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I volunteered for both the Obama campaign and John Kerry’s bid in 2004, two contests which were wildly different. Whereas Kerry lacked charisma, a coherent message and was mistrusted by middle America, Barack Obama had swathes of charisma, a simple and piercing message and was backed by middle America in droves. 
However, the seeds of Obama’s victory were sown in Kerry’s defeat. In conversations following, the Democratic Party realised that to become an electoral force again it had to appeal to an electorate outside its base of northern and west coast blue-collar workers and liberals. Arguably, one of the main architects for Obama’s victory was Howard Dean, who implemented the 50 state-strategy of ensuring a Democratic presence throughout the entire country. This allowed the Obama campaign to mobilise many more volunteers than the McCain camp and undoubtedly was a significant reason for better than expected results in states such as Virginia and North Carolina. The Labour Party should consider how they can replicate this type of groundswell support in areas where its political base is threatened, such as the South East or South West. It should also look to resurrect the sadly now-often defunct Labour Clubs in town and city centres, places where the public can meet and socialise. 

One of the most striking aspects of American party politics compared to the UK is the former’s reliance on a high number of non-party affiliated volunteers. I would wager that the majority of the Obama campaign was made up of citizens not affiliated to the Democratic Party, a thought unthinkable in the UK where General Election campaigns are fought by active party members. Parties in the UK could never hope to sign up as many volunteers as Obama, partly because very few politicians, if any, could match his ability to appeal to and motivate ordinary citizens and partly because the UK does not have the culture of volunteering that the US has, where dedicating time to serving a social or political cause is more frequent. The Labour Party should however look at how it can harness the support of people who are broadly sympathetic to their aims but who do not wish to join the party. By signing up, perhaps on Labour’s website, as a supporter, people could register for what they would and wouldn’t like to get involved in, such as offering time to help canvass but only at election time or offering to help with the local office IT. Doing it would require a fundamental shift in the way that Constituency Labour Parties are run but I believe it is the only way to ensure that the Labour Party remains relevant to majority of people’s lives, rather than a small clique running the local party. 

  

Lessons should also be learnt from the way the Obama campaign used e-mail to spread its message and to fundraise. On the first issue, Obama e-mails announcing new policies or re-butting allegations were simple, accessible and to the point. In contrast, the general standard of e-mails sent to members and supporters by Labour is poor, with mails sometimes appearing condescending and simplistic. In terms of fundraising by e-mail, the Obama campaign was excellent at launching appeals for a specific fundraising objective, such as putting an attack on in more states. Labour should replicate this idea. How about sending an e-mail embedded with the Party’s new campaign poster, asking for donations so that the message can be displayed in 50 marginal seats? Or how about launching a funding drive to pay for 5 new regional organizers who will support candidates and parties at a local level. Party members and supporters would then at least be able to see where their donations are going and I believe it would undoubtedly encourage more donations. 

We should be wary about drawing too many comparisons between the Obama victory and the possibility of a Labour victory at the next General Election, not least because US and UK politics are so very different. I hope though that the Labour learns a critical lesson from what happenAmerica in terms of how it presents itself and communicates with the country as a whole.

