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Having had no real campaign experience before our trip to Ohio, it is difficult for me to high-light differences in campaign techniques between Obama for America and what the Labour party has adopted in recent elections here in the UK. It can perhaps be beneficial, however, for me to underline what I believed to be the successful elements of the campaign without the ties of familiarity and preconception. 
Much has been written about the 2008 US presidential election, of course, and the analysis will continue for some time to come. Two striking details known very early on, however, were the scale of Obama’s campaign and its penetration into the electorate. Firstly, Obama raised and spent 75% more money than John McCain, allowing him to setup hundreds of field offices and pay thousands of organisers to manage tens of thousands of volunteers. One has to question what could have been achieved without such a resource advantage, but the recruitment of so many volunteers is an obvious success. Secondly, exit polling dispelled the myth that Obama volunteers had managed to directly contact a larger proportion of the electorate in this election: the national figure of 26% was the same as that achieved by John Kerry in 2004. Although there was a fall in the contact rate achieved by McCain compared with George Bush (24% to 19%), this leads to the conclusion that the quality of contact made by Obama volunteers was notably better than in 2004. Indeed our exposure to the voter ID systems employed by Obama for America suggested a new level of complexity and effectiveness, and investment into our systems in the UK would surely pay dividends.

In terms of recruiting such a large number of volunteers, the focus on building from the ground up by the campaign appeared to be very successful. Two key policies helped to generate this momentum: the focus on teams with a delegation of control and responsibility, and the identification of further new volunteer recruitment as an objective equal in importance to traditional canvassing activities. Team were small and agile with a clear set of tasks. Those who expressed a desire for responsibility were appointed team leaders, injecting fresh energy and enthusiasm, and a closed-loop allowed them to efficiently use information on potential new volunteers to engage them. After noting interest through a form or campaign website, potential recruits were contacted and encouraged to contribute some of their time, no matter how little. 

Achieving a maximum benefit from this army of volunteers was imperative. The quality of the voter ID systems determined how best to utilise the efforts of the volunteers, and the organisational structure ensured these efforts were executed efficiently. Here a balance was struck between canvassing in regions of high confidence and pushing volunteers into areas where democrats have previously been uncompetitive. Again the resource available greatly supported the ability to do this, but it seems decisions over where to engage were made with courage and well-founded optimism.If face-to-face time is as valuable as many suggest then any improvement in such decision making has obvious benefit, as we were able to witness. 

Perhaps one of the greatest facets of the Obama campaign was its ability to maintain discipline throughout the ranks whilst still nurturing an independent voice in each of its volunteers. There was a pseudo-military chain of command; clear in who you answered to and the prohibited actions for which there was zero tolerance. The most stressed instruction was not to talk to the press without senior approval, and not to publish or blog anything about your work during the campaign. This policy certainly minimised negative or embarrassing stories appearing in the media and helped to ensure a consistent message.

Yet despite the emphasis on a common code of conduct this did not at all conflict with a strong encouragement for volunteers to make their work as personal as possible. “This campaign is built on the individual stories from every one of you”, we were told, and I believe this simple message generated a great deal of confidence and enthusiasm. Voter ID may be a straightforward task, but voter persuasion requires knowledgeable and charismatic canvassers. It would impossible to train so many volunteers to some ideal standard, and thus it appeared far more effective to take these simple measures in order to generate the passion that we saw. It seems all to easy to give canvassers some literature to read before sending them on their way, but I would argue there is great benefit in taking a short amount of time to remind them that their individual voice has great value, particularly the reasons behind why they have decided to give up their own time for this cause. Not only does this help avoid the staleness of a script and better assist the volunteers in engaging their audience, but it also instils a sense of pride and purposefulness in these volunteers which surely becomes visible to those around them. 

One final compliment to the campaign was the success in taking care of the volunteers: team leaders were instructed to make sure there workers were well fed, watered and rested, as well as feeling content and safe throughout their activities. This was another simple step in ensuring effectiveness.

 An acknowledgement of the value of every volunteer, a pride in being part of the team, a sense that no contribution is too small and of a responsibility to your fellow campaigners: these are the qualities of a bottom-up campaign, certainly evident in Obama for America. Whilst a desire for these qualities may be obvious, the effort to ensure them should be fundamental to any election campaign and that is the message I would deliver from Ohio.

