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YOUR FREE PSYCHOLOGY REVIEW UPDATE

Matt Jarvis looks at the psychology 
behind the popularity of politicians 

Admire him, loathe him or take a mischievous 
satisfaction in believing he makes the Labour 
Party unelectable, there is no denying that 

Jeremy Corbyn is big news. In the summer Corbyn 
held a series of rallies which led to thousands of 
people queuing around blocks and teenagers climbing 
scaffolding to watch him through venue windows. 
Many thousands of people were inspired to register as 
members or supporters of the Labour Party in order to 
vote Corbyn in as party leader. 

This kind of activity represents a level of public 
engagement in mainstream party politics not seen in 
Britain for generations. The press, political pundits 
and other politicians of all persuasions were initially 
amused by Corbyn. Now they have been thoroughly 
wrong-footed by his meteoric rise to party leadership. 
As they struggle to account for his appeal, they are 
turning to psychologists for explanations. 

How popular is Jeremy Corbyn?
Obviously the answer to this depends on who you ask. 
A number of recent opinion polls have revealed some 
surprising views. You can read in detail the results of a 
Guardian survey here: www.tinyurl.com/p75qezz 

Perhaps the most interesting finding in this poll 
was the party members with whom Corbyn was most 
popular. Labour? Nope, it was in fact UKIP, the party 
whose values and policies are furthest from Corbyn’s 

own. Understanding why Corbyn has a personal 
appeal for such a diverse range of voters could be the 
key to understanding his success.

Anti-conformity requires an 
example
Studies of conformity (and obedience) have shown 
that people find it easiest to make more radical choices 
when one or more peers are already doing so. This was 
demonstrated in Asch’s classic conformity studies. A 
single dissenter, disagreeing with the majority about 
which lines were the same length, drastically reduced 
the extent to which participants conformed to a 

What is it about 
Jeremy Corbyn?
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Activities

1 Design an investigation into the appeal of 
different politicians, perhaps including Jeremy 
Corbyn. You may wish to show participants 
videos of interviews with the politicians in 
question. Ask the participants questions that 
will allow you to test a theory like elaboration 
likelihood or Moscovici’s theory of minority 
influence.

2 Consider the likely future popularity of radical 
politicians such as Jeremy Corbyn and Nigel 
Farage. What factors will affect their future 
success?

Weblinks to follow up
Go to www.tinyurl.com/pymcf4q to see Asch’s 
original paper on conformity.
You can read one of Moscovici’s papers on minority 
influence here: www.tinyurl.com/ptdfyf7 
You can read about Petty and Cacioppo’s 
elaboration likelihood model here:  
www.tinyurl.com/pu8hete 

majority incorrect answer. Jamie Bartlett, writing in the 
Telegraph (www.tinyurl.com/q38l645) points out that the 
current move towards a radical party leader in Britain 
has not happened in isolation. It follows the trend 
for the rise to power of radical, anti-establishment 
politicians across Europe. 

Minority influence:  
the power of rebels
Jeremy Corbyn has been in the minority throughout 
his political career. Having studied minority influence 
for some decades, Serge Moscovici (1985) proposed 
that people in a small minority can exert mass 
influence provided their message is consistent, relevant 
to current circumstances and as long as the minority 
voice appears committed but reasonable rather than 
rigid. Jeremy Corbyn and UKIP’s Nigel Farage are very 
different, but they have won influence with the public 
for these shared characteristics. 

The elaboration likelihood model
Petty and Cacioppo (1986) suggest that we can be 
persuaded to change ordinary beliefs and behaviours, 
such as voting, either by the logic of an argument 
or by more peripheral details like the charm of the 
persuader. When times are easy and the importance 
of the argument is low we are easily impressed by 
charismatic speakers. However, when times are harder 
the logic of the argument becomes more critical. In 
the current economic climate Corbyn’s down-to-
earth communication style and straightforward moral 
messages are more likely to influence people. Contrast 
this with the charming, image-conscious Tony Blair 
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who reached the height of his popularity in the 
economic boom of the late 1990s. 

People in a minority can exert mass influence if their 
message is relevant, consistent and reasonable
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