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Arriving in the final stages of one of the most eagerly anticipated elections in history was nothing you could have been prepared for. We had been told that this was a ‘bellweather state’, that if we won Ohio we would be on our way to the White House, so anticipation was high. However if we thought we were in for a shock this was nothing compared to the reaction of local volunteers who couldn’t quite believe their eyes when 80 raring to go Brits arrived on their doorsteps five days before the election. 
Of course we weren’t the only visitors on the campaign trail in Ohio. People from across the country had travelled up from relatively safe states such California and New York to the crucial battlegrounds where the election would be won. Our driver John was from New York and in 2004 he had gone to bed early thinking the election was in the bag but instead found himself waking up to four more years of George W Bush. He was determined this time would be different. Taking leave from his new job he made the 700 odd mile journey from his home state only just making it back in time to cast his ballot on November 4th.  

As with most other traditional campaigns, the last few days were focused on getting out the vote – or GOTV. However, unlike most other traditional campaigns this was one that had broken the mould to become something bigger than just the party and even Barack Obama himself. What was the secret of its success? The internet. Now that’s not to say the internet was the making of this campaign but rather it allowed an effective political message to be heard loud and clear. Democracy was now being played out online. 

Across Ohio, the campaign was utilising technology to help mobilise the troops. Alongside the internet, text messaging was a key element of the campaign. Once people had signed up to numerous national, state and local websites, they were being sent information on nearly a daily basis and were even privy to key announcements before the media. In August, Obama had announced his vice presidential nominee via text message telling supporters he wanted them to be the first to know who would be joining him on the ticket. 

Today the internet is fast catching up with more traditional forms on media as the most desirable and trusted place to find news. In the US, a recent poll carried out in the aftermath of the presidential elections found that the majority of Americans considered the internet their most reliable news source. Online communities and message boards allow you to spread your message via a community of like minded individuals without the bias conventional media sometimes holds. The success of news websites such as The Huffington Post in the run up to the election in the US was a clear indication that people didn’t just want to rely on age-old television and print media to tell them what was going on; they wanted the news as it happened and they want to be part of the conversation. 

The UK political blogosphere pales in comparison to its American counterpart. There’s not just a need to balance the debate on the web but for a rebuttal strategy to be in pace to counter those blogging against progressive ideas. Very early on the Obama team found that they needed to avoid becoming a victim of their own success on the web and by June had launched an internet ‘war room’. This was a rapid response unit set up so the campaign could respond immediately to untruths as they appeared. 

Growing and nurturing a network of advocates is important for any campaign but using online tools allows you empower those volunteer and activists to go that extra mile. In Ohio, we saw volunteers being able to download all the essential tools they needed to allow them to ring Democrats and Independents in their local area from home, helping to register new supporters and organise activities in their local area. As well providing the mybarackobama.com site for volunteers to gather these tools, the campaign also encouraged many independent forums and blogs to support the work of the campaign. 

This organic growth of social and viral media was witnessed everywhere from Facebook to individual web blogs giving the campaign the technological edge it needed to win. Obama’s message of hope and change was a simple one and the internet allowed him to speak to an electorate that otherwise would have felt they were just spectators in this election.

Though no situation is ever the same there are numerous lessons that can be learned from the Obama campaign to help Labour win a fourth term. The Conservatives are already trying to imitate the Democrats online and we need to make sure we don’t end up playing catch up. The right message can go ten times further when coupled with the right methods of communication. 

Proving any of this wasn’t just a campaign gimmick, one of Obama’s first acts as President-elect was to record his first weekly Democratic address online; and as if you would have expected anything less. 

(Poll refered to is the Independent Film Channel and Zogby International poll, November 2008)

