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2004 DOC. #8: Election Campaign Web Sites

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Getting your face in front of the public — that’s the challenge for non-incumbent candidates. One hundred
years ago railroads gave candidates access to the voters across the country through “whistle stop cam-
paigns.” In the 1930s radio allowed candidates to reach into the homes of millions of citizens across the
United States. In the middle of the twentieth century the new medium of television transformed the polit-
ical landscape. By 1960 a candidate that did not project well over TV had little chance of becoming pres-
ident. TV commercials became a primary campaign technique to influence voters. Candidates who could
not raise huge sums of money to produce slick commercials and buy airtime on major networks had lit-
tle chance of making it to the White House.

Today a new form of mass media is transforming how we communicate. Only 18 million U.S. citizens
were using the Internet in 1995. By 2000 that number had grown nearly ten fold to more than 160 mil-
lion. At first it was primarily college students and faculty, youth and the wealthy that were logging on,
but by 2004 approximately two-thirds of Americans were online regularly.

The Internet is a deep departure from previous communication forms. Like radio and books, television
is a linear medium in which the viewer follows a prescribed “text” from beginning to end with the only
option being that of tuning out. The web allows users to move from place to place, to jump around and
to choose their own unique sequence of sources and content. In addition to being nonlinear, the Internet
is also interactive, allowing the user to give feedback, ask questions, and even participate in the conver-
sation. Finally the web is very decentralized, not only in who can put up web sites but also in how users
access information. Television is pumped into hundreds of millions of homes, delivering an ever-growing
but still limited choice of content. Web users choose what web sites to “pull in” from an almost limitless
series of choices. As a result, TV news tends to cater to a relatively broad market while web sites typi-
cally target a smaller group of users with very specific needs and often very defined political views. As
TV becomes more web-like, offering greater choices of content and timing through HDTV and digital
devices like TiVo, presidential candidates will need to adapt their messages even more specifically to a
growing list of target audiences. The Internet will drive the micro-marketing of presidential candidates.

In this lesson you will study excerpts from the Bush website titled “Values” and the Kerry web site titled
“People of Faith.” As you read these excerpts pay particular attention to the ways in which each candi-
date defines “our values” and to whom the websites might be attempting to reach as a target audience.

> Distribute the student worksheets. Have students
work individually or in pairs.

> Discuss their answers using the separate Teacher
Answer Guide provided with the student handout.
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FURTHER QUESTIONS

How might you use the Internet to research a candidate’s positions
on moral issues?

Should a candidate’s religion or spiritual beliefs play a part in an
election? Why or why not?

A survey by the Pew Research Center in
January 2004 showed a large difference
across age groups in the use of the
Internet for learning about candidates
and campaigns. Here is an excerpt from
that report (see more complete chart on
the unit Overview).

Where Americans of Different Ages Regularly
Learn about the Candidates and Campaigns
(percent reporting using each source)
Source: Pew Research Center, Jan 11, 2004

Age Group
Media Source 18-29 30-49 50+
Internet 20 16 7
Web Sites of
News Organizations 15 13 8
ISP News Pages
(e.g., AOL, Yahoo) 15 13 5

~

CONNECTIONS
(see thematic listing)

Reaching Voters

ADDITIONAL INFO

Issues of religious faith and moral values
may have played a decisive role in the
election of 2004. President Bush made a
successful effort to reach out to Protestant
Evangelical voters and to non-Protestant
voters who were deeply rooted in their
faith. Kerry was perceived as a secular
candidate rather than as a man of faith
and, though Catholic by background, he
actually lost to Bush among Catholic vot-
ers (Ceaser and Busch 138). Bush won
overwhelmingly among Protestant voters,
among those who attended church weekly,
and among those who felt that moral val-
ues were the most important issue.

In the 2004 campaign weblogs such as the
Republican’s “D-bunker” site were used as
quick response opportunities to getin front
of anticipated criticism. Liberal groups like
MoveOn.org and the Center For American
Progress (CAP) countered the Republican
blogs with their own regularly updated
websites.  The authors of A/l the
President’s Spin argue that blogs can bring
voters directly into the discussion by
enabling diverse voices to be heard
beyond the offerings of mainstream media.
They also point out that the Internet may
be able to serve a watchdog role by letting
journalists know that untruths and spin will
often be named by those outside the media
establishment (Fritz, Keefer and Nyhan
250).




