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THE ROLE OF ONLINE SOCIAL NETWORKING  
IN THE 2008 DEMOCRATIC PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARY CAMPAIGNS 

 
 

Abstract 

Many claim that the novel use of online social networking websites, such as 

Facebook, as political campaign tools have made politicians—and politics in general—

more available to traditionally hard-to-reach demographics, such as the American youth. 

How did these sites contribute to the campaigns in the months leading up to the 2008 

presidential primaries? Through interviews with campaign leaders and a survey of 

Facebook users, this paper examines whether social networking sites enhanced political 

engagement, expanded the campaigns’ reach to traditionally ignored audience groups, 

and increased the interactivity between the campaigns and voters. The results show that 

the two groups of respondents disagreed about the extent to which theses sites spurred 

political involvement, and their ability to reach audiences traditionally known as difficult 

to reach. Both groups agreed that the sites enhanced dialogue and candidate accessibility.  
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THE ROLE OF ONLINE SOCIAL NETWORKING  
IN THE 2008 DEMOCRATIC PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARY CAMPAIGNS 

 
 

Introduction 

Candidates running for the Democratic Party nomination for president in the 2008 

primary election are using online social networking websites (SNS), such as MySpace 

and Facebook, to boost their social capital and to help win votes. This is the first election 

year that such high-profile candidates have used this type of website to this extent as a 

campaign tool.  During the most recent presidential election in 2004, these websites were 

not nearly as sophisticated or popular as they are today. Candidate profiles on these sites 

are attracting hundreds of thousands of “friends,” people whom the campaigns hope will 

help their candidate win the Democratic nomination.  

It is likely that using SNS for political purposes can boost a candidate’s social 

capital. That is, it can create a connected and expanded network of supporters that can 

help the candidate win an election. Scholars say social capital enables people to establish 

relationships for the purpose of generating intangible and tangible benefits in the short or 

long term.1 

SNSs allow users to “articulate and make visible their social networks”2 (Article 

11). They also serve to bring people together; either as a forum to meet new people or to 

stay connected within their existing social networks. Users join other users’ networks as 

“friends,” and are able to view a “friend’s” profile, which reveals that person’s likes, 

dislikes, other friends, and other socially pertinent information. Users can also send 

electronic messages to each other, post notices of events, and even share music and 

video. 
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Some sites are targeted toward specific ethnic, religious, political or identity-

driven groups. Sites, such as MySpace and Facebook, are geared toward the general 

population with general interests, though groups often segregate themselves even if that 

is not the site’s intention.3 

The first SNS was launched in 1997. SixDegrees.com allowed people to create 

profiles, list their friends and browse profiles. This site was the first to combine these 

features on a website, and while it attracted millions of users, it was unsustainable and 

was shut down in 2000. Its founder said the site was “ahead of its time.”4 

Perhaps it was. From then on, SNSs flooded the Internet, including Ryze.com and 

Cyworld in 2001; Friendster in 2002; LinkedIn, Couchsurfing, Tribe.net, Last.FM, and 

more in 2003; Flickr, Facebook (Harvard), Multiply, aSmallWorld, Huves and more in 

2004; Yahoo! 360, YouTube, Xanga, Bebo, Cyworld (China), Facebook (high school and 

everyone) and more in 2005; and Facebook (corporate), QQ, Windows Live Spaces, 

Twitter, Cyworld (U.S.) and MyChurch in 2006.5 

In 2002, Friendster rose quickly to the top of the social networking hierarchy, but 

fake profiles and usage restrictions began to cause problems. MySpace came in to pick up 

the slack. In 2003, MySpace was launched in Santa Monica, Calif., to compete with 

Friendster and to attract “estranged Friendster users” (Article 11).6 The site grew rapidly 

and added new features that users could attach to their profiles, such as music, and the 

ability to personalize profiles. Teenagers flocked to MySpace to “connect with their 

favorite bands.” They encouraged their friends to join, and their demographic became a 

distinct population on the site. 
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In July 2005, News Corp., owned by media mogul Rupert Murdoch, bought 

MySpace for $580 million. The purchase triggered much media attention, and the site 

began to face legal charges regarding sexual predation by users.  

Facebook, created by and initially used as a dating and social site for Harvard 

students, came on the SNS scene in early 2004. It soon grew to support other colleges and 

universities, though its spread was limited in that users had to have a university e-mail 

address to join. A year later, Facebook expanded to include high school students and then 

opened itself to the general public in 2006. It is now one of the most popular SNSs in the 

United States. 

There is no reliable data showing how many people use social networking sites, 

though research has shown that they are growing in popularity around the world.7 

Channels of Political Communication 

The way American politicians communicate their messages to potential voters has 

varied over time, generally following technological trends. 

First, information came through newspapers as early as the 1700s in the American 

colonies. When radio was introduced in the 1920s, it gave politicians a new, more 

instantaneous way to communicate with the public. In 1920, radio delivered the first 

Harding-Cox election results.8 Later, President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s first Fireside 

Chat radio address on March 12, 1933 transformed the political culture.9 

Next came television, which truly revolutionized the way people received 

information. It also changed the way politicians conducted their campaigns, as they now 

literally faced the nation while they spoke. 
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Today there is the Internet, which provides a more interactive approach to 

political communication. Candidates can not only receive constituent feedback through e-

mail and SNSs, they can also give direct, personalized communication to the general 

public. 

The use of SNSs also provides candidates with a free, or relatively cheap, way of 

political advertising. Instead of spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on a 30-second 

TV spot, a campaign can set up a free MySpace profile and advertise its message 

electronically. 

Of course, SNSs have not replaced traditional forms of media advertising in the 

political realm. Candidates continue to spend a large portion of their campaign budgets 

on television, radio and newspaper ads, as well as direct marketing to potential voters. 

However, SNSs may prove to be a valuable tool in reaching young voters, as many of 

them turn to the Internet and these SNS as primary sources for information. 

The idea of “push” versus “pull” advertising could be an effective strategy in the 

Internet age, when many actively seek specific news or information from their computers 

rather than by sitting back and receiving whatever information comes to them through 

their television and radio sets, newspapers, and magazines. 

The innovation that SNSs provide is their ability to make campaigns interactively 

communicate with supporters and potential supporters. But what effects do these sites 

have on campaigns? The answer to this question will decide whether they will become 

commonplace as a communication tool for candidates. 

Literature Review 
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Wellman10 says that “when computer networks link people as well as machines, 

they become social networks” (p. 214). According to Adler and Kwon (year), social 

capital has a variety of definitions in multiple fields, one of which is that it is the 

goodwill that is engendered by the fabric of social relations that can be mobilized to 

facilitate action.11 Coleman (year)12 calls social capital a common set of expectations, a 

set of shared values, and a sense of trust among people. Putnam (1993), one of the fathers 

of social capital theory, defines social capital as “the features of social organization, such 

as trust, norms and networks that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating 

coordinated actions” (p. 167).13 Internet use increases social capital, especially in a 

community that is now connected by a mixture of online and offline interactions 

(Müller14, year; Rheingold, year;15 and Wellman, year)16. Online SNSs, according to 

Ellison, Steinfeld and Lampe (2007), support the “maintenance of existing social ties and 

the formation of new connections” (Article 1).17 

Wellman (2001)18 found that Internet use increases participatory capital, including 

political participation. Using 2002 figures, Horrigan 19 observed that of the 90 million 

Americans who use the Internet to get information from a group (2002 figures), 22 

percent are members of a political group. In fact, he says the Internet may be drawing in a 

segment of the population to politics that may not have been tied to civic activities 

before. His research showed that young people are turning to the Internet as an outlet for 

community activity, and a major draw for young people to online communities is “to 

connect many to groups that help foster civic engagement ” (p. 6). In fact, 97 percent of 

all 9- to 17-year-olds use the Internet.20 Cachiaa, et al. (year)21 argues that online social 

networks are a means for a “collective intelligence” that would have a large impact on the 
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future, in this case, the political sphere. Also, a Harvard study (author, year) showed that 

34 percent of Facebook users and 16 percent of MySpace users between the ages of 18 

and 29 years old have used these social networking sites in “the promotion of a political 

candidate, event or idea” (p. number).22 

Oshyn and Wang (2007)23 predict that the youth turnout in the 2008 elections will 

be larger than ever and will have an “unprecedented impact on the campaigns and 

electoral outcomes.” They cite studies that conclude that voting becomes habitual. So if 

young voters—a so-called gold mine demographic for candidates—are enticed into 

politics, it is more likely they will continue to vote in future elections. They report a June 

2007 poll showing that 92 percent of 19- to 29-year-olds said they are “almost certain” 

they will vote in the 2008 elections.24 

Since younger people tend to frequent these SNSs, it is likely that these sites are 

engaging younger people in political activity. In fact, some users too young to vote may 

even be able to express their political viewpoint through these sites. This gives candidates 

an advantage in energizing and informing an untapped demographic as well as reaching 

out to citizens who may not be able to vote in the upcoming election, but will in the 

future. These observations lead to the first hypothesis: 

H1: The participatory nature of social networking websites will 
encourage users who are not very politically active to become more 
politically engaged. 
 
Many campaign leaders and scholars cite Howard Dean’s 2004 Presidential 

Primary campaign as the launching point for the Internet as a grassroots volunteer 

recruitment and fundraising tool. Dean’s campaign was “unprecedented” and created a 

“genuinely interactive campaign website”25 (p. 121). Since 2004, much has changed, and 
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the Internet has become ubiquitous in American householdsSNSs also have ballooned in 

usage in the past few years. Facebook, launched in 2004, has approximately 48 million 

users and receives 40 billion page views a month.26 Facebook’s rival, MySpace, was also 

launched in 2004. 

Creating a MySpace or a Facebook profile is easy, and it’s free; which makes it 

ideal for candidates in this election, who are also involved in a seemingly perpetual race 

for money. While a commercial advertiser will spend about 7 percent of its media budget 

on online ads, a candidate will spend only about 1 percent. Politicians are using their web 

savvy for “raising contributions and engaging activists, as well as leveraging social-

networking platforms like Facebook and YouTube.” 27 

Each Democratic candidate running for the Democratic nomination in this 

election has a presence on several SNSs—the most prominent being Facebook, MySpace 

and YouTube. Campaigns have hired new media staff to manage candidate profiles on 

these sites. A candidate’s profile content includes personal aspects of the candidate, blogs 

from the candidate, photos, and a sense of interpersonal communication between the 

candidate and his or her “friends.” The pages also have links a person can click on to 

donate money or help with the campaign. 

Oshyn and Wang (2007)28 found that the campaigns are trying to attract and 

inspire young voters “whose lives are so inseparable from these mediums” (p. number). 

This effort, according to several polls, may be paying off.29 A Harvard poll showed that 

the best way to contact 18- to 24-year-olds who responded to the poll was by the Internet. 

Facebook came behind e-mail as the main mode of communication for those enrolled in a 

college or university, while MySpace came in second for those who were not enrolled.30 
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According to a report by MC Marketing Charts (2007), the widest users of 

Facebook are 18- to 24-year-olds, as well as 35-year-olds and older.31  

These sites have been used before for political purposes, but never at this level. At 

the close of the 2006 campaign season, Williams and Gulati32 (year), looking at the use of 

Facebook as a way of gaining publicity, campaign contributions and votes, found that 

candidates for U.S. Senate, governorships and the U.S. House of Representatives were 

utilizing the site more and more. Twenty-five percent of Senate candidates, including 

Sen. Hillary Clinton, who is running for the Democratic Presidential nomination and has 

profiles on multiple SNSs, began to use Facebook and garnered a following online. Fifty 

percent of the gubernatorial candidates used Facebook. The majority of the candidates 

using Facebook were Democrats.33 

The use of SNSs by presidential hopefuls in this election has taken the technique 

to a new high. In an unintentional test, moments following satirical comedian Stephen 

Colbert’s phony bid for the White House, a supporter launched his political profile on 

Facebook, hoping to get 1 million supporters—piggybacking on candidate Barack 

Obama’s quest to attract that many on his profile. It took just longer than one week for 

his profile to acquire this number of supporters.34 Obama’s, on the other hand—leading 

in the number of online supporters among all Democratic candidates—has just 158,000 

on Facebook as of early November 2007.35 

“The candidates’ percentage of support within the Facebook community often 

tracks their level of support in pre-election public opinion polls” (p. number)36 

Williams and Gulati37 say candidates should not expect SNSs to have much of an 

impact on the election’s outcome, however. But if a candidate continues to “engage their 
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supporters after the election is over,” they will promote a “genuine sense of community 

among them”38 (p. number). 

This leads to the second hypothesis:  

H2: Social networking sites increase candidates’ social capital by 
reaching out to a traditionally ignored demographic.  
 
In terms of new technology, if the last presidential election in 2004 was about 

candidate websites and blogs, such as Howard Dean’s online grassroots approach to his 

campaign, then this election is about SNSs.39 

Josh Levy of Tech President40 (a blog organized by the Personal Democracy 

Forum, which tracks the way candidates are using the Web in the 2008 election), agrees: 

“The role of the Internet in general is front and center of this campaign in a way that it 

hasn’t been in previous campaigns. Social networking is part of that, as is video and 

blogging. There was no YouTube in 2004; this is a very new thing. Blogging was a big 

part of the Howard Dean campaign. Take a look back at the Howard Dean campaign and 

how the Internet has changed since then” (interview).  

SNSs have a greater reach among traditionally ignored potential voters in that the 

main users are college-aged and typically the demographic with the lowest voter turnout. 

Candidates are using webcasts, blogs, live chats as for a even for debates. These 

sites allow candidates to seem more accessible and, in fact, appear more “real” to the 

average social networking site user. Thus, it can be hypothesized that:  

H3: Social networking sites are being used as a prominent political 
campaign tool in the 2008 presidential primary election because they 
increase dialogue and candidate accessibility. 
 
It will take a while to fully analyze the implications of these sites on the 2008 

election. Further monitoring of the role of these sites and comparison with voter 
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turnout—especially of the youth vote—in both the primary and general elections will be 

needed. It will also be interesting to look at the next major election—possibly the mid-

term congressional election campaigns—to see if a new technology has supplanted the 

SNSs as the best way to reach new voters. 

Methodology 

To fully understand the reasoning behind the use of SNSs in the 2008 Democratic 

primary election, it was necessary to solicit the opinion of campaign managers and actual 

site users. Data for this study were gathered by first conducting telephone and face-to-

face interviews with campaign managers using a structured questionnaire. Then, a non-

probability online survey of those who access SNSs was conducted.  Both data collection 

methods were conducted during October and November 2007, prior to the first contest of 

the long primary season: the Iowa Caucuses on Jan. 3, 2008. 

After reviewing both parties’ candidates’ websites, it was clear that the Democrats 

had a more sophisticated approach to utilizing SNSs, suggesting that they considered the 

sites more as a viable campaign tool than those who run the Republican campaigns. As 

such, only representatives and campaign managers of Democratic Party candidates were 

interviewed. They were campaign strategists for, Barack Obama, John Edwards, Chris 

Dodd, Mike Gravel, Joe Biden and Dennis Kucinich. Campaign staffers contacted from 

the Hillary Clinton and Bill Richardson camps declined to participate. 

The campaign staff members were asked why they chose to use SNSs, how 

effective they deemed these sites in achieving their particular campaign goals, and how 

heavily they rely on the sites as a campaign tool.   
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To determine the reaction of audience members, a descriptive online survey was 

conducted. This was done by creating a Facebook profile called “Political Survey” that 

was posted to each of the eight candidate profile “walls” as a link (anyone who is a 

“friend” can write messages or post clips on these walls). A link on the walls of the eight 

support groups on Facebook that corresponded with each of the candidates’ Facebook 

profiles was also posted. The support groups were selected because they had the largest 

number of supporters for each corresponding candidate: “Hillary Clinton 2008,” “Barack 

(One Million Strong for Barack),” “Edwards 2008,” “America for Bill Richardson,” 

“Chris Dodd for President,” “Mike Gravel 2008,” “Delaware Senator Joe Biden for 

President,” and “Dennis Kucinich for President in 2008.” 

The survey asked questions about how each person came across the site and why 

they chose to visit it, how politically active or involved they considered themselves to be, 

how many candidate “friends” they had, and what they consider to be their primary 

source of  political information. A total of 300 responses were received over a period of 

two weeks. 

Results and Discussion 

The Sample 

The campaign offices for each of the eight candidates identified the employees 

involved with the candidate’s networking sites who were interviewed for this study. Six 

of the eight campaign teams participated (Hillary Clinton’s and Bill Richardson’s 

campaigns did not return requests for an interview). The interviewees were: Jennifer 

Lucas for the Sen. Joe Biden campaign, Press Secretary Taylor West for the Chris Dodd 

campaign, Iowa Field Manager Camden Ackerman for the John Edwards campaign, 
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Director of Social Networking Deborah Petri for the Mike Gravel campaign, 

Communications Director Sharon Minetta for the Dennis Kucinich campaign, and Iowa 

Deputy Press Secretary Gannet Tseggai for the Barack Obama campaign.  

Three hundred Facebook users responded to the survey questionnaire posted 

online. A large majority (70.24%) said they learned about the candidate’s profile on the 

site from other Internet Web pages. Ten percent came across the profile from their 

involvement with political organizations. A small percentage (7.03%) knew about the 

profile from friends. 

Of the 300 respondents, ___ were registered U.S. voters, a large majority of 

whom (78,53%) intends to vote in the primary and the general elections. Not all visitors 

to the sites were American citizens; because of this, 6 percent of the respondents could 

not vote.  

A little less than half of the sample (45.48%) considered themselves “above 

average” in terms of their involvement with politics, while close to 22% report they are 

“extremely involved” in it. Another 12% report average involvement. The rest were 

“somewhat involved” or have “very little involvement” with political topics. 

A majority (72%) say they get most of their political information from 

newspapers and other print media, 48.13% refer mostly to their candidate’s websites, and 

close to 30% say they get most of their political news from other people.   

The survey and the interviews gave different results for two of the three 

hypotheses posed.  

H1: The social networking websites will encourage users who are not very politically 
active to become more politically engaged. 
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The campaign staff interviews generated statements that supported the hypothesis 

that SNSs contribute to political participation. Most of them indicate that their 

candidate’s profiles on these sites have led to high levels of involvement in terms of 

discussions and support. Taylor West, press secretary for the Chris Dodd campaign in 

Iowa, explains that “because the traditional methods of campaigning, such as TV, are not 

enough, new ways, such as setting up a Facebook profile, help us keep up with a 

demographic group most likely to use it.”  

Several campaign representatives mentioned using the sites to reach out to young 

people or to a demographic that is connected online. The Edwards campaign, however, 

claimed it was mainly targeting people who were already established voters.  Despite 

this, the sites had been extremely effective as a communication tool as they were able to 

post video clips on speeches and issues that had not previously received much press 

attention, and helped the campaign receive a lot of voter feedback. 

Kucinich’s representative said the campaign is very “tech savvy,” and uses the 

Internet as a way to not only connect with established supporters, but also to reach out to 

those who may not “be on their mailing list” but are online. As a lower-tier candidate, 

Kucinich has not received much attention in the mainstream media, so his campaign staff 

uses SNSs and other Internet tools to disseminate his message. 

Obama’s campaign, which has had the most support of any candidate on 

Facebook and MySpace as tracked by TechPresident.com, has used Facebook to 

“mobilize and energize” supporters, “not just young people. It has helped to bring people 

into the political process.” 
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The survey of site users, however, yielded a different result. A little more than 

half of the survey respondents (56.15%) felt their level of political activity or awareness 

had not changed (or has stayed the same) after browsing or supporting candidates on 

Facebook. About 17% reported site used had not changed the extent to which they are 

involved in politics. Only close to a third of the respondents (27.01%) did feel as if 

Facebook increased their level of political activity or awareness. Still, most considered 

themselves moderately to highly politically active, and planned to vote in the election 

anyway, regardless of their involvement with the Facebook sites. 

Considering the disparity in responses, this hypothesis received only partial 

support. 

H2: Social networking sites increase candidates’ social capital by reaching 
out to a traditionally ignored demographic.  
 

Campaign representatives agree that their sites show great potential to improve 

their candidate’s social capital by expanding the campaign’s reach to often ignored 

audience segments. According to Kucinich’s representative, their “big goal is to reach as 

many people as possible,” and using the Internet has been proving a successful tool in 

this regard. “People want to feel more involved,” she said. “They want to react to things, 

and hopefully that gets them inspired to go out and be part of the campaign.” 

Taylor West, Iowa press secretary for Dodd, reports the campaign has “turned to 

Facebook because of the kind of people who tend to use them. It is geared toward 

younger people and volunteers as well. We have expected that the Facebook profile will 

establish a support base as well as get people out on Caucus Day to go and caucus. We’ve 

been looking for all ways to get younger people involved, and Facebook is one of them. 
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This age group may not read newspapers, but they’re sure to have a Facebook profile, 

and we must make sure we’re keeping up rapidly with them.”   

Jennifer Lucas of the Biden campaign agreed, “Since this is a new way of 

attracting potential voters, it is good to have an online presence. Younger people are more 

interested in using such a medium, and it’s a good way of getting them involved.”  

The Obama campaign has been known for its efforts to reach a large youth 

audience. Obama’s representative explained why: “Ever since the campaign started, 

we’ve made it a point to always be ready with resources for reaching out to young 

people. This helps to educate them more about dominant policy issues and other topics. 

It’s a great tool for education and participation. It’s a helpful role, but I wouldn’t say it is 

the primary one. It helps to supplement other forms of advertisement.” 

Several campaigns also commented they take advantage of the fact that Facebook 

profiles was completely free. Sharon Manitta, communications director for the Kucinich 

campaign, said, “We want to get to people in a way we might not be able to because we 

don’t have the big money to do advertising. One thing is that we can send out messages 

quickly.” 

Gravel’s campaign, which is not well-funded like those of Obama, Edwards or 

Clinton, has chosen to use these SNSs because of “affordability, accessibility and 

effectiveness.” His online supporters set up his Facebook profile, and since then have 

used it as a grassroots tool to inform the public about the candidate’s stance on issues in 

the wider debate. His representative said Gravel’s supporters coordinated an effort on the 

social networking sites to get Gravel included in the Nov. 15, 2007 CNN candidate 
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debate from which he had been excluded because he had not raised the $1 million 

required to grant him entrance. 

Again, in this case, the survey results contradict the more optimistic views of 

campaign managers.  A majority of the respondents (68%) claim they already consider 

themselves to be more politically active than the average person. It appears, therefore, 

that those who spend time on these candidate profiles do not belong to the “traditionally 

ignored demographic” these sites can ostensibly reach. Instead, the sites gain the attention 

of those who are politically active and likely to vote. 

While a great majority of the respondents said they planned to vote for a 

presidential candidate in the 2008 primary and general election, it is not clear who they 

will vote for. Many also report they were “friends” with more than one Democratic 

candidate, especially the top-ranking candidates in the polls: Obama, Clinton and 

Edwards. These results make it unclear, therefore, whether site use, in this case, has 

indeed improved a candidates’ profile by reaching out to voters with non-traditional 

demographic characteristics.  

Again, this hypothesis is only partially supported. 

H3: Social networking sites increase dialogue and candidate accessibility. 
 

There is no disagreement among the campaign staffers that the sites enhance 

dialogue and candidate accessibility. John Edward’s campaign in Iowa stresses the value 

of these sites in performing this function: “After Dean’s success with the Internet, it is a 

tool that we can’t ‘not use’ anymore. So many people are using it that we just can’t 

ignore it and we have to do what we can to use it. Also, it’s a great form of free 

advertisement.”  
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Mike Gravel’s team also predicts that social networking websites will continue to 

play a significant role in future campaigns: “The public is now able to actively participate 

in educating and promoting candidates and issues rather than the passive role that 

traditional media allowed. I predict a huge upheaval of the status quo, with corporate- 

backed candidates losing the automatic credibility that mainstream media used to provide 

them, and the rise of strong issue-based candidates able to rely upon word of mouth.”  

As far as these managers are concerned, it seems that the use of social networking 

sites, and especially the Internet as a campaign tool, is here to stay. Perhaps Dennis 

Kucinich’s campaign said it best: “These are very new tools, but I think they are here to 

stay in some form. I think this is just another way that the Internet has changed the way 

we campaign and interact with each other. There’s more interaction; while we can’t 

answer every question, it’s something that just makes us think about things and react to 

them immediately. It’s more labor intensive, which is something people may not have 

thought of, but we think it’s [worth it].” 

These findings are in consonance with the views of survey respondents. To about 

40% of them, social networking sites serve as a major source of political information 

despite the fact that a majority still relies heavily on the print media for political news. 

That most of the respondents (70%) found the Facebook profile from the candidate’s 

official website also attest to the ability of the sites to produce multiplier effects. These 

potent capabilities indicate that SNSs are here to stay and will be used and improved 

upon in future elections. 

Thus, the interview and survey results support the third hypothesis.  

Conclusion 
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Interview responses show that campaign managers learn lessons from past 

campaigns, including how to effectively deploy Internet websites to achieve their 

objectives. According to their reports, they have built upon Howard Dean’s 

groundbreaking use of the Internet for grassroots organizing and fundraising in his 2004 

bid for the Democratic nomination.  

But the Internet has changed much since 2004, and SNSs, such as Facebook, 

MySpace, YouTube and Flickr, are a part of everyday use for many Americans. As a 

political tool, SNSs allow a campaign to conduct a more interactive form of 

communication with supporters and potential supporters, and offer campaigns more 

direct feedback on issues important to voters. The campaign managers interviewed 

believe these sites can increase democratic participation and transparency—ideals that 

have been obscured in traditional advertising and lack of access to candidates. 

The interviewees were very positive toward the use of SNSs as a campaign tool. It 

is clear from their responses that this form of communication in a political campaign is a 

good way for both supporters and candidates to express their views and receive 

immediate feedback. The interactive nature of these sites helps inform users as well as 

campaigns. The campaign representatives also saw the medium as a good way of 

reaching out to younger voters. The sites and the Internet, in general, enabled “grassroots 

activism to step up a level.” The Internet is a place where people can connect on many 

levels, and from that “things can expand exponentially.” 

While the two sets of samples in this study agree on this aspect, campaign staffers 

and site users showed disparate views regarding the sites’ ability to enhance political 

participation, and reach voter segments with non-traditional demographic characteristics. 
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The majority of those who responded to the survey questionnaire consider 

themselves already politically active and are likely to participate in the primary and 

general elections. Only close to a third of the respondents (27.01%) did feel as if 

Facebook increased their level of political activity or awareness. These findings suggest 

that the SNS are being used more actively by those who are diligent voters and are 

already engaged in politics, characteristics that are different from voters many consider as 

hard to reach.  

Clearly, the campaign managers were more optimistic than the actual SNS users 

in assessing the impact of site use on the campaigns.  

The views of campaign managers suggest that SNSs as a campaign tool are here 

to stay. It is safe to say that more candidates will use SNS in their campaigns as the 

technology continues to improve. For candidates who have less money to buy traditional 

advertising, SNSs are a good way to get messages into the public sphere without 

depleting resources. 

Future studies in this area could analyze election results and attempt to link voter 

turnout with use of social networking sites. Others could look at the differences in the 

way candidates employ Internet-based campaign tools. Researchers should also attempt 

to examine knowledge gap effects as a consequence of SNS access and use.  
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