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Banking Online: the use of the Internet by political parties to build relationships with voters

“As a simple tool for political marketing, the Internet is unlikely to have a significant influence on British politics, although it will continue to be a resource for parties to make unmediated appeals to target voters.”









Coleman (2001b p123.)

INTRODUCTION

Voting is similar to depositing money in a bank savings account.  The citizen is investing their vote with a political party in the hope that it will lead to longer-term benefits for both themselves and society as a whole.  The party hopes to build sufficient equity that it can achieve its political goals.  The cornerstone of this relationship is trust.  As soon as the voter believes that the party has lost their ‘money’, they will withdraw support.  The relationship between a voter and a political party, therefore, is akin to that of a bank and a customer.  As a service industry a bank is not very interested in one-off deposits, rather it wants lifetime customers.  A political party will happily accept a one-off vote at an election, perhaps as a tactical or protest vote, but it is only with the stability that long-term associations bring that it can hope to fundamentally change society.  A relationship marketing strategy offers parties a potentially effective means of mobilising support.

As a political campaigning tool, the Internet, has been on a steady, but not very dramatic, upward curve.  In the UK political parties were first recorded as providing websites from the mid-1990s.  The advantage to parties is that the Internet enables them to market their product to voters both directly and indirectly at the same time.  This chapter will first outline the importance of the Internet to political parties during election campaigns.  Then by looking at how political parties used the Internet during the 2005 General Election campaign we will use a model to test whether online relationship marketing had a role to play.  Ultimately, we hope to assess whether the Internet, and e-campaigning, has now truly come of age.  

THE INTERNET AND ELECTIONS

Following the use of the Internet in the 1996 U.S. Presidential election, some commentators felt that the 1997 General Election would be the first UK election where the Internet played a role.  Technically they were correct, but at this stage it was little more than an experiment often driven by interested volunteers rather than the party hierarchy, and the online campaign was judged to have not had a significant effect on party behaviour (Ward & Gibson 1998a).  The party’s use of the Internet in 2001 was considered a definite improvement over 1997 in terms of the quality of party websites and their use of email (Coleman 2001b).    Coleman also suggested that parties were seeking a role for the Internet, therefore, the use of email by four of the parties (McCarthy & Saxton 2001, Coleman & Hall 2001) must be seen as a part of an experiment.  The 2001 General Election offered a useful ‘roadtest’ for how parties might use the Internet in subsequent elections.  

The main use of the Internet in 1997 and 2001 was as an electronic brochure that disseminated information (Ward & Gibson 1998, Gibson et al 2003a).  However, the potential for resource generation is growing.  There is evidence that in the more candidate-centred US the Internet has been a powerful new tool for generating funds and securing volunteers.  In the more party-centred UK, resource generation plays a lesser, but a still tangible and growing role.  In 1997 there was very little attempt to use the Internet to secure volunteers and new members (Ward & Gibson 1998, Gibson et al 2003a).  By 2001 the party websites were beginning to deliver new members and volunteers (Gibson et al 2003a, McCarthy & Saxton 2001), especially for the Liberal Democrats, Green Party and Socialist Alliance.  However, at no time was the Internet considered an effective tool for raising money in the UK.

The parties have largely ignored the interactive possibilities of the Internet (Ward & Gibson 1998, Auty & Nicholas 1998, Coleman 2001a).  A survey of party officials in 2001 found that the ability to gather feedback from members and the wider public was the least important function of a website (Gibson et al 2003a).  Looking at the use of e-newsletters, Jackson (2004) explains this reticence to enter into a dialogue was due, in part, to the fact that interactivity necessitates additional resources to handle feedback.  The political parties, therefore, generally view the Internet as a top-down one-way communication tool that informs supporters and the undecided voter.

Most research has focused on the use of the Web by political parties during an election campaign (Bimber 1998, Painter & Wardle 2001, Gibson et al 2001b), but the evidence suggests that email is growing in popularity.  In 1997 email and the use of email lists by parties is barely recorded (Ward & Gibson 1998), but by 2000, five of the eleven London mayoral candidates had email lists that visitors to their website could sign up to (Auty & Cowen 2000).  In the run-up to the 2001 general election four parties provided e-newsletters, and during the election campaign some of the parties, most notably Labour experimented with email lists (Coleman 2001b).  However, for the Labour Party email was considered secondary to their website which was the key to their online strategy (McCarthy & Saxton 2001).  In the run-up to the 2005 campaign Jackson (2004) has pointed out that e-newsletters are more likely to be used by parties to reach and mobilise their own supporters, than to persuade floating voters.  With the growing importance of email, email lists and e-newsletters, the focus of Internet use has shifted from just election use, but also between elections to build up relationships.

RELATIONSHIP MARKETING

Marketing is based on an exchange, be it a product or service, and there are two main strategies open to political marketers: transactional or relationship marketing.  Transactional marketing dominated commercial marketing in the post 1945 period.  As its name implies transactional marketing focuses on the sale which is the ultimate goal of any interaction with the customer.  It uses the traditional four Ps marketing mix to communicate with customers so the emphasis is on untargeted mass communication (O’Malley et al 1999).  The key to a transactional strategy is to constantly attract new customers (Wang et al 2000, Lindgreen et al 2004).  Critics have suggested that this strategy was applicable until the 1970s, but is now losing its relevance (Brady & Davis 1993).  Others suggest that transactional marketing still has a place, but that is increasingly limited to manufacturing and consumer markets (Lindgreen et al 2004).  If this strategy is applied to the political arena we would expect parties to view the voter as a one-off customer to be won or lost for each election campaign, starting all over again at the next campaign.  The focus would be primarily on floating voters who have to be won over, and they would communicate primarily through mass communication channels.  Indeed, traditionally UK political parties were judged to be using a transactional approach (Mauser 1983, Niffenegger 1989, O’Shaughnessy 1990, Lees-Marshment 2001, Wring 2001).

Coined by Berry (1983) and closely associated with the Nordic School (Gronroos 1994, Gummesson 2002) relationship marketing stresses the importance to long-term profitability of the relationship between companies and clients.  Underpinning it is the observation by Reichheld and Sasser (1990), that it can cost five times more to attract a new customer as it does to retain an existing one.  The cornerstone of relationship marketing, therefore, is the emphasis on customer loyalty (Palmer 1996).  Rather than relying on the four Ps to retain customers the relationship marketing school suggests that personal relationships are as, or even more, important (McKenna 1986, Kandampully & Duddy 1999).  Close relationships are based on trust, so that the customer believes the message they are receiving (Murphy et al 1996, Gronroos 1994, Pheng 1999, Veloutson et al 2002).  Ultimately trust of the producer should lead to commitment by the customer.

We can identify four key elements that need to be present for a relationship marketing approach to be successful.  First, the collection and analysis of data collected from customers (Wang et al 2000, O’Connor & Galvin 2001).  Second, based on such data, key target audiences needed to be identified so that a conversation can begin.  Third, building trust and commitment is essentially a communication process (Duncan & Moriarty 1998), so the message to each individual customer needs to be appropriate.  Fourth, one-way communication will not enhance a relationship, therefore, feedback from the customer needs to be encouraged (Yau et al 2000, Geissler 2001, Arnott & Bridgewater 2002).  To help build trust the customer must be empowered to be able to respond to any message conveyed to them (Papadopoulou et al 2001).  

A number of commentators suggest that relationship marketing is more achievable via the Internet than traditional communication channels (Krol 1999, Wang et al 2000).  Both companies and customers have more access to information which helps them to make the appropriate decisions for mutual benefit.  Moreover, the interactive nature of the Internet further facilitates the sharing of that information through enhanced feedback mechanisms (Geissler 2001).  What is new is some of the methods and tactics marketers need to use in their communication techniques, most important of which is that the design and navigability of a web site needs to be simple and easy to follow.  Therefore, the structure of an online presence is as important as the sharing of information through its interactivity.

Although transactional marketing has been traditionally associated with politics, more recently a number of studies have suggested that a relationship marketing approach is more appropriate.  Bannon (2003) simply suggests that this is the case because relationship marketing is more appropriate for all organisations, and political parties are organisations.  More specifically, political parties are viewed by Jackson (2004) as part of  the service industry which is the most widely associated with relationship marketing.  Dean and Croft (2001) argue that the transactional approach is unsuitable because parties do not concentrate on the ‘sale’ of securing a vote at each election.  Relationship marketing provides mutual political benefits, interested citizens (both current and the next generation of voters) can find out whether they like political parties, their personalities and policies, and in return the party gets to educate the electorate about itself.  This suggests that winning elections is as much a result of nurturing relationships, as it is other campaign strategies and tactics.
Although a relationship management strategy cannot be limited to a single media, a number of researchers have suggested that the Internet has indeed been used as part of a relationship management approach.  Looking only at websites, Geiger (2001) concluded that political parties were using them as part of a relationship marketing approach.  Bowers-Brown (2003) came to a similar conclusion during the 2001 election.  Concentrating on email Jackson (2004) refined this to suggest that parties with a publicly available e-newsletter were deploying a relationship marketing strategy for internal audiences such as members and activists, but only Labour during the 2001 Parliament appeared to be conducting a relationship marketing strategy for floating voters.  

Relationship marketing is part of a wider permanent campaign between elections when parties seek to dominate the political agenda, therefore, the 2005 General Election lasting only four weeks can only be considered a snapshot.  However, within this tight timeframe we will focus on which political parties are using an online relationship marketing strategy, and with what effect.  

METHODOLOGY

The research conducted so far in the UK has either focused on one element of the Internet, the Web (Geiger 1999, Dean & Croft 2001, Bowers-Brown 2003) or email (Jackson 2004).  This chapter considers the use by parties of both their website and email in order to get a more balanced perspective of their use of the Internet.  Whether it has considered relationship marketing or not, with the exception of Ward and Gibson (1998), most research has focused on the major parties use of the Internet.  By looking at the combined use of the Internet by all parties who contested the 2005 General Election we hope to get a fuller picture of its role.

We seek to add significantly to the knowledge on the use of the Internet by UK political parties through answering two questions:

1) How important to party election campaigns is the Internet?

2) Did parties use a relationship marketing strategy online during the 2005 General Election campaign?

To answer these questions we used three separate research measures.  First, an analysis of party websites, which were accessed once during the campaign between the second and third week of a four week campaign.  As we were seeking to find out how important the Web was to the parties this analysis did not look at the content, rather we focused on how many parties provided a website, how soon their websites offered content tailored to the election and whether the website was used to ‘Get Out The Vote’ (GOTV) in the final days of the campaign.  Second, an analysis of all publicly available party e-newsletters (1).  Again, as the intention was to use indicators which might suggest the importance or otherwise of the e-newsletter we did not assess the content.  Such indicators were: how many provided a publicly available e-newsletter (2); how soon once the election was called their e-newsletter was available; the frequency of e-newsletters; whether it was used to Get Out The Vote.  Third, interviews with the e-campaigners of parties who had a website and/or provided a publicly available e-newsletter.  

In order to avoid the peculiar nature of the election in Northern Ireland, research data was collected only on parties contesting seats in Great Britain (3).  For the purposes of this research the parties were divide into four categories.  Major were the three largest parliamentary parties Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat.  All three major parties were interviewed.  Minor were those other parliamentary parties who represented seats in Great Britain such as the Scottish National Party (SNP), Plaid Cymru and Respect with one minor party being interviewed.  Fringe, were those parties who although without parliamentary representation had representation at other levels of government and usually had a structure which in nature, if not size, was similar to that of the parliamentary parties.  Examples of fringe parties included the Green Party, Scottish Socialist Party and British National Party (BNP), with two fringe parties interviewed.  Lastly, the Hopefuls were the remaining parties who could probably aspire at best to save their deposit, such as Legalise Cannabis Alliance, Community Action Party and Mebyon Kernow, with two hopefuls interviewed.  The non-parliamentary parties have been divided into two because the fringe parties had national organisations, could expect some national media coverage and had expectations of challenging in some seats.  The hopefuls, however, were much smaller parties with far less ambitious short-term objectives, usually limited to contesting only one or a few seats.

To determine whether a party’s Internet presence indicated a relationship marketing approach the following framework was used:

a) Structure: the importance of the design and navigation on the impact of a website or e-newsletter;

b) Value: provides something of value to the receiver – it contains information not easily available elsewhere;

c) Targeted: communication is tailored to the requirements of the visitor/receiver;

d) Recruitment: the Internet presence is used to build closer links with voters;

e) Feedback: the website or e-newsletter seeks to identify and understand the needs and views of the visitor/receiver, so communication is two-way not just one-way.

Table 1 outlines the content analysis coding which was used for the party website and/or e-newsletter which was assessed to meet this framework.  Within the structure a site search engine or site map helps the visitor navigate themselves around a website in the way that suits them. Enmeshing is the use of hyperlinks within the site which also helps the visitor navigate (Ollier 1998).  The Internet requires text to be short and to the point (Morris 2000), and brevity was measured by whether the text on a webpage exceeded the size of a computer screen or an e-newsletter exceeded three pages.    A privacy statement gives guarantees on how any information collected may be used.  Value is a difficult concept to assess, but it is taken to mean the provision of information which might be of interest to the visitor or subscriber.  A website or e-newsletter that would be of interest to the general member of the public would probably provide a wide range of general information about the party.  Something of value to only members and activists would only cover specific party-based activity and news.  Value has been measured by how it would apply to a non-party member visiting a party website or subscribing to their e-newsletter. To be effective communication must be targeted and this requires capturing appropriate data from visitors/subscribers.  Recruitment signifies the use of the Internet to attempt to develop a longer term relationship through ever closer commitment by the voter.  In effect recruitment acts as a loyalty ladder (Christopher et al 1991) so that customers, the voter, are encouraged to ascend rungs of the ladder.  During an election campaign we identify three particular ‘rungs’ that are important for a party: joining the party, volunteering to help the party during the election and donating money so that the party can fight the election campaign.  Lastly, a party which has identified the specific needs of the receiver is likely to be more effective in delivering its recruiting message.  Generating two-way communication not only gives the party valuable information but makes the visitor to the website, or subscriber to an e-newsletter, believe that their opinion is valued.  Seven different forms of generating feedback were identified.

Insert Table 1 about here

One note of caution is that a relationship marketing strategy is a long-term one (Jackson 2004), and an election campaign of four weeks only provides a snapshot.  However, our framework can be used to see whether the parties seek, and have in place, the basis of a relationship marketing approach.  

ONLINE RELATIONSHIP MARKETING

The Importance of a Website

When the election campaign started in April 2005 the Electoral Commission recorded 301 registered political parties, however, only 107 different party labels were identified as contesting seats in Great Britain at the 2005 General Election (4).  That only twenty four (22.4%) of parties contesting the election had a website which recognised an election was taking place, might suggest that the Web is not considered an important communication tool.  However, closer analysis suggests that amongst those parties with a realistic expectation of either winning or coming second or third in some parliamentary seats, the Web is a normal part of their armoury.  All of the major, minor and fringe parties provided an election website, whereas only 9% of the hopefuls did (5).  Therefore, our overall percentage is skewed by the large number of hopeful parties for whom the Web was largely irrelevant.  A website is now a mainstream communication channel for all parties hoping to win a parliamentary seat.

That a party provides a website in itself does not explain how important it is viewed.  Two possible indicators of the salience to the overall campaign are how soon a party’s website reflected that the election campaign had been called, and whether it was used on election day to help Get Out The Vote (GOTV).  Both uses suggest that resources were allocated in advance because the party strategists believed that doing so might have a beneficial effect.  Within three days of the election being called (6) the home page of ten (42%) of the parties with a website acknowledged that the campaign had started and brought to the visitors attention their distinct approach.  All three major parties were quick off the starting blocks, only two of the minor parties, four of the fringe candidates and surprisingly one of the hopefuls.  

Getting Out The Vote includes both encouraging constituents to vote and offering a means of getting them to the polling booth.  Unsurprisingly no party used their headquarters  website to offer lifts to the polling station.  Only five of those parties with a website used it to remind people to vote.  Size of party does not appear to be a relevant factor in whether parties use their website to GOTV, as a party from each category sought to remind visitors that it was election day (7).  The Alliance for Green Socialism and Scottish National Party’s (SNP) website both merely stated that it was election day, when the polls were open and reminding people to vote for them.  The Liberal Democrats, United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and Labour additionally suggested reasons for why visitors should vote for them.  For example, the Labour Party website quoted Tony Blair and Gordon Brown’s mantra “If people want a Labour government they have to go out and vote for it.”

The Importance of E-newsletters

Overall, publicly available e-newsletters are less commonly used as a campaign tool than websites, with only the three major parties and one fringe party (the Green Party) offering an e-newsletter (8).  Additionally, two parties, UKIP and Veritas, collected email addresses but did not send out any emails to this list (9).  Therefore, of all the parties with a website, only 17% considered an e-newsletter worthy of allocating the necessary resources.  However, it would appear that private, pass-protected, email lists of party members, activists and donors were more popular.  For example, of our eight interviewees, six (all four parliamentary parties, one fringe and one hopeful) used such an e-newsletter.   

Three factors might indicate how important these four parties thought that their publicly available e-newsletter was: how quickly once the election was called they sent the first one out; how frequent it was; and whether it was used on election day to GOTV.  The Liberal Democrats sent out the most emails with 17 during the campaign, then Labour with 16, the Green Party 14 and the Conservatives 9.  The three main parties each sent out an email on the first day of the campaign, but the Greens Party took a week before their first e-newsletter.  Most e-newsletters were sent out at fairly regular gaps of between 2-4 days, though after the Conservatives initial email they waited another week for the second one.  In the last ten days of the campaign there appear to be different approaches to the tone of each parties e-newsletter was distinctive.  The Labour Party e-newsletter particularly stressed the importance of raising money and getting volunteers to fight the their key marginals. The alternative approach of the Conservatives, Liberal Democrats and the Green Party was to stress their distinctive policies and attacking their opponents. Labour, Conservatives and the Greens sent out an email on either the eve of the election or on election day specifically calling on people to vote for them on May 5th.  The Labour Party and the Green Party also sent out a thank you e-newsletter on May 6th.  For these four parties with a publicly available e-newsletter, they appear to be a regular additional means of getting out their message at all stages of the campaign.

The Party’s View of the Internet

During a short election campaign all parties have extra resources to use, therefore, they can attempt to use the Web in different ways than between elections.  The role of a website appears to have been to support other communication channels.  For example, the English Democrats’ website allows people “To get a fuller explanation of what we do.” (Uncles 2005).  UKIP point out that “The Internet is really a back up” to traditional communication (Gullemore 2005).  For Plaid Cymru, the “Website was almost a reference site, in that if people wanted more information about our policies and manifesto they could access them via the website.” (Trystan 2005).  This was equally true of the major parties, with, for example, “Our viewing rate went through the roof on the day the manifesto was launched.”  (Saxton 2005).  Overall, therefore, all parties viewed their website as a useful supplementary information tool.

However, two parties suggested that the Web was more than just an information tool.  The Green Party assumed that many electors predisposed to vote for them would first find out about them via the Internet. “Therefore, the Internet is the first impression they have of the Green Party.” (Wootton 2005).  Third Way also viewed their website from a philosophical and not just campaigning point of view.  “We believe that the Internet allows people to discuss ideas in their own time, without the pressures they might face in a meeting.  The Internet provides a safe environment to discuss ideas.” (Harrington 2005).  The smaller parties may be more likely to see a relational orientation to the web.

A Web-based Relationship Marketing Strategy?

Our first criteria that is indicative of a relationship marketing approach in a website is that it is easy to navigate.  Table 2 shows that parties have broadly recognised the importance of design.  For example, the home page of the Alliance for Green Socialism has both a search engine and headed sections of pages within the site which might be of interest to the casual visitor.  The second criteria of relationship marketing is that the communication has value.  This was assessed on the subjective basis of whether the site provided information of interest to a non-party member.  Not unsurprisingly all party websites did provide value for the visitor, often in the form of downloads of manifestos, press releases and details of who their candidates were.  Parties appear to have recognised, and to be meeting, the requirement from visitors that a website is easy to understand and provides relevant information.

Marketing theory suggests that good data collection is a pre-requisite for effective relationship building, but only a minority of parties recognised this.  Only 46% of parties collected email addresses and even less, 38%, gathered any other data from visitors such as age, policy interests and whether they support the party.  We might expect there to be a link between the collection of good data and the use of that data for targeting, yet despite the limited number of parties collecting data they all target messages.  This can be explained by the fact that their websites are all very comprehensive in nature, trying to reach all possible interests.   

In terms of using recruitment to encourage visitors up the loyalty ladder, the parties have generally seized the resource generating possibilities of their website.  Some parties created additional lower rungs in the loyalty ladder with a pop-up page with a pledge that visitors could sign up to before they actually entered the website.  For example, the Liberal Democrats had a pledge on opposing the Gulf War, and the SNP invited visitors to register their support of the party.

The election websites were clearly considered a source of generating new members, with all 24 parties websites attempting to encourage new membership.   Indeed, eleven of the party websites provide an online membership form for visitors to join straight away   Fifteen parties asked visitors to donate money and six sought volunteers, for example Veritas asked whether people whether they would help leafleting or even set up a branch.  However, on the whole websites do not appear to be a major tool for volunteers.  This might be because as a public document a party’s opponents could work out where its targets were, or just simply that the party do not view the website as good at securing volunteers.  

Table 2 suggests that parties are generally poor at using their websites to deliberately create a dialogue with visitors.  However, parties do expect to receive feedback in the form of emails, often in response to their Internet published policies, for example, Third Way engaged in email conversations with some visitors to their website (Harrington 2005).  The impact of such feedback could influence the message parties sent.  For example, following email responses early in the campaign the Conservatives adjusted their message on pensions and tax revaluation policy (Westlake 2005).  Such responses did not necessitate a change in party policy, but did help them set the tone which visitors felt was appropriate.  

Insert Table 2 in about here

Table 3 shows that the major parties fully meet the design and layout needs of a good site, with the other parties much less likely to meet the structure criteria.  The minor and fringe parties lie in between the two extremes, mostly but not fully meeting the requirements.  This may be explained by the availability of resources.  All of the major parties have a team of several people working at party headquarters on their e-campaigning, whereas the other parties had far fewer numbers working on their website.  For example, Third Way have four volunteers who manage their website (Harrington 2005), whereas the Conservatives employed at least six people in managing their e-communications.

There were clear differences in targeting between the three major parties and the rest.  First, most of the smaller parties merely had only one website (though Plaid Cymru had a ‘Members Page’ and the Green Party a ‘Members Website’).  For example, the Conservative Party had at least six separate websites each aimed at a different audience in terms of age, geography and policy interest (10).  Second, the smaller parties nearly all aimed their website at the general public, whereas the major parties focused more on existing supporters than floating voters.  This approach was summed up by Andrew Saxton for the Labour Party when he said “Common sense suggests that the average voter, if they use the Internet, might look at the BBC or a newspaper website, but they are less likely to look at party websites.  Really it is our supporters who come to our website.”  With a more sophisticated approach to tailoring their messages, the three largest parties were more likely to use a relationship marketing strategy.

Quite clearly the main reason for the different approach between the parties is one of resources, with the smaller parties unable to maximise their use of the web.  For example, “If we had the resources we would have sought to collect information on website visitors.” (Trystan 2005).  However, one of the smaller parties, the Green Party did focus on a narrow range of people, namely what they referred to as potential green voters.  These were, they believed, pre-disposed to find out about the Green Party through the Internet rather than other media.  Therefore, the one smaller party which appeared to try to target its website, also believed that the Web was particularly salient communications tool for building relationships with its target audience.

Gaining membership was an important long-term benefit of websites: once a person has joined, the party hopes to build on this relationship. For the smaller parties elections is one of the few occasions when voters might initiate contact with them.  As a result gaining new members appears to have been one of the key benefits of their website.  For example, the English Democrats believed that the number who joined during the election campaign was twice the normal monthly total (Uncles 2005).  The larger parties have greater opportunities for contacting voters between elections, therefore, their election websites are perhaps proportionately less important for them in gaining members than the smaller parties.  However, the larger parties did certainly gain significant numbers of new members, for example, the Liberal Democrats found that “Forty percent of new members who joined during the election did so via the website.  This was an increase in both numbers and percentage over 2001.” (Pack 2005)  Getting people onto the first rung of the loyalty ladder, membership, was a universal long-term benefit of a party’s website.  Securing more members during a campaign might offer limited immediate benefits, but may significantly raise fundraising and volunteering for the party over several elections.

However, these figures needed to be tempered by three factors.  Firstly, as the Liberal Democrats point out, much of this new membership was in weak areas, and so would not necessarily affect the immediate result, so any benefit was long-term.  Second, as Sheridan Westlake explained at times when the Conservative Party is in the news donations and membership increases because the amount of traffic visiting the site increases.  Elections are no different from any other news story in terms of their effect on membership.  Third, although some parties, such as UKIP suggested that their website was an effective fundraising tool, this does not appear to have been the universal view.  The main tangible benefit of a website is primarily in encouraging new members, rather than securing funds or new volunteers.  A website is a good mechanism for encouraging visitors onto the first rung of the loyalty ladder.

Whilst overall the results for using a website to develop a dialogue are disappointing, table 3 does suggest that there are different approaches between the parties on feedback.  Whilst all parties encourage email contact, it is primarily the larger parties who use e-newsletters (the fringe and hopeful parties who offered one did not actually deliver an e-newsletter).  The parliamentary parties do not use other interactive features (though the Liberal Democrats did have a Internet campaigning page where visitors could download a number of features).  Rather, if more interactive tools are used it was by the smaller parties.  Those parties who offered a survey appeared to be using them as market research, for example, Your Party had a New Policy survey for which they intended to use the results during the election campaign to say what people can do about issues of interest to people.  Third Way’s visitor survey form, Feedback, gave them an interesting insight into how people viewed their party on the political spectrum (Harrington 2005).  The only party with a Guest Book, Veritas, appeared to be using this as another means of gaining market research by asking for names and addresses and what visitors thought the top election issue was.  Two parties provided one question opinion polls, Your Party asked, for example whether ‘MPs should have annual appraisals?’  UKIP explained that such opinion polls are designed to give both the party and the visitor benefits, “This feature (Have Your Say – vote no) was done to draw people to the site, to interest people and make the site lively.  It gave people the chance to have their say.”  (Gulleford 2005).  The only party with a competition, the English Democrats, used their Devolution Quiz to help make their political points (Uncles 2005).  The nature of the live discussions for the BNP and English Democrats are very similar in that they are an opportunity for visitors to put their views and get a debate going on an issue of their choice.  Generating dialogue through their website as a means of initiating a relationship appears to be particularly important for smaller parties.  This is perhaps because of the limited number of other media opportunities for developing a contact and getting their views across.  

Table 3 indicates that there are clear differences between the parties, with the size and resources available to each party having an impact on the likelihood of a party conducting a relationship marketing strategy.  Overall, the three largest parties are, with the exception of feedback, the most likely to use a website to meet the relationship marketing criteria.  Conversely, the hopefuls are, on the whole, the least likely category to follow a relationship marketing approach.  This would suggest that those parties with adequate resources are more likely to attempt to build a relational approach.

Insert Table 3 about here

An Email Based Relationship Marketing Strategy?

Table 4 suggests a mixed picture of whether parties with an e-newsletter were following a relationship marketing strategy.  All the parties recognised the importance of the design and layout of their e-newsletter.  Indeed these scores are generally higher than their website scores.  There are, however, slight differences between the parties. The Liberal Democrats appear to have given the greatest attention to the structure of their e-newsletter.  The Green Party e-newsletter appears to be mostly press releases and so does not appear to enmesh nor have a privacy statement.

All of the parties ignore the importance of collecting data.  Jackson (2004) suggested that in the eighteen months prior to the election parties could have made more use of targeting of key audiences, with only the Labour Party focusing on the collection of personal data to build up a profile.  Whilst the parties mostly use broad based content, so that a wide range of individuals can pick up the information they require, most do not actually capture information about their subscribers during the election.  That the Liberal Democrats seek to capture email addresses is explained by the fact that each e-newsletter contains a link where subscribers can sign up to more email lists.  

Most parties still manage to tailor their e-newsletter by providing links to a wide range of stories.  Therefore, subscribers can find out more information on a story if they wanted.  However, two of the Green party’s e-newsletter could only be of interest to party members as they were clearly seeking party members who could represent the party in television programmes.  

Only Labour and the Conservatives seek to use the e-newsletter for resource generation.  That the Liberal Democrats and the Greens did not use their e-newsletter for this purpose can be explained by the fact that their limited resources meant that their e-newsletter are essentially press releases.  With more resources, Labour and the Conservatives could write their e-newsletters specifically for the purpose, and so could include appeals for help. 

The publicly available e-newsletters generated some additional help for Labour and the Conservatives.  The Labour Party, in particular, using advice from their US consultants sent out four humorous emails from the writer John O’ Farrell appealing for funds.  These appear to have been a success, for example, on 7th April O’ Farrell sent out his first such appeal to the publicly available email list.  The next day an e-newsletter was sent out claiming £50,000 had already been raised.  A series of more traditional appeals for help were made by Alan Milburn, Tony Blair and Matt Carter, the party’s General Secretary.  The assessment of their value throughout the campaign was that “The results suggest that these fundraising e-newsletters were worth their weight in gold.”  (Saxton 2005).  However, this success must be balanced by the fact that at least two of the parties with a publicly available e-newsletter did not attempt to use them for raising funds.

During an election campaign the parties do not seem to want to encourage feedback from subscribers.  Tony Blair’s first email asked subscribers to contact them by email, presumably so that Labour could build up a database of those willing to help volunteer for the party early in the campaign.  The Conservatives occasionally encouraged subscribers to ask a question on specialist policy areas.  They also invited subscribers to play their online game to ‘Wipe Tony’s Smile Off His Face’.  However, on the whole the e-newsletter was not used during the campaign as an interactive tool, rather the purpose appears to have been to get out key messages and appeals for help to support the campaign in the target seats.  Publicly available e-newsletters are not used to develop a dialogue with voters.

It was in fact the internal, pass protected, email lists which had greatest impact on building relationships.  This was not just because more parties had such an email list, but more importantly the qualitative effect of them.   Such e-newsletters, targeted at only members, activists and donors, and benefiting from greater security, appear to have been used by all six parties to encourage volunteers to campaign in their key seats. Such emails helped the parties mobilise their core support during the election.  

All six respondents reported that their email list helped generate funds, for example, Third Way’s generated 20% of their total donations (Harrington 2005).  These emails were also useful in directing volunteers to help in their key seats.  For example, the internal list of members was the major part of Plaid Cymru’s online election presence.  “We used the email list to organise volunteers during the campaign, for example, we emailed members to ask them to telephone canvass from their home.  This worked well and we had up to one hundred people each day doing this.  This was something we had not been able to do before.  Indeed, we even had colleagues from Australia telephone canvassing for us.”  (Trystan 2005).  To put this in context, Plaid Cymru had a budget for its whole campaign of £50,000, therefore their email list was a significant and cheap mobilising tool.  Email lists and e-newsletters are a relationship nurturing and maintaining device aimed at the already committed.

The value of such pass-protected email lists, as opposed to the publicly available e-newsletters, appears to be that the party knows exactly who they are speaking to, and that they are fully committed.  Mark Pack, for the Liberal Democrats, pointed out how important these email lists were “The Internet is like the telephone system in that it is part of the communicating process.  The biggest impact of the Internet is internal communication, and in terms of internal communication it is absolutely crucial.  It is easier to survive if the telephone stops, but the Internet connection survives, than the other way round.”  Pack (2005).  Whereas publicly available e-newsletters are external communication with an uncertain impact, members only email lists are internal communication with a measurable effect.

If a website was useful for getting people onto the first rung of the loyalty ladder, membership, email was much better for getting them onto the next two rungs.  Publicly available e-newsletters secured some donations, but it was private email lists which were the strongest relationship marketing tool.  As part of internal communications such emails gave key activists necessary information about the campaign, but also mobilised them to help with practical activities in key seats.   This is probably because as members they have a higher propensity to want to have a relationship with the party.
Insert Table 4 in about here

CONCLUSION

After much hyping of the role of the Internet during the 2004 US Presidential campaign, the 2005 General Election was the third time that people voted for the UK Government where the Internet played a role.  Since 1997, there has been steady progress in the use of the Internet but it has not revolutionised the way in which parties fight elections.  In 1997 and 2001 the focus was essentially on the use of party websites, however in 2005 the parties appear to pay more attention to the potential of mobilising supporters through email.  After the 2005 election we might expect parties to focus more effort on using email to mobilise supporters.

Within this historical context of a growing importance, just how central to party election campaigns was the Internet?  In terms of the Web we can identify a clear division between what might be termed the serious and hopeful parties.  The serious parties, which included our categories of major, minor and fringe all provided a website.  The hopefuls with probably little or no chance of saving their deposits largely did not have a website.  Quite clearly the hopefuls do not consider a website as a means of breaching the gap between themselves and the other parties.

As the hopefuls provide the greatest number of parties their inability to provide a website skews our overall results.  However, when we look specifically at the parties that do provide a website, there are a number of patterns.  First, size of party influences whether a party has a website, with the major parties the most likely, then minor, followed by fringe.  Second, websites do not seem to play a central role in key phases in an election campaign.  Only 42% of those with a website reflected that an election had occurred within three days of it being called.  Even less, 21%, believed that their website might help to Get Out the Vote on election day.  Overall the Web can be judged a supplementary communication channel

Publicly available e-newsletters are far less popular than websites, and primarily the preserve of the major parties.  They were used as a regular tool throughout the campaign from day one through to election day.  However, private email lists of members and activists appear to be more popular with parties in all four categories using email in this way.  Although fewer parties have e-newsletters than websites, those that have a private email list appear to use it to help generate new resources.  

There is evidence that the parties have most of the basis of a relationship marketing strategy in place for their website, though they are generally weak on targeting and feedback.  Most parties recognise the importance of the structure, value and see the membership recruitment opportunities that the Web provides.  However, we might argue that the capacity for developing a dialogue which feedback helps create is the most important element in building relationships.  Therefore, with the very important exception of feedback the larger parties are the most likely to use their website as part of a relationship marketing approach to members of the public.  This leaves us with a paradox, are the main parties really conducting a relationship management strategy if they are not focusing on the key element of a relationship management approach?

Size and access to resources is the key factor which influences how well parties meet the relationship marketing framework through their website.  The larger parties are more likely to understand and meet the structures criteria, and more likely to meet tailor their messages to a wider range of target audiences because they have a larger number of websites.  Conversely, it is the smaller parties who are more likely to consider interactive elements such as polls, live discussions and competitions.  The aim of such activities is, in part, a marketing function in that they generate some market research data, but they key reason is that they help offset some of the disadvantages of being a small party.  Interactive features can attract and help to keep visitors who may know very little about a hopeful party.  

The fact that only four parties provide a publicly available e-newsletter reinforces the fact that this is primarily a communication channel for the well-resourced, or, as in the Green Party, those very interested in the Internet.  E-newsletters are primarily a one-way tool as the parties do not seek to encourage feedback.  Only the Liberal Democrats collect additional data on their subscribers to further target their use.  However, those parties with e-newsletters are even more likely than those with only websites to recognise the structural aspects.  With adequate resources to re-write and tailor the text of their e-newsletters only the Conservatives and Labour Party were able to generate more resources in the form of volunteers and donors.  Therefore, a publicly available e-newsletter is a sign of a more sophisticated e-campaign, which offers another channel for getting out their message, but only two of the parties, Labour and Conservative, may have been using it as part of a relationship marketing strategy.  

However, whilst resources might influence the ability of parties to have and make effective use of a publicly available e-newsletter, this is not the case with member only email lists.  This use of email was much more common amongst parties of all four categories.  Moreover, the benefits accrued to their use are more concrete.  They enabled parties to communicate key messages directly to activists and generated significant additional resources.  Those parties with a pass-protected email list of party members conducted an internal relationship marketing strategy.  The use of the Internet this election was primarily to maintain relationship with a small focused group of loyalists.

During the election campaign the Internet provided parties with three practical benefits.  First, websites and email helped parties both promote their key messages and wider background information.  For example, visitors to a website could download detailed information such as a manifesto.  In this way a website provided an efficiency gain for parties who did not need to respond to large numbers of individual requests for the same information, and offered visitors ease of use in return.  Therefore, websites were a helpful convenience.  Second, websites as the first port of call for many people proved a useful recruiting tool for new members.  Again this is an issue of convenience for members of the public and an organisational supplementary function for the parties.  However, it is possible that members recruited by the Web might be less loyal because of limited personal contact.  Third, email, whether publicly available e-newsletters or private email lists can mobilise supporters to action and generate funds.  The effect of the Internet on parties in 2005 was limited, but it is likely that the resource generating characteristics of email will grow in importance in subsequent elections.

For the smaller parties, especially the fringe and hopefuls, starved of the oxygen of media attention, the Internet can raise their profile.  Yet, the vast majority of hopeful parties did not have an election online presence.  For the parliamentary parties the Internet is merely a supplementary tool, one of many such channels.  The conclusion might be, therefore, that the Internet was an irrelevance during the 2005 campaign.  Largely this is probably true, except in one aspect, namely that if the Internet has not come of age, it is surely developing a distinctive purpose.  The Internet did generate resources, perhaps not as dramatically as in the US Presidential elections, but this is clearly a new seam of support.  The Internet did not deliver the floating voter, but by enhancing the relationship between supporters and the party it did attract a body of future activists in the form on new members, direct volunteer help to key seats and activities and encouraged donors.  Clearly this had some benefit in 2005, but the real test of how successful this relationship management strategy is how much money and volunteer help it raises in future years.  The average saver was not encouraged to bank online, but those who might be considered shareholders in the party did get closer to it online.

8,289 words (excluding tables)

FOOTNOTES

(1) The term ‘e-newsletter’ is used, but this could include phrases such as ‘email lists’ ‘or ‘further updates as we have news of interest to you’.

(2) Parties could provide a freely available e-newsletter to all who signed up for it, a past-protected e-newsletter for activists or both.  Jackson (2004) suggests that only the three largest parties had the resources outwith of an election could do both.  The analysis will look at the publicly available e-newsletters, but the interviews will address the parties use of pass-protected e-newsletters. 

(3) England, Scotland, Wales which accounted for 628 seats out of the total of 646 (check)

(4) This figure was complied by Richard Kimber who made a number of minor changes to the raw data he accessed from the Press Association.  Richard Kimber’s data online at www.psr.keele.ac.uk/area/uk/ge05/candidates.htm accessed on 1st June 2005.

(5) Of the 107 parties, 3 were considered major, four minor, 7 fringe and 93 hopeful.

(6) This was taken to be 5th April 2005 when Prime Minister Tony Blair Prorogued Parliament.

(7) The five parties were: Alliance for Green Socialism, Labour Party, Liberal Democrats, Scottish National Party (SNP), United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP).

(8) The SNP did provide a regular publicly available e-newsletter prior to the election, but an email of 6th April 2005 suggested that their approach was to be changed for the election.  Rather than delivering updates via email their news would appear on a daily basis on their website.   

(9) UKIP did, however, send out a thank you email on the day after election day. 

(10) The Liberal Democrats had approximately nine separate websites, the Conservatives at least six and Labour at least four.

INTERVIEWS

Stuart Gulleford, United Kingdom Independence Party, 5/7/05

Patrick Harrington, Third Way, 29/6/05

Mark Pack, Liberal Democrats, 13/6/05

Andrew Saxton, Labour Party, 15/6/05

Steve Uncles, English Democrats 16/6/05

Dafydd Trystan, Plaid Cymru, 9/6/05

Sheridan Westlake, Conservative Party, 13/6/05

Matthew Wootton, Green Party, 30/6/05
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Table 1. The measurement of Internet relationship marketing

	Structure

Own search engine/site map

Enmeshing

Brevity

Privacy statement
	Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

	Value

Of relevance to non-members
	Yes/No

	Targeted

Capture email addresses

Gather information from visitors

Tailored to the needs of the visitor
	Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

	Recruitment

Join party

Volunteer

Donate
	Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

	Feedback

Email Contact

Surveys

Opinion Polls

Guest Book

E-newsletter

Competition, games and quizzes

Live discussions
	Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No

Yes/No


Table 2.  The use of party websites as part of a relationship management strategy

	Structure

Own search engine/site map

Enmeshing

Brevity

Privacy statement
	12(50%)

17 (71%)

14 (58%)

8 (33%) 

	Value

Of relevance to non-members
	24 (100%)

	Targeted

Capture email addresses

Gather information from visitors

Tailored to the needs of the visitor
	11 (46%)

9 (38%)

24 (100%)

	Recruitment

Join party

Volunteer

Donate
	22 (92%)

11 (46%)

17 (71%)

	Feedback

Email Contact

Surveys

Opinion Polls

Guest Book

E-newsletter

Competition, games and quizzes

Live discussions
	24 (100%)

3 (12.5%)

2 (8%)

1 (4%)

8 (33%)*

1 (4%)

2 (8%)


* Only four of the eight actually delivered an e-newsletter

Table 3. Use of party websites to build relationships by party classification


Major

Minor

Fringe

Hopeful
	Structure

Own search engine/site map

Enmeshing

Brevity

Privacy statement
	3 (100%)

3(100%)

3(100%)

3(100%)
	2 (50%)

3 (75%)

4 (100%)
	3 (60%)

4 (80%)

3 (60%)
	5 (42%)

6 (50%)

4 (30%)

	Value

Of relevance to non-members
	3 (100%)
	4 (100%)
	5 (100%)
	12 (100%)

	Targeted

Capture email addresses

Gather information from visitors

Tailored to the needs of the visitor
	3 (100%)

3 (100%)

3 (100%)
	2 (50%)

1 (25%)

4 (100%)
	4 (80%)

4 (80%)

5 (100%)
	2 (17%)

1 (8%)

12 (100%)

	Recruitment

Join party

Volunteer

Donate
	3 (100%)

3 (100%)

3 (100%)
	3 (75%)

2 (50%)

3 (75%)
	5 (100%)

3 (60%)

5 (100%)
	11 (92%)

3 (25%)

6 (50%)

	Feedback

Email Contact

Surveys

Opinion Polls

Guest Book

E-newsletter

Competition, games and quizzes

Live discussions
	3 (100%)

3 (100%)
	4 (100%)

1 (25%)
	5 (100%)

1 (20%)

1 (20%)

3 (60%)

1 (25%)
	12 (100%)

3 (24%)

1( 8%)

1 (8%)

1 (8%)

1 (8%)


Table 4.  Use of party e-newsletters as part of a relationship marketing strategy
Labour
Cons

Lib Dem
Green

	Structure

Own search engine/site map*

Enmeshing

Brevity

Privacy statement
	12 (75%)

14 (87%)

16 (100%)
	7 (78%)

9 (100%)

9 (100%)
	17 (100%)

17 (100%)

17 (100%)
	0

14 (100%)

0  

	Value

Of relevance to non-members
	16 (100%)
	9 (100%)
	17 (100%)
	12 (85%)

	Targeted

Capture email addresses

Gather information from visitors

Tailored to the needs of the subscriber
	1 (6%)

0

16 (100%)
	0

1 (11%)

9 (100%)
	17 (100%)

0

17 (100%)**
	0

0

12 (85%)**

	Recruitment

Join party

Volunteer

Donate
	0

7 (44%)

7 (44%)
	1 (11%)

3 (33%)

4 (44%)
	0

0

0
	0

0

0

	Feedback

Email Contact

Surveys

Opinion Polls

Guest Book

E-newsletter

Competition, games and quizzes

Live discussions
	1 (6%)

0

0

0

0

0

0
	3 (33%)

0

0

0

0

1 (11%)

0


	0

0

0

0

0

0

0
	0

0

0

0

0

0

0


* This measurement does not apply to an e-newsletter.

** Whilst the subject matter might appeal to a range of subscribers the written style is primarily in the form of press releases with an initial audience of journalists.
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