
Assessing the 2004 Campaign Websites 

Table 1: Relationship Between Website Criteria Scores and Public Support 

Percent of Vote Percent of Vote Amount of 
Received in Iowa Received in New Donations Received 
Caucus* Hampshire Primary** (in millions)*** 

Website Score Correlation Coefficient 
Composite Score .87 .69 .63 
Ease of Use .10 -.11 .02 
Information .79 .67 .53 
Interaction .92 .77 .73 . . *Candidates Clark and Nader did not partiCIpate m the Iowa caucuses . 
**Candidates Gephardt, Mosely-Braun and Nader did not participate in the New 

Hampshire Democratic primary. .... 
***Candidate Nader received no reportable contributions durmg the penod exanuned. 

Taken together, this evaluation suggest that 
candidates are doing a relatively better job at making 
their websites easy to use and informative than they 
are at using them to engage voters in political 
dialogue. 

Table 1 reports the correlation coefficients 
between the composite and three component website 
scores and the three measures of public support. In 
each of the composite score relationships, there is a 
positive correlation. That is, as the website scores go 
up, so does the amount of support received by 
individual candidates. The correlation coefficient 
indicates a strong relationship between website scores 
and percentage of the vote received in the Iowa caucus 
(r=.87) and a moderately strong relationship between 
website scores and both percentage of votes received 
in the primaries (r=.69) and the amount of money 
received in contributions (r=.63). 

When examining the relationships between 
components of website quality and public support, 
we ftnd that eight of the nine correlations are positive. 
The strongest relationships are for the websites' 
Interaction scores. In fact, the notably high coefficient 
of .73-associated with the amount of donations 
received by a candidate-indicates the weakest of the 
Interaction relationships. The correlation coefficients 
for Information scores and public support are also 
noticeably high with amount of donations producing 
the weakest of the Information relationships (r=.53). 
The weakest positive correlation (r=.10) and the only 
negative correlation (r=-.11) were bod1 in the Ease of 
Use category. 

Limitations to the Analysis 

One limitation to the website evaluation in this 
study relates to the criteria chosen as indicators of website 
quality. While d1e criteria used here are based on past 
research in the field, it is possible that there are other, less 
tangible or immediately relevant characteristics of web sites 
that we did not consider. For example, some websites 
may have had a better color scheme, more photographs 
of the candidate, better menu placement or faster 
download times for various features; all of which 
individual users may consider l'elevant to quality. 

Another limitation is the time lag between the measure 
of campaign donations and the point at which the website 
data were captured. Website data were recorded during 
late January and early February2004. Donation data were 
gathered from FEe submissions covering the period 
October 1, 2003, through December 31, 2003, as this 
was the most recent time period for which fundraising 
data were available. It is possible that the campaigns 
made improvements or changes to their web sites in the 
intervening weeks that might have contributed significantly 
to d1e amount of funds they were able to raise. 

With regard to the correlation analysis, it is 
important to remember that the presence of a positive 
correlation between website scores and electoral 
support measures does not mean that better web sites 
cause an incl'ease in voter support. In fact, the reverse 
may be true. That is, candidates with higher levels of 
support may have more resources that'enable them to 
develop better websites. Additionally, the relationship 
may be spurious, meaning that tll10ther variable is 
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influencing both website quality and votes or donations. 
However, the fact that these correlations were positive 

across many website criteria and citizen support 
measures suggests that there may be a relationship 
between the use of the Internet by political candidates 
and number of votes for the candidate. Understanding 

the nature and direction of this relationship should be 
among the goals of future research in this area. 

DISCUSSION 

Our research shows that many political candidates 

are using the Internet as a campaign tool. Each 
candidate in the 2004 election had a campaign website 
and all of them were reasonably advanced. These 
web sites included features that promote citizen 

involvement in the political process both through 
information about the candidates and forums for 
interaction with other citizens. But overall, the quality 

of the 2004 presidential campaign websites was 
mediocre; the sites included just over half of the 

features traditionally considered helpful in informing 

and involving citizens. 
Promoting citizen-to-citizen and citizen-to­

candidate dialogue is the area of the campaign web sites 

that need the most improvement. In 2004, they failed 
to capitalize on these more dynamic web-based 
elements. While Al Gore in 2000 and Howard Dean in 
2004 both were able to demonstrate the power of the 

Internet as an interactive tool, its potential has yet to 
be widely tapped into in mainstream politics. Features 
such as <www.meetup.com> or web logs were sparse 

and instant messaging services were not used by any 

candidate in 2004. 
A website visitor's ability to interact with the 

candidates was further hindered by the web sites' top­
down approach to information-sharing. In this study, 
we found that neither the candidate or nor campaign 

staff responded to messages sent via the website or 
they simply responded with "canned" e-mail. A visitor 
could get a candidate's contact information from the 

website but the information is of litde value if the 
candidate does not respond to e-mail. This is a situation 

that does not appear to have improved much since 

researchers evaluated the 2000 presidential campaign 

web sites (Davis et al. 2002). 

Policy Perspectives 

The top-down flow of information means 
candidates were more likely to post information on 
their candidacy on their websites than to actively use 
the sites to promote participation. Indeed, the fact that 

nearly all campaign sites contained policy position 
statements suggests that websites may be emerging as 
a reasonable alternative source of information in 
elections. This is an important finding because some 
studies have shown that the mainstream media tend to 

focus on superficial issues that arise in political 
campaigns (Media for Democracy 2004). Further 
research is needed to determine whether websites 
provide more substantive information than other 

sources regarding the candidates and policy issues. 
The average website in this study earned the most 

possible points for the ease with which a person could 
navigate the site. Interestingly, our research found that 
a website's relative ease of use is the only measure of 

quality that does not relate to whether people are willing 
to vote for or donate to a given candidate, as shown by 
the correlation analysis. While the limitations to this 

methodology have been stated, we do believe that these 
findings provide strong support for further research 
into the relationship between Internet technologies and 

political participation. 
While we believe that our findings highlight the 

potential of the Internet as a political tool, we also 
recognize the various barriers that may limit its 
effectiveness. First, there are still a large number of 

people who do not have regular access to the Internet. 
Studies have shown that Black and Hispanic 
households have lower rates of Internet access at home 

than White or Asian households and lower socio­
economic status is also related to lower rates of Internet 

access at home (U.S. Department of Commerce 2002). 
Though a seemingly obvious point, candidate web sites 
are largely irrelevant to individuals who do not have 
access to the Internet in the first place. As a result, 

some authors have called for government action to 
ensure that every citizen has access to the Internet 

(Davis et al. 2002). 
Additionally, it is unclear that even those people 

who have access to the Internet will use it to participate 
in the political process. For example, the Department 

of Commerce has documented the variation in Internet 
by age. Older people are more likely to use the Internet 

for e-mailing rather than for participating in online 
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chat groups and list serves. As the costs of computer 

hardware and Internet service decline and the practices 

of individuals using the Internet change, this "digital 

divide" may narrow, but even if universal access were 

achieved we do not know whether the public will 

actually visit campaign websites in appreciable 

numbers. Motivating the public to use the Internet to 

research political candidates and campaigns could, in 

fact, be a bigger challenge than the issue of ellual 

aCcess. 

CONCLUSION 

Technology is a major force in economics, politics 

and public policy (Brainard 20m). Creating new ways 

for technology to reach and truly interact with citizens, 

fulfill their wants and needs, and allow them to 

participate more fully in the public arena will be critical 

in the years to come. 

The potential benefits of extending Internet 

technology to political campaigns are clear: increased 

sharing of information, heightened participation, 

stronger volunteer efforts and perhaps even changes 

in political attitudes. If we can continue to improve 

our ability to capture these benefits effectively, the 

Internet promises to give people a way to engage in 

the community of politics-and the politics of 

community-in ways that are faster, easier, and more 

effective than ever before (Wellman 2002; 

Haythornwaite and Wellman 2(02). 

NOTES 

1 Website citations can be found in the References 
section of this article. 

2 Our group convened on a weekly basis to discuss 

our findings and to guard against any individual 

interpretation of data that might compromise the 

reliability of our research. We each took personal notes 

on our assigned web sites and then discussed any 

unclear criterion that was observed. As a group we 
then decided jf the site would receive a 1 or if it f;\iled 

to meet our standards and receive ~\ O. A few times 

our group collectively viewed the websites in order to 

make a unanimous decision ahout how to scure a 

certain element. 

\ Please refer to Table 1 for more details on the 

observations included in the correlation analysis. 

4 It is inten:sting til note that the results in this category 

generally mirror the ovt'rall results, with Kerry and 

Edwards also recei\'ing the highest mendl scores and 

LaRouche and Sharpton also receiving the lowest 

()vt~mll SCIlfes. 

i Ckarly, this statemmt applies only to candiliatt's whn 
had held public nftice prior to l'lm'ring this mct'. 
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Appendix A: Evaluation Criteria 

Ease of Use Information Interaction 
Citizen-to-Citizen Citizen-to-

Campaign 
PDF versions of Calendar/ event schedule Web log Online contributions 
documents . (can send $ online) 
Search functions Position statements . Call to action (travel, Mail only 

write letters, email, call) contdbutions (must 
mail in $) 

Text-only option Biography Chat groups Online volunteer 
signups 

Technical help Voting record Bulletin boards E-mail 
updates / newsletters 

Links to ado be Speeches, audio/video clips Links to meetup.com Register to vote 
download or similar selvices 
Privacy statement Links to related sites Events 

signup/volunteer to 
organization 

Spanish option State/local specific web Response to inquiry 
pages (stand on an issue, 

questions) 
W orldng links Polling results Issue related poll 

results (public votes if 
candidate 
should/ shouldn't 
support an issue) 

Pop-ups not related to Stance on issues compared Purchase campaign 
the campaign with other candidates merchandise 

Hyperlinks to search Fundraising updates Web log 
keywords 

List of endorsements Bulletin boards 

Archived information Chat groups 

Current events/In the News 

Contact information (3 or 
more med10ds: email, phone, 
address, fax, etc.) 


