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Technology-Intensive Campaigning 

In their influential late 1990s article1 political communication scholars Jay 
Blumler and Dennis Kavanagh argued that we have entered into a "third age of 
political communication."7 In their account, which complements much of Pippa 
Norris's argument outlined in the first chapter1 a first age of stable political insti­
tutions and beliefs and a second professionalized age of mass media have given 
way to an emerging third age that has characteristics including communication 
abundance, intensified profossionalization, increased competition for attention 
among political actors, a new anti-elitism and populism amid media change, and 
a diversification of the forms, genres1 and mediums of political communication. 
This work has proved prescient in many ways as a conceptual piece, with these 
scholars ending with a call for more ''observational research , .. to ascertain how 
political communicators and media organizations are navigating change, redefin­
ing their purposes, and resolving their conflicts...."8 

In the years since, a number of scholars have heeded this call for close empir­
ical research to understand how political actors adapt to changing media and 
social contexts. For example, political communication scholars Travis Ridout and 
Michael Franz show how campaigns adapted to the proliferation ofbroadcast and 
cable outlets by "microcasting" advertising to targeted segments of the elector­
ate.9 Communication scholar Phil Howard revealed how campaigns take up polit­
ical databases to find and appeal to voters, given an electorate with increasingly 
fragmented attention.10 Rasmus Nielsen demonstrated how media fragmentation1 

advertising saturation, and mounting evidence that in-person contacts are effec­
tive led to the resurgence in data and technology-driven field campaigning over 
the past twp decades in ways that fundamentally transformed political practitio­
ners' reliance on "air wars."11 Jessica Baldwin-Philippi's work shows how the val­
ues ofpractitioners as they intersect with electoral exigencies shape their uptake 
of digital campaign tools and mediated practices of citizenship.12 

These works, along with this book, reveal the ways in which electoral politics 
has become increasingly technology-intensive, at the level of campaigns and the 
parties and organizations that provide core infrastructures for them. 'Ihis book 
has identified how this shift toward technology-intensive campaigning has had a 
number ofoften surprising consequences. Campaign staffs are far more unevenly 
professionalized, including by design, than scholars have previously assumed, 
and there is significant variation in the ways campaigns use consultants and the 
occasions when they choose to do so. In a world ,vhere people working in politics 
for the first time rise to relatively senior positions on campaigns, twenty-year-olds 
right out of college run social media accounts for presidential and Senate can­
didates, and young digital staffers have managerial authority over consultancies, 
scholars need to revisit their assumptions about what constitutes professionalized 
politics. Field crossers and new entrants to the field, meanwhile, are an important 
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Figure 7.1 THE FOUR FACTORS OF CAMPAIGN TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION, 

p~rt of the story of technological adoption and innovation, as are the ways that 
piirties i'.!,nd campaign~ organl~ationally manage their technology operati~ns and 
ha:v~ cu\ttu.·es that support them, or {ail to . 
.. . . • Tue'ijfstory at;1,d analysi$ in this book suggests that there are four main factors 
~~biii/t~chnological in.J].C>V~tion in electoral politics that, taken together, reveal 

, tH,lc:'911~1:raipts and oppdrtunities in electoral and technological cohtexts and net­
J~oi-k,strµctttres, the conditioning of history, the importance of infrastructures 
,l11rl res?urces; and\he agency ofcampaigns (see Figure 7.1). 

'\,$tr~ctural electoral cycle.factors are features of the environment that con­
$titu:te the'hands that <:andida:tes are dealt and shape the possibilities for fech­
~Ql!>gica1 lnnovation fo (:ainpa1gns. 1hese factors include the broader electoral 
coritext; such as the state of the economy and the party in power, and the techno­
logical context, or the general state of med.ia and technology. Structural factors 
also inclttde the technical advantage of incumbency, which grants some candi­
difos more time to pU11 and develop technologies as wellas coordinate with their 
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political parties} and digital opportunity structures} thosefeatures ofthe political 
environment and candidates' relational positions init such as the field of candi0 

dates, the candidate's charisma1 and the strength offactibns within parties and 
their media practices that shape the possibilities for digitalmobilization~ifstaff
ers themselves perceive and can take advantage of these opportunities (which is 
in part the product ofthe historical workings ofpartynetworks). These structural 
factors also shape, but do not determine, the possibilities {Qr gajning .resources 
and hiring. 

Organizational factors include the hiring done by campaigns and their cultures 
and structures. With respect to innovation, what is.itnportant is the desire, effort, 
and ability of campaigns to hire staffers from outside the political field, such .ll1S 

in the technology and commercial sectors, who can bring new knowledge, skills, 
and technologies to politics. Importantly, the conflicts that may arise from cog" 
nitive diversity on campaigns (given that it is important to have gtotips ofsta.ffe.rs 
with political field-specific knowledge) have to be IUanaged through the overlap­
ping ties among staffers from different fields and:brokers who can.speak.multiple 
languages and n,egotiate issues, Organizational factors alsoeinclude. culture, con:. 
ceptualized broadly in terms of what campaigns value with respect to .electoral 
strategy and how they adjudicate conflicts over jurisdiction and resources, an.cl 
structure, which shapes the resources and autqnomytechnology, digital; data, 
and analytics staffers have to ply their trade. , 

Resource factors include the money that cam:paigns andpatties have to devot~ 
to technological development, and,the volunteers that are essential to recruit• 
Ing suppbrters, making voter contacts, ar1d even develQping new tethMlogies. I 
1\esources are shaped by the electoral context1the features of the candidate, and 
lP:frastructure (such as donor and volunteer databases and staffer E{tpertise), 
'Resources also matter with respect to their timing (the beginning ofa campaign 
provides tnore time for investment) and the 'entities raising them: {if fundraising 

split with organizations such as Super PAGs, candidates and parties have less 
ey to devote to technological work). 1he monetary resources expended by 

· paigns during presidential cycles also have long;term Consequences} such as 
yestments in party infrastructure that in turn benefit later campaigns, 
Pinally, infrastructural factors form the background cont~ts that campaigns 

l<,e shape within. These factors include the historically Constituted sets of 
burces that candidates assemble when creating their campaigns, such as p.irty 
wotk technologies ranging from field tools tQ voter files, and can innovate 
.und, 1hey dso include the organizations! such as cqnsultandes, that cam:­

s can turn to for technologies and expertise, '1'S wellas the staffers availal:;le 
m: with specialized skills in technology, digital, data, and analytics. Patties 
mpaigns can also create infrastructural digitalmedia resources overtime1 

els btiilding up a small-dollar donor culture andeftlailHststornake it action­
creating opportunities for the future. 1his means that digital oppoti'unity 
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structures are, in part, historically and institutionally createo by theworl~" 

ties, campaigns, and their staffers. These infrastructural factors shape, buf' 

determine, resources and organizational factors such as how campaigqs 

technology with respect to electoral strategy. 


Asis clear, as technologyhas becomeincreasingly entwined with politic 

has meant that infrastructure building and system design, long familiar t 

en.ce and technology studies scholars1 are nowessential to contemporary poli 

communication. And infrastructure building is fundamentally oriented aro 

changing the very media and information environments that political pr~ 

ners will encounter in the future. Daniel Galvin, writing in the context ofpo 

party building, noted this very nicely in his critique of rational choice. t . 

for being overly present,ist and narrowly focused on structural constraints, 

than :Qn how actors work to change the future contexts in which they will 

mateJyfowe to act.13 


Indeed, another · surprising finding about technology-intensive catnpa 
ing1 at least from the perspective ofrational choice theories, are the persi~l¢ 
dHferenc;es between the two parties when it comes to technology, digital,. dac 
and analytics. Th.is book argues against the idea of uniform adaptation to digit ··. 
&.edia environments by rational actors. It reveals how the historical workings,:0f.•
l 

'institutions and networks shape technological development and condition pex1 
/ ceptions of the electoral efficacy oftechnology among campaign and partyactors. · 

In the. history detailed in this b.ook, Democrats have en.joyed some key adva:n: 
tages accrued over the course ofelection cycles, not least ofwhich is an apprecia.:c 
tion of the value of technology, digital, data, and analytics, and the development 
ofiihybrid network ecosystem, organizational structures, and staffing patterns 
that reflect and continue to cultivate this. Over time, technologies, data, and 
digital and analytics expertise became differentially available in the two parties' 
extended networks (and always in,short supply). And, these differences not only 
persisted over the c.ourse oftwo presidential cycles, the parties are adopting fun+ 
datnentally different.data ecos;ystems tha:twill impact their electoral competitive­
ness. in the future •. Whatthis book makes dear is that political actors do·not aU 
perc::eive the world in the same ways, not do.they simply act according to a purely 
r,:rtiona1 analysis ofmedia: environments. Institutional contexts, network relation­
shipS,arid historical processes condition what actingrationallymeans.14 

Fjna:lly,,the idea ofpolitical prototypes reveals that there is nothing inevitable 
al:!o.utsp.ecJficfeatures oftechnology-intensive campaigning.In the broader arc of 
hH1toty; there is no inherent, technologically or environmentally determined rea­
sop. why it was theDean campaign that suddenly became open to large infusions 
<,:if outsiders during the 2004 cycle. It was the campaign's narration as a prototype 
oftechnologically enabled politics that attracted these new entrants to the field. 
And, after the election, it was not inevitable that the Democratic Party network 
would embrace Dean and his former staffers, especially given how spectacularly 
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the campaign failed. It was only.af:tel'pattyactors collectively discqssed th,eir:faill 
ings and foture that they embra.ced the campaign as a. prototype; and worked .to 
diffuse its emphasis on digital media throughoutthe party through inves~ents 
in technology and talent. There were other options. ,The party could hav;(;i}ignured 
Dean's digital innovations and spu,rned the failed candidate's attempt to be.come 
party chair. Even more, the party could have rejected (ancLindeed, almost did) 
Dean's efforts to create a truly national voter file and its ~atabase and interface 
system VoteBuilder, choosing instead to direct its resources to ve().dors outside of 
the party or stick with a state party-driven system. 

This also means that the paths of tech().ological development that party networks 
go down are not inevitable either. These ,paths are responsive to, but hot wholly 
drivenby, the constraints ofexogenous media and social stru,ctures or actors striving 
for greater efficiencies ih contactingvoters. Systems haveJheir owninternai dynam~ 
ics, and technological <levelopment and infrastructure building in politics involve 
the interaction of many different actors and entail heterogeneous feats of engineer­
ing that have legal, political, technological, infrastructural, and cultural dimensions 
as they play out in c<.:mtingent, historical processes.15 As Thomas Hughes con.duded 
in his monumental historical study of the electric power system and.the ways tnatit 
was both a cause and effect of social change, "Power systems reflect and influence the 
context, but they also develop an internal dynamic. Therefore; the historyqfevolv~ 
ing power systems requires attention not only to the forces atwork within a gi:ven 
context, but to the internal dynamics o£a developing technologiQalsystem as well.~1li 

All of which means that scholars looking to understand technology-,Jntensivecam~ 
paigning need to analyze.not only features of the technological and·social environ­
ment but also the existing paths of systems.and the relations theyare embedded in that 
shapefuture dev;elopment and condition the future contexts practitioners act within. 

:Parties as Databases and the Search for the 
Whole Citizen(' 

'ch of the backstage infras~tudural work of politics is oriented around the data 
, lectures ofthe two parties. As detll'iled throughout this book, both US political 
ies have massivevoter databases encorripas~inghundreds of data points on every 
' her of the electorate. Campaigns atall levels ofoffice, as well as party network 
nizations, increasingly value parties for· their capacity t~ serve as databases. 
ts not t<;, say that they do not perform othet crucial functions, such as creating 

(ules under which primaries ate contested; providing eclucaUop. and training to 
)<fates and campai~managers, raising and spe~dingrnoniesto promote cahru­
§,ind connecting campaigns with vendors. It is simptyJo say thafin a technol~ 
)ti.tensive campaign era, parties are increa~ingly {lefined by aiid valti~cl fortheir 
in provfding the data infrastructure for their eni~t~ pattynetwotk ecbsystem. 
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Parties: :provide databases With public; historical1 and commercial retord.s 

to campaigns directly; While entities suchas the RNC's Data Trust and· 

state parties' National Voter File Go-Op serve extended patty network 

tionspvho use the public non-strategic data they provide for things sµd 

identi:fication1 registration, turnout, an.d strategy tnore broadly.171his,hai 

be among parties' most important roles given the shifts in social and mem 

tutes detailed earHer1 the in.stitutionalization of this work in patties, theft 

positioning as n.onprofit organizations atthe center ofthe political process;' 

business models ofvendors who craft tools and services around this data. 


At the same tirnei as this book has extensively detailed, there are diffe 
between the two parties and their respective data ecosystems. The Demo 
Party's voter file provides a common object around which distributed actbr 
lal:,otate.A rtumber ofotganizations draw on the party's data for their cam 
and other clients throughAPis and interfaces, frotn analytics consultan.ciessu 
Civis Analytics fo digital firms such as Blue State Digital. The DemocraticP 
votedile is amediatorthathelps gather the party networkand coordinatethe 
bfmany different political actors, which is why integration has been such a ct 
(jnd elusive).goal. . 
p In.late 2015, the HemocraticParty's model ofparty-provided voter data 
,.accessible to campaigns through NGP VAN's VoteBuilder became the sub 
offierce controversy. While it is impossible to conduct original research arou 
the Ber.nieSanders campaign's. breach of the Hillary Clinton campaign's data · 
VoteBuilder given the timeline ofthe book,1 wanted to offersome broad thoughts 
here, The basic facts. behindthe Sanders data breach seem clearenough. Exploiting 
vulnerabilityin the NGP VAN system, staffers on the Bernie Sanders presiden.ti,d 
campaign pulled multiple lists ofvoters from the Clinton campaign's voter data 
in NGP VAN. According to published journalistic reports, this included data on 
thin.gs such as strong Clinton supporters in Iowa and New Hampshire, 24 list~< 
in all.18 The DNCresponded bytem:porarily suspending theSan.ders campaign's 
ac:tess to VoteBuilder, in effect preventing staffers from using their voter data less 
than two months out frotn the Iowa caucuses. 

'.l"h,1ffe..~te l¢gal questions here relating to the. actual contracts that users of 
t~fr13~Jlder and theDNC's.4ata sign that, without direct knowledge ofthe m,atter 
at~aijs,.1 atn: Not going(o opine on.i9 The consensus among practitioners is that 
~1~9'ff~'s statf¢ts ~P.e"\'\'Wh?ct they ':"7ere doing and. it was a cleat ethical violatiO{i 
~fth~ute oftheNGPVAN syste~ (in.de¢d, the campaign's national data director 
1as)•}tT~arily fireq and.the tandidate apologized).20 What I want to focus on 
J}e{eJst.~ecallam,ongsomepiac:titioners.and firms with a.stake in the outcome1 

S:iith as :NatiqnBuilderi to open up the DNC's voter data so campaigns, and not 
tp.ep~ttyi 9"7Il What they us~ aq.d produce. Part of this response stems from fears 
overrnonopolypower. ltis an undisputed fact that the Democratic Party has built 
tll.e.ajpstpowerfol politic:af4atabase in the world, and serves as the "obligatory 
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passage point" through which all of its political campaigns must go to gain access 
to it. 21 Presidential campaigns essentially rent the DNC's voter file, which is in 
essence a collection of 51 different state voter files (including Washington D.C.) 
that states share with the national party and are all hosted in the same system, 
VoteBuilder. As campaigns use VoteBuilder, they enrich the voter file through all 
of their canvassing and voter contacts. 1he voter contact and identification data 
generated by campaigns are firewalled from each other during elections. However, 
after elections, this voter contact and identification data created by campaign vol­
unteers and paid staffers goes back to the DNC and the state parties, and is ulti­
mately made available to subsequent Democratic candidates. Campaigns do not 
own these voter files that they helped to enrich. 

This was the basic architecture put in place by Chairman Howard Dean, with 
VAN gaining the contract in 2007 to put together VoteBuilder as the interface 
and database system for the party's voter files.22 "The national party provides 
access to VoteBuilder for its presidential candidates, while state parties deter­
mine access for state-level campaigns. 23 1his architecture grew out of the party's 
experiences during the 2004 cycle, when John Kerry's data infrastructure that 
was cobbled together from multiple state voter files, housed in many vendor sys­
tems responsible for providing access to them, crashed in important states. 1he 
data was unstandardized across states, vendors had uneven track records, there 
was little in the way of field tools for accessing voter files, much historical data 
on voter contact was simply lost, and candidates even had trouble accessing stat1; 
voter files. During the 2004 cycle, the Democratic Party was significantly behiq;d 
its rival in the basic data and systems for contesting elections. The work ofDean 
and his staff turned the Democratic Party's data architecture from a mess ofoften 
vendor-controlled state voter files into the nationalized system it is today. 

A core argument of this book is that the near universal buy-in across the 
Democratic Party network to the party's voter file and database and interface sys­
tem provided by NGP VAN has resulted in a powerful and robust piece of infra­
structure that the party's technology ecosystem convenes around. 1he DNC's 
voter file has proved to be an asset for the party because of its very centralization. 
As a result of the fact that there is broad buy-in to VoteBuilder, the party's data is 
standardized and accrues across election cycles and moves up and down-ballot. 
There is one system for accessing the voter file, so volunteers without much in the 
way of technical skills or training in states such as Iowa can use it easily from cycle 
to cycle. Even more, as detailed in the last chapter, modeling can flow downward 
from comparatively well-resourced presidential campaigns to state and even local 
races. At the same time, the fact that campaigns have to provide the data they gen­
erate through canvasses and contacts back to the party ( excluding proprietary data 
on donors), means that data is a shared asset across the party as a whole and the 
voter file is run as a partisan club good controlled by the party. And, as importantly, 
the near universal buy-in to the party's data has meant that the expansive, hybrid 
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network ecosystem of firms and organizations that former presidential campaign 
staffers and others have launched after cycles all work from the same basic data 
infrastructure. These organizations adopt and use the party's voter file and tools for 
accessing it-which facilitates the complementarity of services and collaboration. 

Even still, there are a number of potential concerns with the party's data archi­
tecture. Dean's team created a set of agreements between the national and state 
partiesJ where the former works to ensure that state parties are fair arbiters of their 
voter files and the latter can hold the national party to account for what it does 
with the data. That said, disputes between candidates and state parties do occur. 
The policies of state parties with respect to challengers to incumbents in prima­
ries vary, with states such as Missouri only providing access to VAN for incum­
bent office holders as the "winner of the last primary." What this in effect means is 
that, in some states, challengers to incumbents cannot access the party's extensive 

voter file and the competitive advantages it offers. This policy was recently called 
into question by an African American state senator active in the protests over the 
police shooting of Michael Brown after she sought access to VAN to contest a 
congressional incumbent. 24 However, the rationale of the state party is that there 
needs to be an incentive for incumbents to continue to use the party's voter data 
and share their voter contacts back with other candidates, or they will view their 
e,!ectoral work across cycles simply as being used against them. At the same time, 
another fear is that with monopoly comes the possibility for suboptimal technolo­
gies and stasis. However, the fact that the Democratic Party has been well ahead 
of its rival with a more fragmented ecosystem for a decade suggests that this fear 
is overblown. Finally, some practitioners worry that the party might behave arbi­
trarily, such as in the case of the Sanders breach when it appeared its own poli­
cies regarding the consequences of breaches were unclear. However, there are a 
host of normative pressures and regulative agreements and policies against this.25 

Indeed, the Sanders situation was ultimately resolved in 24-hours with the cam· 
paign again gaining access to its voter data after the DNC stated it fulfilled its 
requests for more information and the campaign filed a federal lawsuit. 

While there is a romantic notion that candidates should be free of parties and 
just make their own direct appeals to voters, especially among a number of enti­
ties that stand to profit from the decentralization and fragmentation of the par· 
ty's data, the Democratic Party's voter file is an acknowledgment of the fact that 
American political life is, for worse but mostly for better, organized through par· 
ties. 26 TI1e DNC's voter file is ultimately a distinctly partisan resource, designed 
to strengthen its candidates' ability to contest elections by providing them with 
far more data than they could ever muster on their own in discrete electoral runs, 
or even through data swaps with allies. There is nothing precluding candidates 
that do not want to opt-into this system from relying on third party data firms 
such as Aristotle, Catalist, and NationBuilder, and taking advantage of any of the 
commercial customer relationship management platforms available to manage 
it. And, there is nothing preventing them from purchasing data, generating their 
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own contacts, and then building their own independent operations. But it will 
never be as powerful as the DNC's communal and partisan resource, and they 
will find that even if they gain office, they will diminish the resources available 
for their partisan and ideological allies to do so as well-hi the e11d, this hurts 
their ability to enact legislative change. In essence, the Democratic Party has cre­
ated a powerful and robust tool that facilitates its efforts to secure political power. 
And, I believe, in keeping with the normative role of parties in democratic societ­
ies, the party should have the ability to control access to it according to its own 
policies designed to further its governance interests. As a matter of course, these 
policies and remedies should be transparent and ultimately contestable (which 
appeared to be part ofthe issue in the Sanders and Missouri cases )1 but in the end 
I believe it is a good thing that as a multi-issue coalition of heterogeneous actors 
the Democratic Party sets its own policies and procedures for its use as a database. 
· On the Republican side of the aisle, there are both more data providers and 

more tools for storing and accessing this data, as the previous chapter detailed. 
While the Republican Party still remains at the center ofthe right's data ecosys­
tem, it remains to be seen ifthis will change based on the party's failure to develop 
a more robust voter database and interface system over the past decade, which 
practitioners argued opened the door to competition from third-party firms 
such as i360.27 Either way, the Republican Party's network is more diffuse and 
disaggregated with respect to data than the Democrats' network.28 And, numer­
ous practitioners pointed to a lack of integration acroS$ the Republican Party's 
data ecosystem, and comparatively few research organizations on the order of 
the Analyst Institute and Civis Analytics to make it actionable for campaigns as 
being important differences between the two parties. It also remains to be seen 

; whether the emergence of rivals to the party's data means that establishment 
candidates will be more susceptible to challenges from activists in the extended 
Republican Party network. Indeed, the Tea Party activists that helped defeat Eric 
Cantor used the rVotes database and interface system (developed by a cofounder 
of VAN and based on the same original codebase) to puttogether various data 
Jes of allied organizations.29 Access to comparatively cheaper and better data 

d tools, including those controlled by organizations within the Koch brothers 
twork, may provide already well-organized activist groups with greater ability 
influence Republican Party primaries by extending the re.ach oftheir electoral 
anizing capacity. 30 And we should not expect this to dissipate inthe future, As 

political scientists Matt Grossmann and David Hopkins argued, "A party primar­
.·.· ily tinited by ideology V:,.m always remain particularly vulnerable to charges from 

within its ranks that elected leaders, faced with the constraints ofa separation-of­
,powers system and the need to maintain popular appeal beyond the party base, 

eistrayed from principle and must be forced back into line."31 

'$ is dear throughout this book, in the words of Roinney's digital director 
offatt1 the voter file (through the modeling derived from.it) serves as the 

hstar" for campaigns, orienting their activities and especially their attempts 
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to communicate with the electorate. To facilitate these efforts, over.th 
decades practitioners have. continually, strived to create data that re 
citizens. Practitioners attempt to .reveal, through data, not only the P§' 
calattitudes andbeliefs, political dispositions, media use, culturalpta¢ 
b¢havior of eitizens, but also their geographic, affiliational, and soci.r\1 

dedness. Revealing whole citizens requires assembling a comprehensive. 
individuals, including dteir s.o.cial identities and connections, and this 
not been fully realized, at least not when this book went to press. On the 
camp<1,ignin 2012, for instance, revealing and appealing to whole citiz 
more aspirational than actual. That said,. this is the quest that political sta 
both sides of the aisle have been.. and will conUnue to be on, and it is the :g 
drives muchoftheinfrastruct1.1ral work behind contemporary campaign~ 
ticularly around data integration (and more data always means more in 

In many respects, the effo:rt to know and ,appeal to whole citizens rese 
an earlier pre-mass media e:ra during the decades before and after the turn .o 
nineteenth century. 'Ihe primary political style of this era entailed a poliU. 
organization, personalization, and social attachment. 31 'Ihe Tammany leade:r 
fo;lller New York State,Senator George .Washington Plunkitt untlerstoo 
a,tticulated the importam:e.ofblendingmachine politics with a deep know;{ 
<,fhis constituents. Plunkitt describedhow: 
1 

Tammany Hall is a great big machine, with every part adjusted 
to do its own particular work.. , . Take llle, for instance, My district, 
tlte Fifteenth, is made up of all sorts of people, and a cosmopolitan is 
needed to run it successful. I'm a cosmopolitan. When I get into the 
silk~s,tockin' part of the district, I can talk grammar and all that with 
the best qf them, ... As for the common people of the district,! am at 
h~me with them at all times, ... So you see, I've got to be several sorts. 
of a )nan in a single day, alightnin' change artist, so to speak. But I am 
one sort ofJnan always in...one respect: I stick to my fri¢nds high and 
low, do them a good turn whenever I get a chance, and hu.nt up all the 
jobs going for my, constituents.33 

l?ltiukjtt's views we:re th¢ object of much scorn a)llong the reformers of his 
¢l'a,~4 ':I11.at said, as the historian Ter:ry Golway's sweeping history of Tammany 
Ha.11:reveals, duri:p.g the first d¢cades of the 1900s Tamma:P.y provided essential 
s9qiaL~¢rvices1 jobs, Jraining. in political activism, and ultimately political powe.r 
fof the.d¢st~tute, primarily imJnigrants, ofNew York City.3s While these may have 
beerr thelatentf11nctio11s ofmachine politics, the historical evidence suggests that 
itwasadeeply social andp¢r&onalizedform ofpolitical representation, premised 
e>ndeep.knowledge ofconstituents. Speaking ofthe party services that Tammany 
provided, .Plunkitt noted, "the Tammany district leader reaches out in.to the 
ho)lles of.his district, lceeps watch not only on the men, but also on the women 
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and children; knows their needs, their likes and dislikes, their troubles and their 
hopes, and places himself in a position to use his knowledge for the benefit ofhis 
organization and himself."36 

While explicit patronage is (largely) a thing of the past, at least in the United 
States, the idea of striving to know whole citizens, their needs, likes, dislikes, 
troubles, and hopes, and strategically leveraging that knowledge for electoral 
gain, is resonant in our own time. Contemporary campaigning is not so much an 
embodied or organization-based practice on the order ofTammany, as an attempt 
to use digital observational technologies and databases developed over the past 
two decades to reveal and leverage the psychological dispositions and social lives 
of citizens for electoral purposes. To leverage these tools, however, requires com­
bining and integrating data across the many different applications and data stores 
that offer only partial1 fragmented views of individuals. 

This attempt of the political field to create whole citizens in data is nicely cap­
tured in the NGP VAN Next presentation from August 2014, the Silicon Valley­
esque roll out ofthe firm's new platform and APls detailed in the previous chapter. 
NGP VAN developed APis so that multiple vendors could access their clients' 
data, and developed its "relay" algorithm so that data could be moved across sys­
tems to create a "unified view" of people, in essence putting the fragmented data 
pieces of individuals together (see Figure 7.2). In the words of John Lee, the chief 

Unified View 
" 

Figure 7.2 THE UNIFIED Vrnw. Screenshot from the NGP VAN Next Presentation, 

August 20, 2014, http://next.ngpvan.com/. 

http:http://next.ngpvan.com
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technology officer, the firm sought to reveal "a person in their whole, · 

glory/ for its progressive political clients. 37 

The idea behind this is twofold. First, fragmented data, or data frotA 

source, tells practitioners littleabout who people actually are and how .. 
theit lives. As Michael Slaby concisely put it, all of the identity resoluti 

on the Obama campaign in 2012 was "just away ofseeing a person as ape 
Se.cond1 creating a unifiedview ofindividuals across the many applicati 

formsi and databases used by campaigns would. enable practitioners to 
thisjnformatio1,1 to a much greater extent and to create truly relatio1,1al 

strategic political commµnication. Some of the examples listed in the N 
Next presentation included sending direct mail and running cmline adv~ 
ments to individuals who did not answer their door during a canvass; sh 
television ads to people who tweeted about partic1,.1Iar isslll;!Si personalizin 
customizing websites bas!;!d on ofiline engagement; ahd, finally, emaili 

porter.s whQ tweeted abollt .a ,candidate to enlist them in. doing rapid respo 

around politii:::al events. 
'Ih¢se multiple sources of data do not reveal the world as it really is, and th¢: 

tµre they create is much cruder than the deep contex:tµal, embodied kMwh+ 
Plunkitt, 1he data that campaigns use renders certain aspects of the world,yi 

pefOrm the world in particular ways, and provide a baseline for action within 
bipader context of a goal-driven focus on electoral victory.39 Campaign staffers 
are well aware of the shortcomings of all methods of collecting data, which is why ·• 

i> 
theyuse different sources for different purposes. The Obama campaign in 2012, fot 
instahce, triangulated between national and state polling, online panels, and data 
prc;i!duced through field calls. According to the Obama 2012 director of vi,,.,..-.i,• 

res.eatch David Simas1 the campaign notonly conducted mor.e quantitative """"u~.n 
than any other in history-which received the bulk of attention in the media and 
amongscholars-it also generated more qualitative research than any campaign in 

history.40 The campaign used qualitative research such as focus groups to develop 
theverymessaging thatwould later bethe subject ofquantitative testing. Ingeneral, 

carnpaigns have a deeply pragmatic set of working relationships with data given 
th!ifneedto make it actionable in rapidly unfolding contexts before all the empiri­

calteturns come in. For example, asLundry argued, focus groups: 

help humanize the data, You know one of the things that I make all of 
d'urSta£fdo, is I makethem listen in to survey calls because you get back 

this.da.ta•.set and itis hice and neat and clean and you think "oh yeah 
su-rethis person $aid l somewhat agree with legislation X and it seems 
so perfect" and then you listen in to the call and you realize how messy 

it is and how there are l:1uma11 beings oh the end of this.... So like we 

are in a messy data collection•business and so to ignore the qualitative 
l thinlcis foolish because even the quantitative is pretty qualitative.41 

http:qualitative.41
http:this.da.ta
http:history.40
http:victory.39
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Networked Ward Politics 

This discussion of the search for the whole citizen in the data that campaigns 
gather brings me to what I call "networked ward politics," a data-driven, person­
alized, and socially embedded form of campaigning that parties and campaigns, 
especially the Democrats, developed through prototypes as they contested elec­
tions and responded to changes in American culture, social structure, and com­
munication technologies.42 In essence, what I refer to as networked ward politics 
is the high tech form of the personalized and socially embedded campaigning that 
Plunkitt practiced in his district. Campaigning is newly "personalized" in a three­
fold sense: first, in terms of campaigns leveraging "people as media" in the course 
offield canvassing and social media appeals; second, in terms of campaigns meet­
ing citizen expectations to determine their own levels of often highly temporal 
political engagement; and third, in terms of campaigns increasingly appealing to 
citizens as individuals and not as representatives of demographic groups.4' 

While networked ward politics is unevenly realized across the political field1 

the concept ties together the various strains of mediated electoral practice 
revealed in this book 1he first aspect ofpersonalization relates to how campaigns 
seek to leverage citizens and their social relationships as the strategic implements 
ofcampaign communications. The broader shift toward what Rasmus Nielsen has 
called "personalized political communication" involves not only field canvassing 
but also the 2012 Obama campaign's work to transform supporters into the con­
duits ofstrategic communication to their social networks, This form ofpersonali­
zation often entails extensive data and analytics work at the back end. In the field1 

data is about maximizing the efficiency of voter contacts and probabilistically 
increasing the likelihood that people will be persuaded by appeals from fellow 
citizens (whom campaigns often try to pair with voters that share the same geo­
graphic ties, affiliations, or demographic characteristics).44 On social media plat­
forms, campaigns use data and analytics to identify their supporters, determine 
their int1uence, and track their engagement. Campaigns urge their supporters to 
share political content and rnake personal appeals to their friends on these plat­
forms. As Bryan Whitaker described the rationale behind the workings of NGP 
VAN's social organizing toolj which the firm launched in July 2012, "Organizing 
is valuable when you have a trusted validator talking to another person in their 
family or friend group, what we call a social graph, because they are able to relate 
to that individual based on history and context."45 

In other words, campaigns yoke data to networked sociality to engage in stra­
tegic1 targeted, and tailored communications for persuasion and mobilization 
purposes, which is especially important in a world of geographic mobility and 
where people have dispersed and increasinglyvoluntaristic social ties made visible 
and often communicatively held together through platforms such as Facebook. 
Data has grown more important in electoral politics because it is more difficult 

http:characteristics).44
http:technologies.42
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for campaigns to break through the noise and distractfons and find.; · 
attention of voters, engage them in politics, and make them care.46 · 

'Ihe second sense Qf personalization refers to the ways that tam 
b~en resp~msive tP citizens having,new expectations to set their o... 
j)QlitiG%1 engagement. As political scientists Bruce Bimber, Andrew Fik 
Cyp,th.i~ Stohl argued,, citizen,s not only have more options to partici 
in~reasingly expect personalize<l opportunities to volunteer on their 
a.p.d accqrd,ing to their own eXP,ressive needs.47 Campaigns need,l11assiY:: 
o.(v:o\µr:iJeer labor to make votei: contacts across platforms.48 The ex:pe 
citizens and fhe needs.of campaigns have given rise to the new ways inw 
e1;s w:pr.k: to become responsive to supporters1 inc;luding i;i.sing what poli 
e:ntist :Pave Karpf has called "p3:ssive demo~raticfeedback," which bt¢.a4l 
l\ste,nJngan<:\ learning tliroqgh digital data,49 Staffers use pas.si:ve democra. 
back"to learn about the thoµghtsJnd desires of supporters, which is impo 
an era ofhigh.ly volu,nta_ristit engagement.so The Obama campaign's use . 
Itl.fdia 111etrics, u~er behavioral data, and technologies of listening, deJ;iit~ 
C:::hapter 51 shoulq be read on thes.e terms. 
! Toe third se11se ofpersonaµzati-;)I_l, lie~ in the ways that campaigns strive 

i:l;setit and appeal to whole citizens..David Simas echoed Plunki~'s woi:d re described the re-electi<;,p. ~£fort as e.D;gaging in "retail politics at_ a diS;t, ··• 
Q}?aµi:3:'s staffers "rap. their national campaign like a. ward fight, [ the camp~ 
can have p.ersonalized anlrelevant conversatiQns" with citizens across it:S.; 
platforms an din its grou11,<l,operation$,si Simas described how the .campaign· 
d~ta .ind digital technologies ti;, ha,ve mQre personalized communications . 
ipdividq.a} .rn~mbers of the. electorate, including through targeted on}ine a 
t~sii}g ;\nd outre.;i..ch through social media. While this is an overstatement _giv;{Jt 
how cc\iallenging the campaign's data integration problems were, the impossibilitt:' 
o,f cp~~ti.ng such finely grained .content and measuring its effectiveness, and th~:·-•• 
£~pt th.at the social graph ~spect.ofDashboard never quite came together, Sim~s';& < 
stattmeqts should be u:t1d1;ir$toqdin aspirational terms. Campaigns leverage dft~ 
a,9;~:tanalytics in the .ittem,pt to identify and make personalized and social appeals 
tpy()tetsJ,1,1 th.e new:medi,1ted c<>ntex;ts within which they live out their social lives• 

.. r>~gitaJcampaign communications are an important and comparatively new 
Rart,Qfe.1~.ctorali:.~pai~ing1 .1nd are premised on technology, data, analytics, 
i!:M.il:it~ja'. Pn,like retaHpolitics qfthe past, it is a technology-intensive, not labor, 
int:ensive,ptactice, ahd there is no enduring social, onsthe-groun,d knowledge that 
c9me.$ th,;o'ltgh phys~cal pres.e.11ce, Campaigns use technologies such as online 
~,~yertis.i6g ,i.~d cabJe (!et.tqp box targeting to find and speak to. voters distributed 
g~,?g.r;;i.pl)J.caj:ly. Jv.t:eanwhile, as communication scholar Jessica Baldwin-Philippi 
h,a,~J:ll'.tehstvely docqiµe11ted, c.a:rnpaigns use social media as a form o,f "digitaj 
t.etailpoUtics," or "the online reproduction of the campaign standby of face-to­
fa<;e retail politics marked -by ca.t;npaign stops in diners, kissing babies or signing 

http:cp~~ti.ng
http:ofhigh.ly
http:needs.of
http:platforms.48
http:needs.47
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autographs on a rope line ...."52 Digital retail politics and behind the scenes medi­
ated looks at campaigns are means of extending the performances of candidates 
outward across the vast physical, ideological, and cultural distances that define 
American society, even as they provide opportunities for candidates to adopt the 
"home styles" that foster communion with citizens. 53 

Meanwhile, campaigns use technology to try to fashion their supporters into 
the stewa.rds of their own networked wards that they themselves cultivate. These 
wards are networked because they are constituted through technology. While the 
"wards" of the past were defined geographically and at times as legal units ofpolit­
ical representation, today they arc expansive spaces of mediated social reiations 
that encompass the geographic communities, families, professional and identity 
affiliations, and acquaintances of supporters. 54 The sociologist Anthony Giddens 
argued that it was a condition of modernity that individuals create and cultivate 
their social lives, affiliations, and identities themselves1 rather than rely on the 
received identities of religious and other institutions. 55 Meanwhile1 media theo­

rist Jose van Dijck has argued that social connectivity is increasingly constructed 
through media practice and socio-technically shaped, in the sense that the affor­
dances of different social media platforms shape the forms of sociality and com­
munication that take shape within them. 56 

Campaigns want supporters to fashion their mediated social ties into net­
worked wards and cultivate them for electoral purposes. Campaigns increas­
ingly see citizens as implicitly and explicitly cultivating their social lives on social 
media in ways that have deep political implications, even if citizens do not always 
intend them. Citizens cultivate their social relationships, sharing the details of 
their lives and engaging in all sorts of discourse with people important or simply 
technically present to them. For the majority of citizens, very little of their social 
lives arc expressly oriented toward institutional politics, as a number of scholars 
have pointed out. 57 Even more, "context collapse" on social media may lead to self­
censorship with regard to the posting of political content. 58 That said, everyday 
discourse on social media is often explicitly political, just not in ways that people 
ordinarily think of. These quasi-public spaces are constituted through the casual 
relations of everyday life and shaped through the affordances of social media 
platforms. 

Campaigns want to influence the discourse in these quasi-public spaces 
because they are often the way to reach those citizens who are less attentive to 
politics. Our highly complex, hybrid media environment is increasingly inte­
grated through social media. Social sharing is becoming the primary means of 
receiving political information and supports the "inadvertent exposure" to pol­
itics that political scientist Marcus Prior argued we lost with the proliferation of 
cable channels in the 1970s.59 Parties and campaigns take strategic symbolic and 
social action on social media platforms, seeking to influence their supporters so 
they can indirectly connect with citizens in these mediated and networked spaces 

http:1970s.59
http:content.58
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through a trusted validator. Electoral politics provides the ritualized: . 
and'parties and campaigns provide the symbols for their supporters t 
their social networks that signal their pplitical affiliatiop.s, identities, arj. 
Campaigns•seek to leverage context collapse by generating symbols. an 
that supporters can convene around and share in their own networke.d_\ 
s.ocialattachnient;. which include things such as logos, infographics; and 
C;ampaigns believe that supporters share this.content because they findit · · 
ling,want to help a candidate or cause, orwant to signal their identity; Cam: 
also ,cireate. social systems such as Dashboard to help supporters signal p 
whatthey:are. doing for a cause. Unlike the returns oHhe old ward politics 
were transactional and induded.thingssuchas patronage jobs, the return 
worked ward politicS·comeih less tangible forms ofidentity and ~xpressi6 •· 
ultimately ofhelping to electa candidateand party to govern (which is no. 
thing in an age ofsignificant philosophical; value, and policydifferenc:es bet 
thetwo. patties). 60 

Communication scholar Zizi PapacMrissi has .argued that these new; 
sonalizedandidentit,y•based forms ofpolitical engagement are now a Pti· 
mode of denio'c::rati:e life.61 As such; campaigns look for metrics of engage.ni 
or/social media platforms (likes, shares, retweets) to assess their work, eve· 
i\is clifficult to map them directly onto electoral outcomes. Campaigns S'. .. 
their strategic political communication to radiate outward through the. me#.i'.t 
a,ted social networks. oftheir supporters, aqd they a.re guided in doing so by th~ .·. 
data an:d analytics that shape their understanding ofthe citizens they shouI4 
target, what. they should :say, and how they should reach them. Network~d. 
w.ard politics entails campaigns strategically, and on the basis of data, asking 
supporters to be visible and carry the torch, to make the message part oftheir 
identity, and to we.ave the candidate's symbols and the election's meaning into ... 
fh~-fabric.of their mediated social lives. 

http:fh~-fabric.of
http:engage.ni



