
People and politics: Ohio lessons
The success of the Obama campaign, characterised by the combination of three main elements - an inspiring, exceptional candidate, organisation (and use of technology), and a propitious environment, delivered a powerful and decisive offer. Each element worked in a virtuous circle - the more campaign volunteers that were recruited the more Obama’s appeal and change message was reinforced and the more volunteers came forward. 
While this model cannot be exactly replicated by Labour there are several elements it could utilise, primarily around organisation, and in particular campaign volunteering. It was this area that I experienced in Ohio, working out of a number of field offices and on the doorstep; and as a former council Cabinet Member and activist that has campaigned in every UK election since the early 1990s, it is one of the elements that I think offers important lessons. Refocusing how Labour canvasses and encourages volunteers could help overcome some of the challenges Labour faces, and in particular, support the following: 

· Revitalising the party helping encourage new people into it, its campaigns, and expand the base for recruiting future elected representatives 
· Reconnect communities with Labour, alongside a renewal narrative as Labour campaign volunteers are a manifestation that Labour is grounded in communities 
· Provide a mechanism for restarting a conversation on Labour values, as well as connecting government to the doorstep and getting the message out on the ground 
· Counter the Conservative Party’s financial advantage through an expanded volunteer base, which also generates funding opportunities 
· Building an ongoing movement (as Obama did) which supports Labour (values) 
1. The centrality of the volunteer 
The Obama Campaign created an environment which encouraged campaigning and volunteering, starting from the very top and permeating to every level. There was strong central control within a framework that gave ownership and trust to volunteers. Importantly volunteering was valued and seen as integral to the campaign. 

2. The environment 
Every field office and volunteer location was set up to be a focus for campaigning. Firstly, there was a welcoming environment, normally with a designated person having the job of greeting. All locations had refreshments and food, which supporters often brought in. This was seen as a valued  part of the campaign and bound these people into the collective effort. 

On arrival volunteers were talked through tasks they could do, given training and told what was expected; and in terms of canvassing, the area where they were going to. Importantly they were thanked for their time (reinforcing Obama’s inclusive values) on arrival and task completion, and it was explained how their efforts fitted into the wider picture. The offices had phone banks, data inputting, and preparation of campaign activity, with all feeling part of a collective effort. Phone banks not only involved canvassing but calling prospective volunteers before their session to check they were coming - this was a big push. 

3. The door step 
Canvassing materials were much simpler than Labour’s for example with Google maps showing where each house being visited was located and canvass sheets easier to use with a circling of the voter intention from 1 to 7, not codes. This helped attract canvassers. 

Importantly there were two different objectives. Firstly, canvassers were encouraged to ask any Obama or Democrat identified voter to volunteer. I recruited 11 from the door-step in this way. Given the importance attached to volunteers you could be confident that people who did come forward would be taken care of and there was a range of activity on offer. 

A Labour canvasser’s introduction on the doorstep is usually as the ‘Labour Party’, setting up barriers, as they are seen as part of a ‘party machine’. The Obama introduction was ‘I’m a volunteer for Obama (for Change)’, breaking down barriers. The canvasser didn’t seem professional but someone giving their time. It offered more latitude to a canvasser on policy knowledge (with benefits for Labour as with 12 years of government canvassers could be reluctant to defend every decision) and helps to gain volunteers from the doorstep. As a corollary, Labour aims for identified supporters to become members not campaign helpers but membership is a much bigger leap than simply helping out, which also seems more natural, especially in the UK with the large volunteering tradition. 

The second objective was a focus on door-step persuasion of undecided voters and McCain waverers. Like in the UK this was partly through policy discussion, but made easier through ‘ talking points’ with a consistent message and an offer that weaved through all literature, campaign adverts and speeches - in essence a beefed up pledge card narrative, underpinned by clear policy pledges. However, a different emphasis was that canvassers were encouraged to tell their own story, explaining why they were volunteering. This again broke down barriers and if applied in Britain could help spur a discussion on Labour values on the doorstep and build relationships with voters.

4. The results 
Each session - phone or doorstep; canvassing or volunteer recruitment - ended with a ‘tally sheet’ of what the person had done. Filled out by the volunteer, it showed achievement and provided an opportunity to thank the volunteer and ask for future help. It also gave campaign co-ordinators a snapshot of progress on the ground. Data inputting was treated seriously and undertaken quickly, forming a core component of volunteer activity. (Some union canvassers could even input results di- rectly into a hand help device on the doorstep). 

Conclusions 
While the Obama campaign was not revolutionary and similar practice could be happening in pockets here, it is not the norm and the whole package is not in place. For this to happen and bring the most benefits, a changed focus is needed to develop systems that encourage volunteering and campaigning. The earlier the application the more results as testified by Obama’s campaign which started two years prior to his election with the development of neighbourhood teams and a fundraising network. 

Three things would help from the centre.  First, establishing the primacy of the volunteer and campaigning with a champion at the highest levels - something that David Plouff, Obama’s campaign manager, drove forward. Second, Labour needs to spread and roll out good practice. While the ‘Camp Obama’ training sessions for volunteers spoke to a US audience skilling them up for the months ahead, a more UK focused training and motivational package is needed. Third, is the use of technology, a heralded element of the campaign. Labour needs a mechanism through its website where anyone, anywhere can offer help - not just canvassing but resources like a car or logistics support. This could develop with Socialist Societies for example, such as SERA adding environmental campaigns attracting volunteers interested in such areas. Crucially, it could break down barriers and direct help to most needed locations. 

Above, all what the success of the Obama campaign has shown is the benefits of renewing Labour’s roots as a mass campaigning movement. 

