many’ according to a former minister, but, overall, Brown had an ‘incoherent policy agenda’ and 

an inability to ‘plant a firm enough idea of what he stands for’ (Hughes, 2010, pp. 213-231). By 

  Trustworthy Not trustworthy Don't know Net 

  % % % %± 

As Chancellor of the Exchequer 

8-10 June 2007 37 49 14 -12 

As Prime Minister 

8-9 August 2007 54 37 9 +17 

10 October 2007 48 43 9 +5 

18-19 April 2010 41 55 3 -14 

Table 2: Levels of public trust  



Gordon Brown analysed by the Leadership Capital Index 

 
6 

introducing no less than 2.823 laws during his first year in office, he broke the record of highest rate 

for new legislation by any British Prime Minister. Opposition politicians stated that Brown ‘confused 

legislation with governing’ (Jamieson, 2008). There were quite few plots against Brown in cabinet. 

“Cabinet ministers forcing a string of concessions on policy and strategy from the prime minister 

after the third abortive coup”  (Theakston, 2011, pp. 93-94). This shows that Brown’s leadership was 

undermined many times and therefore his parliamentary effectiveness.  

Looking at the development over time, when Brown started, it seemed that he was quite effective in 

parliament because of all the laws he introduced. Nevertheless, it turned out that Brown could not 

keep hegemony within the party and at the same time lost effectiveness in parliament.    
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LCI Measure of Gordon Brown 2007-2009 
 

Criteria 
 
Indicators 

 
Measurements 

 
Sources and 
summary 

S1 01 Political/policy vision (1) Completely absent 
(2) Unclear/inconsistent 
(3) Moderately clear/ 
consistent 
(4) Clear/consistent 
(5) Very clear/ 
consistent 

Brown did not have a 
clear vision at the 
beginning and did 
not develop one. 
2007: 2 
2009: 2 

S1 02 Communicative performance (1) Very poor 
(2) Poor 
(3) Average 
(4) Good 
(5) Very good 

Brown did not have a 
media strategy and 
could not handle 
media very well. 
2007: 3 
2009: 2 

S2 03 Personal poll rating relative to 
opposition leader 

(1) Very low (<–15%) 
(2) Low (–5 to –15%) 
(3) Moderate (–5% to 
5%) 
(4) High (5% to 15%) 
(5) Very high (>15%) 

In the beginning of 
his term Brown was 
very popular. After 
the never called 
elections in the 
autumn of 2007 and 
local elections, 
Cameron gained 
popularity. 
2007: 4 
2009: 1 

S2 04 Longevity: time in office (1) <1year 
(2) 1–2years 
(3) 2–3years 
(4) 3–4years 
(5) >4years 

Brown succeeded 
Blair as Prime 
Minister as well as 
Party Leader. He 
stayed in office for 3 
years.  
2007: 3 
2009: 3 

S2 05 (Re-)election margin for the 
party leadership 

(1) Very small (<1% of 
relevant electors, 
i.e. caucus, party 
members) 
(2) Small (1–5%) 
(3) Moderate (5–10%) 
(4) Large (10–15%) 
(5) Very large (>15%) 

During Brown’s term 
as Party Leader there 
were no obvious 
competitors. The 
context factors, 
although, indicate 
that at the end, his 
re-election was not 
likely.  
2007: 5 
2009: 2 

R1 06 Party polling relative to most 
recent election result 

(1) <–10% 
(2) –10% to –2.5% 
(3) –2.5% to 2.5% 
(4) 2.5% to 10% 

The Labour party lost 
support after the 
elections in 2005. 
The turning point 
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(5) >10% was November 2007, 
when the 
Conservatives 
became more 
popular than Labour. 
2007: 4 
2009: 1 

R1 07 Levels of public trust in leader (1) 0–20% 
(2) 20–40% 
(3) 40–60% 
(4) 60–80% 
(5) 80–100% 

Brown began with a 
high rate of trust. 
Later on, due to 
some mistakes, he 
lost the trust of the 
majority.  
2007: 3 
2009: 3* 

R1 08 Likelihood of credible 
leadership challenge within next 
six months 

(1) Very high 
(2) High 
(3) Moderate 
(4) Low 
(5) Very Low 

Within the party 
there was not really a 
credible challenger. 
Cameron, on the 
other hand, 
challenged him as an 
opposition leader 
quite strongly. 
2007: 5 
2009: 3 

R2 09 Perceived ability to shape 
party’s policy 

(1) Very low 
(2) Low 
(3) Moderate 
(4) High 
(5) Very high 

Due to Brown’s lack 
of vision, he did not 
make big changes in, 
especially long-term 
policy within the 
party.  
2007: 3  
2009: 2 

R2 10 Perceived parliamentary 
effectiveness 

(1) Very low 
(2) Low 
(3) Moderate 
(4) High 
(5) Very high 

Despite the many 
initiated laws in the 
beginning of his 
term, later on he did 
not have an 
effectiveness in 
parliament. 
2007: 4 
2009: 2 

 

* Trust polls from 2009 could not be found. Therefore data from 2010 are used.  
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Analysis 
After analyzing these two moments by using the ten indicators of the LCI, we can reflect on the 

pattern of Brown’s leadership now. It can be used as a tool to give us a better picture of the pattern 

which occurred during Brown’s term as Party Leader and Prime Minister. Each leadership trajectory is 

said to evolve through three stages, namely acquiring, managing and losing leadership capital 

(Breslaurer, 2002, p.13), though not necessarily in a linear way (Bennister et al., 2014). In the case of 

Gordon Brown, there turns out to be a clear difference in leadership capital between the two chosen 

moments. When he just got into office in 2007 he scored 36 out of 50. Roughly two years later he 

scores only 21 out of 50. This large difference indicates a strong decline in leadership capital.  

Gordon Brown started pretty well as Prime Minister: the popularity rates among the people were 

high, he was respected by his party and he had the reputation to be a smart and tactical man. 

However, the Leadership Capital Index indicates that something changed quite quickly. In examining 

the loss of leadership capital, it becomes clear that some indicators did not change, while others 

show a big negative difference.  

The indicators of Brown’s skill capital (S1 and S2) show a downward trend, especially in the personal 

poll rating relative to the opposition leader Cameron. Striking is the fact that Brown did not have a 

clear vision on policy from the start, so on this indicator Brown did not show a difference. During his 

term his policy remained inconsistent and unclear. Altogether, Brown’s skill capital decreased a great 

deal during his term.  

This negative trend is also reflected in the indicators which measure the relational capital (R1 and 

R2). The polls of the popularity of the Labour Party as well as the polls of public trust in Brown show a 

downturn. However, there was a upswing just after Brown got elected. It is likely that this was due to 

his actions in the summer of 2007 (the terrorist attack on Glasgow airport and an outbreak of foot 

and mouth disease) to which Brown responded well. On the two indicators of Brown’s ability to 

shape party policy as well his effectiveness in parliament, it seemed that Brown lost the confidence 

of the people around him. Apparently, people expected him to lead in a different, better way than he 

actually did. Looking at the whole relational capital of Brown, we can see that he lost a lot of the 

loyalty he mobilized before.  

At the first moment of our analyses, Brown seemed to be a rock-solid leader (Hart, 2014, pp. 64-66). 

For this kind of leader it is typical to enter office with solid levels of support (Brown had a lot of 

support and succeeded Blair, who lost all his credibility) and to be selected on the basis of a good 

reputation (which Brown gained during his time as chancellor). However, looking at the whole period 

of Brown’s term, he seemed more to be like a misfit leader. Misfit leaders are ‘tragic figures (…), they 

obtain leadership by default’ and they experience hard and damaging internal power struggles (‘t 

Hart, 2014, p. 66). Brown became the head of a very long-serving government after a long internal 

power struggle in the Labour Party with Blair. Although the pattern of Brown’s leadership capital 

shows lots of similarities with a misfit leader, there is also an important difference. Namely, the first 

three months of his term, Brown was very popular. Especially his relational capital showed a 

upswing, even though it was already quite high. So put simply, Brown did not show just the 

characteristics of a misfit leader but showed some characteristics of a rock-solid leader in the 

beginning. 

The next questions to be asked are why Brown’s leadership capital shows this pattern and what kept 

him in power even though his leadership capital was rapidly decreasing.  
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Although it is a bit too early to give a full explanation of Brown’s leadership pattern, there are a few 

explanations. For the first question we can say that in 2007 Brown showed the potential to become a 

good Prime Mister. Concerning his lack of vision even at the beginning, it is hard to say whether 

people did not yet know this or that it just did not matter that much. One way or the other, it 

became a big problem that he did not have a clear vision. This in combination with Brown’s failure to 

show some good communicative skills and some mistakes he made (as not calling an election in 

2007), his leadership pattern shows such a downfall. 

For now we can say that the reason he kept power for such a long time (especially compared to the 

early moment that he already lost confidence) was the absence of a strong successor within the 

party and the elections that came very late (and where he lost indeed). Besides that, he did manage 

some crisis situations pretty well.   

Conclusion 
After using the LCI to analyse the leadership capital of Gordon Brown, first of all we can conclude 

that the LCI provides a way to systematically analyse the different aspects of leadership capital. It 

helps to map out the changes in leadership on all the ten different indicators of the LCI. In our 

experience this index is especially a good way to analyse leadership of different leaders in a 

consistent and comparable way. It provides a tool for analysing leadership not just randomly but in a 

quite objective way.  

Although this is a positive aspect of the index, it simultaneously is the pitfall. This because the index 

consequently, analyses the same aspects of leadership capital which are not always the most 

relevant ones for every leader. Furthermore, the index is intended to analyse the overall pattern of a 

leader’s leadership capital during a certain period on the basis of key moments. For our paper we 

looked at two key moments. We can conclude now that for a profound and solid analyses of a 

leaders capital, it is essential to analyse more moments. Now the analysis of the pattern Brown’s 

leadership is maybe a bit incomplete. An additional problem we experienced, was the lack of data, 

especially hard data of the analysed moments. 

Nevertheless, we hopefully have given a sound analysis of the leadership capital of Gordon Brown by 

using the Leadership Capital Index. Furthermore, this paper hopefully can provide a contribution of 

the research into analysing leadership capital and improve the Leadership Capital Index.  
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Appendix 

Table 1: Leadership capita; index of a political leader  

(Bennister et al, 2014, p. 8 & 9) 
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Table 2: Sources of LCI measurement 

(Bennister et al, 2014, p. 10) 

 


