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Introduction

The 2009 European Parliament elections were thenslesince the introduction of
direct elections in 1979. The first four in the Were conducted using the first-past-
the-post system, but the last three have been enperty list proportional systefh.
Combined with electoral dealignment within Britigblitics (Butler and Stokes 1974,
Dunleavy and Husbands 1985), the introduction afesproportionality to the
electoral system has encouraged more representationgst some smaller parties.
For example, in 2004 of the 75 British sé&tsip for grabs on election night the
Conservatives and Labour only won 46, whereas iherél Democrats, United
Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP), The Green Péngy Scottish National Party
and Plaid Cymru all gained European representatior2009 this trend continued,
where of the 69 British seats, the big two panves only 39. Moreover, this masks
two very interesting developments. First, in seafi3 seats Labour were only equal
second with UKIP, with the Liberal Democrats (1)se behind. Second, for the
first time ever the far-right British National Pa(BNP) won representation at a
national as opposed to local level election, ga@rwo list-allocated seats. If such
results were mirrored in a UK General Election ¢hepuld be significant media
interest, but this is not necessarily the case ittopean Parliament elections.
Indeed, turnout in the UK is consistently lowerrttiae European average for every
election since 1979, and in Great Britain turneutm a downward trend from 37.6%
in 2004 to 34% in 2009, which is less than halfhafse who vote in General
Elections. As a second order election (Reif & Sithi®80; Tenscher & Maier,
2009), European Parliament contests appear to aenenited interest in Great

Britain.

At the same time, there has been growing interesingst party campaigners,

individual politicians, the media and other comna¢mts of the role of the Internet as
a communication channel during election campaighs.2009 European Parliament
elections is the third where the Internet has hesad (Gibson and Ward 2000; Lusoli



and Ward 2005). The first UK election with an Imietr presence was the 1997
General Election, where some of the party’s pravidevebsite (Ward & Gibson
1998). It was all fairly amateurish, and these sitels essentially provided
information: as electronic brochures they werergggng but of limited value.
Between 1997 and the 2001 General Election thesemaae experimentation of the
campaigning possibilities of the Internet. Theweswlightly more use of the Internet
by parties (Coleman 2001) and candidates (McCatBaxton 2001; Gibson and
Ward 2003) in the 2001 election. Although websitese still fairly static in content,
the parties did start to use them as resource gemetools (Gibsomrt al.2003), in
addition, the parties started to use email as aamefreaching audiences (Coleman
and Hall 2001). However, in 2001 the Internet'®iatimpact was marginal, and it
was primarily used to generate media coverageréthe to reach voters directly
(Ballinger 2002). In the run-up to the 2005 el@ctcommentators started to ask
whether the Internet would play a key role (Thonmp2605; Jackson 2006a). Whilst
the third election at which the Internet was preésikth see more of a role for the
technology this was very limited (Ward & Colemar030Stanyer 2005). The central
advance was the use of password protected entaitdisnobilise activists (Jackson
2006b). Nor was there much evidence of candidatbsutilising web technologies,
for example, at the time weblogs were growing gigantly in popularity, but they
played a very limited role (Jackson 2007; Stany$6}. This would suggest a very
gradual increase in campaigner’s interest in therhet, but this was transformed
after the 2008 U.S. Presidential campaign. Somamentators suggested that
Obama’s use of the Internet helped him win thetele¢Hamilton-Miller 2008;
Stirland 2008; Greengard 2009). It is no surptisetefore, that some UK politicians
are pontificating about the likely role of the Imitet in electioneering. For example,
Adam Afriyie, the Conservative party shadow spokespn on technology suggested
that "The next general election is likely to be stinmg of a technological
breakthrough” (Andrews 2009). Expectations ofrible the Internet may play at the

next General Election are high, but was this tree eaith the EP elections?

Given this interest in online communications, aedhpps equally that party strategies
are under less public and media scrutiny duringglEEtions when the contest tends to
be framed as a referendum on either the governarehe UK’s membership of the

European Union, the election could have been usedtesting ground. Innovations in
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communication can be risky under the spotlightroékection, therefore with this
contest having lesser importance for the majorityasties, notwithstanding the fact
that EP elections present an opportunity for mamad fringe parties to have an impact
due to low turnout, one would expect the Interndeature more strongly in the
campaign given this context and that it would rexchmore capital and manpower
investments that other on-the-ground communicatiodes may. In the run-up to the
2009 European Parliamentary elections the Intggretented two potential scenarios.
It might be the means by which more citizens becerwaved in a European
Parliament election campaign. Alternatively, gesaise by campaigners of the
Internet could lead to a more introverted campargere parties communicated more,
but with a very small already interested audiei¢e.will consider which of these
scenarios dominated in the 2009 European Parliaglection campaign. We will

first outline our conceptual framework for assegghe role and impact that the
Internet played. We will then outline our methamtpf to assess how the Internet was

used, and then we will evaluate the nature of tiverthet during this campaign.

Conceptual Framework

Considering the 2004 European Parliament elecaonsss 25 countries, Lusoli
(2005) suggested that three theoretical framewapkdied: normalisation versus
equalisation; information versus engagement; ankilmation versus reinforcement.
We refine Lusoli’'s framework for the 2009 electitmntake into account three factors.
First, Web 1.0 was the dominant, if not only apptoto the Internet, during the 2004
election. The introduction of Web 2.0 as a con¢€pReilly 2005) potentially
changes the relationship between the producer @msliner of online political
messages. Second, within a Web 2.0 context, teaets as engagement and
mobilisation appear to have a slightly differentamieg from that within Web 1.0.
Lusoli essentially equated engagement with interi&gt but we suggest that the
interface between the sender and receiver of aneoniessage can be further divided
to engagement and interaction. Moreover, mobibsabr Lusoli refers to the use of
the Internet to reach those not previously intexkgt politics. We suggest that the
evidence of the 2008 U.S. Presidential electidhas mobilisation as a concept
should focus on the use of the Internet to encauvagjtors to do something actively
for the party/candidate. Third, we assess whetltemlogy is an explanatory factor for

party sites using different online features andst@nd in particular how parties



devote online space to informing, engaging, intiamngavith and mobilising site
visitors. Finally we add a new concept, that ofspealisation, which reflects the
potentially sophisticated ways in which individeaindidates can use the Internet.
Our four part framework is, thereforgormalisationversusequalisation;information
versusinteractivity, engagementersusmobilisation party ideologyand

personalisation

Normalisation versus equalisation

The successful diffusion of any new technologyksly to lead to a discussion about
the impact of that new innovation on existing poweationships, within both society
and the body politic. Early optimists suggesteat the greater use of the Internet by
individual citizens would ‘level the playing fieldRheingold 1993; Stone 1996;
Bimber 1998). This equalisation hypothesis imptlieat existing power elites’
dominance was upheld by their greater access twatiional media, but the Internet
allowed other political actors to bypass the medhd speak to voters directly.
Initially, the equalisation hypothesis requiredyotilat smaller political parties were
more likely to have an Internet presence. Resdaashncreasingly focused not just
on whether such smaller political parties have bsite, but more importantly how
they use it. In particular, are smaller politiparties more likely to utilise the
interactive elements of Web 2.0 applications (Jaclkend Lilleker 2009a)? To assess
the equalisation hypothesis requires not just ilenty who has a website, but also

how they use it.

The normalisation hypothesis, however, suggestshiause within politics of any
technology merely reflects existing power relatidps (Bellamy and Raab 1999),
and so with the Internet there is ‘politics as UisiMargolis and Resnich 2000).
Therefore, existing political and electoral inedfies are reinforced, not undermined,
by the Internet (D’Alessio 1997; Agre 1998; Davi99). The access larger political
parties have to the traditional media offline, #imeir greater resources, drive more
traffic to their online presence. The normaligathypothesis implies that the larger
parties would be both the most likely to have aerimet presence, and that it would
be the most technically sophisticated.



A middle ground exists between these two approaeresbb and flow taking into
account country specific political cultures. Tiwidence for the normalisation
hypothesis has been provided in candidate-centredtces such as America,
whereas in party-centred countries, such as théhdkevidence suggests some
support for equalisation (Gibsah al.2002). Whilst the larger political parties do
tend to dominate online in the UK, the smaller jgarhave been able to use the
Internet to bypass the media. For example, inl889 European parliament elections
smaller parties made as sophisticated use ofwebsites as the larger parties(Gibson
and Ward 2000), and in the 2005 General Electioallemparties gained members,
secured some funds and directed activists in ansayally denied them (Jackson
2006b). Moreover, the evidence in ‘peace timéneen elections is that smaller
parties, though not their elected politicians, ragge likely to utilise the opportunities
provided by Web 2.0 applications (Jackson & LilleR609a & b). The ‘ebb and

flow’ approach requires a more subtle understandfrigpw political actors use the
Internet, taking into account what opportunitiegritvides them compared with other

political communication channels.

Hypotheses 1: All parties, independent of levelswgdport or previous electoral
standing, will offer equally sophisticated (in texiwf the overall feel and experience
offered) web presences given the opportunitiesnfiact within the context of an

European Parliament election.

Information versus interactivity

Researchers have consistently considered whetlhgcalaactors’ online presence is
merely content-led, or also seeks to develop loteyen relationships (Gibson and
Ward 2000; Rainie and Horrigan 2007). Where websiire essentially
informational, then the focus is on what messalgeparty or candidate wants to
impart. Hence, such websites are viewed merebnasvay communication
channels, and have been criticised for being ‘airhillboards’ (Sadnow and James
1999) designed to impart political information s@ashparty policies. The use of the
Internet in the UK at the previous two EP electienggested primarily informing as
the purpose for party and candidate websites (@il8s@ard 2000; Lusoli and Ward
2005). Whilst generally one-way content-driven sitds are criticised because they

do not fully utilise the opportunities the Interpeesents, there is some evidence that
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many visitors to websites primarily want just infation (Wardet al. 2005; Jackson
2008), and that it can shape their voting behavidalbert & McNeal 2003; Jackson
2008).

Interactivity is a contested concept, but O’Redl{2005) view of an architecture of
participation is placed at the core of Web 2.0 mpibns. As noted by Bimber and
Davis (2003) interactivity requires informationwifong in multiple directions, hence
we seek to identify whether two-way communicati®potentiated. Rafaeli (1988)
suggests that interaction requires participantotoverse in a linear and logical way,
and we suggest that this is a means of assesdling ameractivity. In an era of Web
1.0 applications there was limited evidence ofrext@vity during election campaigns
(Gibson and Ward 2000; Bowers-Bowen & Gunter 2Q@&oli and Ward 2005;
Coleman & Ward 2005). Theoretically the architeetof participation at the heart of
Web 2.0 encourages a richer experience betwedmosteand visitor, so that ideas and
opinions can be directly discussed through bloggugsion forums and social
networking sites (SNS). Such interactivity encoesathe visitor to interact both with

the host, but also potentially with other visitors.

Hypothesis 2: Party and candidate online presendksffer rich experiences that
combines information with engaging features, angoojunities for user-to-site and

user-to-user interactivity.

Engagement versus mobilisation

We suggest that the terms engagement and intatgdtave been intertwined, but
that whilst both are based upon two-way commurocatiney are subtly different.
Engagement played a key role in Obama’s 2008 UsXidential campaign in that it
used tools such as filesharing which made theorsigxperience more pleasant, and
they probably stayed on site longer. Thus engageonan be linked to the notion of
stickiness (Jackson 2003), and so features tha¢ makte experientially stimulating,
attractive and allow visitors to interact with feads such as click-thrus, sharing,
audiovisuals and interactive games come undehgasling. This reinforces the
distinction made by Jennifer Stromer-Galley (200diween interactivity as a
product, a low-level form of interaction with thigesthat shapes an experience, and

interactivity as process which mirrors conversagaod is thus redefined as



interactivity. Interactive features allow visitdsinteract in some way with the host
or other visitors, and offer the potential for tway or three-way participatory
dialogue (Lilleker & Malagon, 2010).

We also suggest that the traditional use of tha teobilisation may not be applicable
within a Web 2.0 era. Where Lusoli (2005) desaibeconceptual framework of
mobilisation, this meant then that it attractedstnpolitically interested offline, we
suggest that this term is better referred to teson where the party/candidate seeks
to mobilise visitors on their website. Such mdaition includes donating money,
joining a party and registering as a supportergagement is more likely to be used
to those visiting a party/candidate for the firstd, be it on- or off-line, but
mobilisation centres on the generation of resoufrces those already aware of the
party/candidate. We suggest visitors may be drama three stage process, from
being engaged in the site and so the host to ezmigtto receive further information,
and then finally to become a more active suppovi#ile clearly this will not be a
route taken by every visitor, this would be an Idead so engagement and

mobilisation should be key functions of party weédsiduring elections.

Hypothesis 3: Parties and candidates will use thebsites to engage with visitors,
and attempt to mobilise them into supporting thetivaly either online or offline

and pledging support at the ballot box.

Ideology

In theory party ideology not only shapes policyt &lso the nature and modes of
communication. Given the more communal and pasioiry ethos of social
democratic parties there is an expectation forehegprovide more engaging
interactive websites, while the authoritarian riglould be expected to adopt a more
informative and less inclusive style. Sudulich (@08tudied four countries (Italy,
Spain, Ireland and UK) and found that it was indiedswing parties which were
more likely to exchange ideas with the electortethermore, in a comparison of the
French presidential candidate’s websites it wasdftaving Segolene Royal that
offered the more inclusive style as compared tatmidate-centred campaign of
Sarkozy (Lilleker & Malagon, 2010). However, itakso noted that parties of the right

have been quicker to adopt new technologies andatffieythe more sophisticated
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sites (Copsey 2003), and adopt Web 2.0 specifi¢digkson & Lilleker 2009a),
which to some extent was born out with the studfeSudulich and Lilleker &

Malagon; hence it will be interesting to assesdablogy does play a role.

Hypothesis 4: parties of the left will offer monegaging and interactive sites with
greater community inclusion, while parties of tight will be more informative and

party centric and communication on their sites allmore closed and controlled.

Personalisation

Up until the 1960s British political culture waghly structured and partisan. There
was a high level of party identification amongsters (Johnston and Pattie 1996),
and at the same time the party structure dominadétical communication.
Gradually this edifice has been challenged, souwbtnhg behaviour is more volatile,
resulting in more political parties with electorapresentation, and individual
politicians can utilise communication channels saslthe Internet to reach voters.
We suggest, therefore, that one growing trend astqrgjiticians, be they elected or
seeking election, is the growing emphasis on palgation. In studies of the style of
presidential and prime ministerial campaigns tlsis hecome known as demotic
campaigning (Busby, 2009), suggesting politicaldidates seek to celebritise their
image by both appearing ordinary and as posseasiagsthetic character
simultaneously (Turner, 2009). Candidates havatiomelly provided a short (or
sometimes not so short) biography, both the petsomhpolitical details they wish to
stress in their election address. Personalisatiggests something more than this,
namely that the candidate seeks to provide infaonatbout themselves which might
positively shape the image of them (Stanyer anchg2004). By stressing their
personal non-political interests such as hobbawsjly life or favourite books they
might come across as likeable human beings, anabse electable. Certainly, this
sense of creating a hinterland has been ideniifi¢de use of the Internet by MPs
(Auty 2005; Jackson 2008; Jackson and Lilleker 2009 is not that the Internet is
the only means by which personalisation can be pted) but it has clearly made it

easier to achieve.



Hypothesis 5: Candidate sites will adopt a highdyspnalised approach to
campaigning marketing themselves as potential septatives, as opposed to simply

promoting themselves as members of a party.

M ethodology

This research project was part of the 23 countrid{RIEP comparative study of the
use of the Internet during the 2009 European Fadrd elections. It was the
successor to the 2004 Internet and Elections Rr@Jaokowsket al 2005), but
differs from its predecessor methodologically. \\éaes the 2004 project used web
sphere analysis (Foot and Schneider 2002), andrapled a wide range of political
actors, our research focused only on parties andidates. This was because the
2004 project found that these were the actors fkaty to make use of the Internet

during the campaign (Van @$ al.2007).

Research was conducted in the last seven dayse chthpaign, on the basis of a
random sample of both political party and individcendidate websites. Two
researchers content analysed 26 party sites, amtliédual candidate websites.
Inter-coder reliability was established using twethods. First, the two individual
researchers conducted a pilot content analysidedstavebsite managed by the
CENMEP organisers. Then the two researchers téstedeal sites to ensure 100%
reliability of their scores. Depending on the exatswers there were a maximum of

214 units on the coding sheet.

The data was assessed using three different vasighrty versus candidate, size of
party; and seniority of candidate. Identificatmfparty and candidate was obvious,
and party size was divided into three categoriasel on representation within
British political institutions. Major are the tladig parliamentary parties (Labour,
Conservatives and Liberal Democrats). Minor déswithe five parties who have
parliamentary, national or local council represtgata The twelve Fringe parties
have no form of elected representation. Seniofityandidate was determined by
where in their party’s list they appeared, dividei equal thirds of top, middle and
bottom®. Irrespective of whether the party had any chafagining representation,
where they were in the list indicated their intéingportance. We assume that those

in the top of the list were a party’s leading figsiin that region, those in the middle
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were developing their profile and those at thedrottvere just beginning to raise their

internal profile.

The overall aim of this paper is to identify howlipcal parties and individual
candidates used the Internet during the electiompeggn. This will be achieved by
testing the above hypotheses through these fivstigns:

1. To what extent is the Internet used as a tool byaaties and can evidence of
equalisation of sophistication of use be detected?

2. To what extent is the information heavy Web 1.0rapph to web use being
supplemented with Web 2.0 features that offer ayagimg and interactive
experience?

3. To what extent are visitors to party and candidatelne presences
encouraged to get actively involved in the campaign

4. Is there any evidence that party ideology is adfadetermining the selection
of Internet-based features?

5. To what extent do candidates demonstrate a persedalpproach to

campaigning?

Nor malisation of web use and equalisation between parties

While it is clear that for most parties, though abtteven in 2009, a website is a de
rigueur tool of campaigning, the structure, composiand content varies massively.
There are however general observations we can mdkgr parties offer the richest
websites in terms of the amount of content, theallvaser experience, and so can be
described as the most engaging purely in termBeofeéchnological sophistication of
design. Parties with a lower level or no reprederiaat all clearly have fewer
resources, and thus there is a lower level of teldgncal sophistication. However,
this is supplemented through the use of free madth as hosting videos on
YouTube, photographs on Flickr, and having profdaed fan pages within social
networking sites such as Facebook or MySpace. gt are not the preserve purely
of the minor parties in order to redress the imbedabetween the quality and
sophistication of experiences visitors may havéhair websites. All parties seem to

be attempting to extend their digital footprintdaare exploiting the opportunities
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offered by free platforms with large membershipgsug the imbalances remain

between parties as is shown in figure 1.

Figure 1: Number of features appearing on party websites by type as per centage

of total possible.
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When counting the average use of a feature, whilthb&vintroduced and broken

down in the following section, major parties halie targest number of features that
offer engagement, eleven features appearing aosrags sites falling to seven for
fringe and six for minor parties. In particularigtthe features that require the greatest
technology that are the preserve of the majorgmduch as hosting videos of
speeches, animated features, downloads, interaatesmt calendars or areas for site
or party members. Major parties use 10 out of 1&siinbe features, minor parties use
three and fringe six showing a diversity acrossipaindependent of size or
resources. While not universally available acrbsssites of all parties as we shall
see, it is across major party sites such elemeatsast prevalent. Information is well
served across all parties, with major parties oftean overall larger amount of
different packages of information. There is a cst@sicy with interactivity, and here it
is the use of social networking across all patties achieve some level of balance as
no parties offer much in the way of interactivitithin their sites. Major and minor
parties are the most likely to offer a range otdeas designed to mobilise visitors to
their sites, again this is linked to technology keer, with some fringe parties unable
to support donations, online joining or provide ghdue to the weak infrastructure of
their sites. That is not to suggest, however, tiede are featured on the sites of every
major party and so there is clearly a strategy elbag a resources question to the

inclusion or dis-inclusion of features.
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This numeric perspective does not support the egin hypothesis. There is little
evidence to suggest that minor and / or fringeigmdre seeking to gain greater
attention from browsers of party websites by offgnmore sophisticated experiences
to visitors to their sites. Unlike the 2005 Gemé&il@ction (Jackson 2006b) or during
peace-time (Jackson & Lilleker 2009a), smalleriparare not offering a more
interactive experience to visitors as a meansafhimg out to new audiences and
engaging with them in conversation in an attemphitigate against the low attention
paid them by the media. This suggests that smadldres take a pick ‘n’ mix

approach to when and how they use the Internet.

Overall party use of all features of the possibthrecture for a website seems
limited for all categories. Equally, adoption igrfiasporadic and so there are few
sites that could be described as offering a widetyaof features and tools for
visitors. In simple numeric terms, it is clear thadjor parties offer visitors the richest
experience with a range of features providing difig functions. This enmeshing of
information, engaging and interactive features gdiste invitations to become more

involved is common of the professional hypermediapaign (Howard 2006).

These observations are only partially born out wéveaimining the visitor’s average
experience of visiting party web presences. Magutips appear to offer the richest,
and perhaps most rounded experience combiningnaton with engaging features
and opportunities for interaction. Minor and fringgrties clearly opt for a more
interactive strategy, and it is within their sites are most likely to find forums,
opportunities to ask questions and clear opporasib engage with the party and
candidates. In particular, the British Nationalti?anade a deliberate attempt to build
a community within the party’s website, which isis@stent with previous research on
the use of the Internet by far right parties (Cea@03; Jackson & Lilleker 2009a).
Not to the extent of that achieved by Obama, howthar forum, question and
answer sessions and push poll features providepatty with a platform to engage
with their online audience. However, the libertar@o-EU Libertas party offered a
range of interactive features and clearly madeliaetate attempt to engage with
visitors on issues relating to membership of theogean Union. This suggests a
diversity in usage that perhaps relates more &tegjrc objectives than ideological

perspectives. Equally, while fringe parties havervide information in order to get
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their message across and gain visibility so thigin percentage in this category could
be expected, this is vastly overshadowed by thssrai interactive features as is
shown in figure 2 and table 1. While many fringetpaites are predominantly
informative, they supplement these sites and saegeeé of interaction is taking
place upon social networking sites, file sharind aileo hosting sites. These are
used by smaller parties to both enable them to haxace within the political
marketplace, possibly in order to engage with \&teut also to make up for their
paucity of resources. However, this still placesnthat a disadvantage as they are not
alone on these platforms, and so resources appstill tounter the equalisation
thesis. It appears politics as usual (ResnichMadjolis 2000) in terms of hierarchy
in an online environment, as well as across offingaditional media. However,
when focusing purely in percentages, fringe partiay have less overall features but
appear to be most willing to move into free an@iacttive areas and, in case of the
English Democrats, use Facebook as their primatypresence. This implies some

evidence for the ebb and flow midway point betweermalisation and equalisation.

Figure 2 Overall use of features (asa % of site content) by feature grouping
across parties
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Table 1 Overall average per centage of webspace devoted to featur e grouping

Engagement Interactivity | Mobilisation | Information
M ajor 13 37 15 28
Minor 8 46 18 28
Fringe 7 44 15 33
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Just informing or engaging and interacting as well?

The above suggests an array of feature use, aadesasonably diverse experience on
offer to visitors. Information is particularly wederved as table 2 shows news, press
releases, video advertisements and informatiomemarty’s position on issues and
past achievements and history are dominant featymgsaring across parties of all
levels. E-newsletters are a more post-modern k& are becoming a common tool
for keeping supporters close to the party througistant communication. Candidate
sites follow a similar pattern, but this reducethvdandidates at the bottom of the list

having little of anything on their sites or profle

Table2: Number of informational features appearing across party and
candidate websites

Party Candidates

Major | Minor | Fringe | Top Middle | Bottom
N=3 |[N=7 |[N=16 N=26 [N=12
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Features deemed as engaging or likely to involventertain visitors to Party and
Candidate Websites are found to be featured faptyradically, as shown in table 3.
Little beyond a search facility stands out as beingiversal feature for parties;
candidates tend to include photographs of themsgbfeen featuring them within the
region. Mostly, features classified as likely t@age visitors are used to allow easy
access to information; though one should notertraaty of the tools that were once
seen as engaging are now reclassified as inteeadtiverms of engaging visitors with
the issues, only three parties, all fringe partidigred any sort of civic education and

both are packaged to persuade. Libertas is a prpdtty that provided positive
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information about the EU; in contrast WAID and UKdE offered the opposing slant
on their information. Therefore, there is litthere support for hypothesis 1, rather
during the European Parliament elections thereavatence of politics as normal
(Margolis and Resnich 2000).

Table 3: Number of engaging features appearing across party and candidate
websites

Party Candidates

Major | Minor | Fringe | Top Middle | Bottom

N=3 |[N=7 |[N=16| N=28 N=26 [N=12
Animation 1 0 0 1 0 1
Photos 1 2 3 11 2 0
Audio 0 1 0 1 0 0
Podcasts 0 0 0 1 0 0
Subscribeto specific 1 0 1
news topics
Read Speech 2 0 0 1 0 0
Watch Speeches 1 0 0 0 0 0
Download Speeches 1 0 0 0 0 0
Areafor Site members 1 1 0 2 3 0
Areafor Party 1 1 0 0 1 0
member s
L anguage Switch 0 1 1
National Civic 0 0 0 0 0 0
I nfor mation
EU Civic Information 0 0 3 3 2 0
Voting I nformation 0 0 0 1 5 0
Guest Book 0 0 2 1 0 0
Event Information 1 0 0 0 0 0
Search Facility 3 5 2 8 4 2
Tag Cloud 0 0 0 1 0 0
TOTAL 13 11 12 31 17 3

As is suggested by much literature on Web 2.0 dgweénts in Internet technology,
there is a wide array of tools that offer some deg@f interactivity, and party and
candidate websites thus have a large list of feattirey can include (Anderson,
2007). As indicated previously, and shown in tahléhe most popular interactive tool
is the social networking site and allowing sociakmarking. Thus parties and top
candidates appear to be attempting to extend diggtal footprint personally, and
through supporters endorsing their sites themsealthén their own virtual networks.
Where social networks are used, such as weblogsbBak, Flickr and YouTube,

profiles tend to conform to the general patterngsafge and allow users to post
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comments. It is the minority, however, that offerleedded interactive tools such as
polls, forums or chat facilities within their sitgmssibly this is a question of
resources required to manage such functions anatiee they see little value to be
gained from using these media.

Table4: Number of interactive features appearing acr oss party and candidate
websites

Party Candidates

Major | Minor | Fringe Top Middle | Bottom

N=3 | N=7 |N=16 N =28 N=26 | N=12
Blog, Visitors can tag 1 5 7
Blog enabled 1 2 6 1 3 0
comments
Blogroll 1 1 3 3 1 0
Web Feeds 1 5 2 0 3 0
Site Sharing allowed 1 2 1 5 3 1
Promotevia SNS 1 0 0 11 5 1
Link to SNSprofile 3 6 6 13 9 2
Social Bookmarking 3 3 4 9 3 1
allowed
Commenting allowed 0 1 0 1 3 0
on News
Rating allowed on 0 1 0 9 3 1
News
Forum 0 1 0 4 0 0
Link to Youtubevideo 2 5 8 2 2 0
Link to YouTube 1 5 5
profile
Commenting allowed 2 4 7 2 2 0
on Videos
Rating allowed on 1 4 8 2 2 0
Videos
Link to Flickr profile 0 0 1 3 1 0
Commenting allowed 0 0 1 3 1 0
on Flickr
Ask Party Question 1 2 2 5 6 0
facility
Ask Cand Question 0 0 0 1 1 0
facility
Create Event 0 0 0 0 0 0
Prioritise Values 0 0 0 0 0 0
Short Opinion Poll 0 2 1 0 1 0
L ong Opinion Pall 0 0 0 0 0 0
Publish Poll Results 0 1 0 0 1 0
Chat facility with 1 0 0 4 0 0
politicians
Chat with other 0 1 3 4 0 0

16



visitors

Chat archive 1 1 1

TOTAL 22 61 77 85 56 6

In terms of the overall experience visitors wouddlikely to receive on visiting sites,
just in terms of overall average percentages, patty and candidate sites were
mostly given over to providing information but tlslsows a more positive view of a
shift towards a Web 2.0 strategy. Figure 3 showsettient to which, on average,
party and candidates sites were engaging, infoamailtior interactive, as an overall
percentage of site content; so here this is pesigenf sites as opposed to how many

features appeared from a predetermined list dhatlcould possibly be included.

Figure 3: Levels of Informative, Engaging and Interactive featuresasa
per centage of overall web presences
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Candidate websites were basic and predominantbyrimdtional with limited use of
interactive features that often related to theafsocial networking sites. Party
websites provide a lot of information but alsogngicant amount of interactive
features, which is progress from 1999 and 20044@itand Ward 2000; Lusoli and
Ward 2005). A partial reason for this is the steaount of interactive features as
compared to those within the categories of engagearel information, but that is
not to suggest the high figure is anomalous. Atgyadrties choose to use a
significant number of those features; however gt be noted that many are not
hosted within their site but actually relate to #umption of free ways of
disseminating images, videos and messages which wgti interactivity built in.
Half of all parties used YouTube to host videos alhowed visitors to comment and
rate their content. Similar numbers offered fangsagcross the major UK social

networking sites, and again these allowed visitoggost material and interact with
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one another, the host and so shape future viskargeriences. While few parties
allowed open access for visitors to shape the obimeareas of their websites, this
use of free social networking sites suggests atqtige change is being offered to
visitors who wish to engage further with the patidome candidates permitted users
to interact with them and other site users thrdieghms, rating facilities on news and
through social networking sites where some candglebuld be interacted with while

others encouraged sharing of their material.

Thus, as argued elsewhere (Jackson & Lilleker 20@@ale the campaign may have
had a Web 1.5 look to it this may be an appropsatgegy. For example, fringe
parties may have to think about informing as mugkregaging with visitors.
However, a richer overall experience is emerginp wiany parties and candidates
innovating online. Therefore, we can argue thatlilypsis 2 is proven but only
partially, though not on the sites of every pantgandidate; a rich experience during
the EP election would only really be found by brevgswho visited lots of party and
candidate sites. While some websites offer thiertelogically sophisticated
hypermedia experience (Howard 2006), some remamtgk era of the electronic
brochure (Sadow & James 1999). There are no neéretions in terms of party
size among minor or fringe parties. Across altiparthere is diversity in approaches

to constructing a varied visitor experience.

Moabilising the web user or talking to a passive audience?

Whilst previously mobilisation has referred to wgthe Internet to reach those not
previously involved in politics, we suggest thatadia’s 2008 U.S. Presidential
campaign suggests a different meaning of the teviobilisation is how political

actors use the Internet to energize visitors to thebsite, and to do something for the
campaign. Mobilising a broad support base was dlkegtion of Barack Obama’s
online strategy (Panagopoulos and Francia 200€)parhaps it is in this area one
could expect the greatest level of innovation. Wllitward demonstrations of
support were encouraged to some extent, this ssified as an interactive feature and
may well have been influenced by observations f@mama’s campaign; there was
little activity that could be classified as new it the mobilisation category. As
would be expected the major priorities are donading gaining members, with all

major and minor parties and a high proportion wigie parties offering these options
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for visitors to their websites. The Conservativesewthe only major party not to seek
volunteers, while of the minor parties only thetBh National Party, Scottish and
Welsh Nationalists together with the Green Partygbb to mobilise supporters and
one fringe party, Animals Count, tried to encouraiggors to their website and
Facebook group to campaign on their behalf. Somdidates offer information
aimed at the region in which they are standing thigtis very few in relation to
overall numbers. There is little evidence for mislilion of supporters via online
activity at the 2009 EP contest.

Table5: Number of mobilisation featur es appearing across party and candidate
websites

Party Candidates

Major | Minor | Fringe | Top Middle | Bottom

N=3 |[N=7 [N=16 | N=28 N=26 | N=12
Donate 3 7 7 1 0 0
Register 0 1 2 5 4 0
Volunteering 2 4 1 4 0 1
Join as Member 3 7 9 1 1 0
Voter Registration 1 1 1 2 4 1
Register for Events 1 0 2 0 0 0
Shop 1 4 5 1 0 0
TOTAL 11 24 27 14 9 2

I deology: inclusive ver sus exclusive communication?

Due to the paucity of candidate sites standingideitsf the party site, it is only of
value to focus on the party websites. Equally, om#d logically suggest that the
party site would best reflect strategic differenttes could be linked to party
ideology. Positioning the parties involved identify the party’s position on a left-
right continuum on the socio-economic axis accagdmEUprofiler
(http://www.euprofiler.ey/which took into account party stances on sossles,

immigration and nationalism. The twenty UK partvesre divided into four far left
(socialist‘communist), six left libertarian, twontast or catch-all parties, one
progressive right party and seven which fell ifite far right nationalist/authoritarian

bracket.
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Focusing on the visitor experience alone, so asgpes average what percentage of
features on the sites of parties in each grounggests little difference in strategic

approaches (see table 5)

Table 6: Percentage of features used by ideology

Information Engagement Mobilisation|  Interactivity
Far left 30 32 16 22
Left libertarian 32 32 13 23
Centrist 25 29 16 30
Progressive right 26 26 17 31
Far right 24 28 16 33

Focusing on the presence of individual featuregxa&cted parties across the
ideological spectrum are equally likely to adopy ahthe informational and
mobilisation features; though shops seem to beigedvby the right parties (5 out of
seven) as compared to only 2 out of 6 left libéataand no far left parties. In terms
of engaging with visitors, the left libertarian pas offer more opportunities for
visitors to share features; the right allow greataounts of subscription and tailoring
of content through feeds or issue specific e-neteskeand only two parties the far
right British National Party and UK First have aeguibook. However, there is a clear
divide surrounding interactive features, with te# &nd libertarian being least
interactive and the further right party the moreiactive they are. There are also
differences in usage of features. The far righgbtwre, but allowing visitors to tag
and comment on entries, they also offer more oppdrés to discuss politics with the
party and with other visitors; the British Natiordrty provides a publicly viewable
forum though participation requires registratidrhe use of free sites and the sharing
and promotion via social networks is a feature éebpy all parties as is using
YouTube and so allowing further comments. Thus wibeking at most features we
would suggest that the demands of campaigning appéde overriding ideological
constraints on communication. However, as suggdstétbpsey (2003) and Jackson
and Lilleker (2009a), it is the right that makeeatpts to appear the most inclusive

and participatory in an attempt to attract visitansl gain their support.
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Per sonalisation and the demaotic turn

Personalisation was a feature of candidate weleitésveb presences only, and no
party sites provided any personal information altbetieaders, or even their current
Members of the European Parliament (Figure 4). h&athis personalisation seems
to have been explored by individual candidates,rartchs an overall strategy for

offering some form of demotic political experierfo@m online presences.

Figure 4: Levelsof Information across party and candidate sitesincluding

personal information
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However, while there may appear to have been tegirdowards personalisation,
there is little evidence that many candidates gawesense of hinterland or that
ordinariness that denotes the demotic turn (sde B@bActually the stress is upon the
political biography of the candidate, rather th#fiering a significant amount of
information about their personal lives. Some caatdis, and all of those standing for
the BNP, completed a quiz which included questaimsut sports, television, family
and pets. Most however eschewed this approachthanel is a strong concentration
on offering professional information, as opposeédvigence of an adoption of the
demotic approach to campaigning. It may be thatsiblected representatives stress
hinterland (Auty 2005; Jackson 2008; Jackson &kidlr 2009b), candidates in EP

elections do not.
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Table7: Number of personalisation features appearing across candidate websites
by position on party listsand party type

Candidates Candidate of party

Top Middle | Bottom | Major | Minor | Fringe

N =28 N=26 |[N=12 |[N=24 |[N=27 |[N=15
Biography 21 13 8 22 13 7
Education 20 12 5 17 12 9
Political Career 19 18 7 21 18 5
Palitical 12 12 5 14 11 4
Achievements
Place of Birth 12 12 4 14 11 3
Place of residence 13 9 7 10 11 9
Marital Status 15 7 4 14 7 6
Children 14 4 3 11 7 3
Gender/Orientation 3 1 0 2 0 2
Favourite Sports 4 2 2 3 5 0
Favourite Music 2 2 0 1 2 1
Favourite Writer 0 1 0 0 1 0
Favourite TV 1 1 0 0 1 1
programme
Favourite website 1 1 0 0 1 1
TOTAL 137 95 45 129 100 51

If we focus in on candidates there is a much lesspdex picture to be painted than
with party websites. Only candidates expectinge¢@lected had a website, a few
dabbled with social networking but on the wholefilm¢her down the list the
candidate is found the more likely they are to Hétle more than a static web page
embedded within the site of the party that offesethe basic biographical details. On
occasion these details were little more than a samwf their career, and lacked
even basic contact details. Looking across thaifeatused, and adding that of
personalisation here, one finds that most candidaffered some degree of

personalisation, but only a few offered anythingdyel personal details.

Figure5: Number of featuresasan overall percentage of the potential number

across web presences of candidates by position on the party lists
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Focusing on the overall average user experiencgh@sn in table 6 the top and
middle placed candidates offered the broadest rahfgatures on their web
presences. In particular, they offered a rangatefactive features allowing visitors
to both share information on social networks ad a&ecomment and rate posts,
videos and news items provided by the candidateleMlne of this interactivity was
of a highly sophisticated level that could be digsat as shaping the campaign, a few
did open up their site to visitors to discuss issofeconcern to them. In the case of the
bottom candidates only one of the twelve includedur sample had their own web
presences which had the feel of being a live cagmuag site; though curiously it was
not uniform across the board and it was only jusiagority of top candidates (fifteen
out of 28) and a minority of middle placed candés$atl0 out of 26) that had personal
and discrete sites. Thus the fact that, on the eylibese were simply information
about the individual hosted within a party webgitees the impression that lower list
candidates focused more on personalising theiepoes however this was not the

case.

Figure 6: Presence of features as an overall per centage of content acr oss web

presences of candidates by position on the party lists
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Thus we suggest that in the context of the 200@IE&tion personalisation was not
used strategically but, it could be perceived amg of filling space. This may well

be driven by the party list system and party padilominating the news agenda.
However, even among the profiles of Jury Team ahatds, the party that extolled
politics without parties and encouraged candidetgsesent themselves for a
primary, text message-based, vote prior to sele¢tdhe list, the successful
candidates often focused purely on their politaadentials and not hinterland or
personal aspects of their lives. This suggestspieonalisation and the demotic turn

has not fully infiltrated campaign strategy, oteast it did not at the EP election.

Conclusions

There appears to be a slow progression in howntieenet is used within European
Parliament elections, in particular amongst parties1999, parties essentially
provided information based websites and there wag<svidence of equalisation or
at the very least an ebb and flow, in that smaléeties’ web presences were not
poorer than the bigger parties (Gibson and WardR0 2004, the information
features of websites still dominated, but with miateractive features being used
increasingly and in particular by fringe partiebefe was also some evidence of
mobilisation such as encouraging visitors to jbia party, make donations to the
campaign, contact the site and sign up for e-ndteste(Lusoli and Ward 2005).
Overall, however, there seems to be no consisteaiegy for use of a website;
instead parties and candidates seek to fulfil abmrmof objectives within the online
environment. This approach appears to lead tola'pienix of features where parties
and candidates choose from a range of optionsapsrsteered by considerations of
potential benefits and costs in terms of resouésle this may seem to be a
negative finding, the analysis does indicate th&d09 the Internet has continued to

expand the repertoire of parties, and to a lesdenecandidates. The key feature of
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political parties’ use of the Internet in 2009hsattthey have sought to expand their
digital footprint, so that it appears that they er@re active online, even if the reality

suggests that this is a largely one-dimensionagoree.

There is limited evidence to suggest support farfime hypotheses. The evidence
largely suggests very limited evidence for equéibsa Rather the evidence in terms
of which party is using the Internet reinforcesaditits as usual approach (Margolis
and Resnich 2000). However, the picture is moregtex than this, if we look at the
use of more interactive Web 2.0 applications tleme is some evidence that minor
and fringe parties made greater use of these témifies. This suggests that in terms
of the sophistication of use, then some of the Enphrties seek to use the Internet to
reach out. This implies limited evidence to supporebb and flow approach (Gibson
and Ward 2000; Jackson and Lilleker 2009a). Ol/draluse of the Internet, within
the context of a low overall turnout at this seconder election supports

normalisation.

Whilst the existence of Web 2.0 applications suckvablogs and social networking
sites might suggest greater interactivity thand64 there is limited evidence to
support hypothesis 2. As with previous electionfgrmation provision dominated
party and candidate websites, but the architedtura richer experience is present in
some sites. However, we suggest that hypothdsie@y partially proven, but
dependent on individual factors relating to thestarction of each party and
candidate website. As a consequence we suggés$tdtieparties and candidates
adopted a Web 1.5 (Jackson and Lilleker 2009a)caaprto their use of websites, in
that they provided some interactive features, mihdt necessarily encourage visitors

to voice their own opinions.

Despite the interest in Obama’s use of the Intethete is little evidence that the
techniques he used have been transferred to tlop&am Parliament campaign in the
UK. Hypothesis 3 is not proven, mobilisation ofwtteers seemed to be an
afterthought for most parties, and was not eveigla priority for all major or minor
parties who may be expected to have a base thah#dezl to activate for a campaign.
There is little evidence of progression since tb@4&election in mobilising support

and generating resources. This lack of progressiparticularly notable given that in
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the 2005 General Election volunteer mobilisatiod essource generation was the
most tangible advance made in the online campdigckéon 2006b). Similarly, as
with interactivity there is very limited evidendeat parties sought to enhance visitors’
stay on party and candidate websites.

At least in the UK, it seems ideology does not sigantly determine the way the
Internet is used. However, there is no supporhigothesis 4 concerning whether
right or left wing parties are more likely to use tinternet. With respect to
innovations in interactivity it is the right wingagies that offer greater levels of
interactivity rather than the libertarian and lefhg groupings which ontologically
we might expect to be inclusive. Thus it seemshenwhole considerations of
campaigning, and perhaps the social uses of teenkttand Web 2.0. may be more
important drivers of strategy than ideology but titie right is mastering the social

aspects of the Internet the best.

Despite evidence that individual politicians seeklifferentiate themselves from their
competitors, and possibly their party label, byk#sgto manage their image (Stanyer
and Wring 2004), hypothesis 5 is not proven. Tlmwligtween elections British
elected representatives do appear to be considiendevelopment of hinterland and
promoting the self (Auty 2005; Jackson 2008; Jask&d.illeker 2009a), candidates
standing for the European Parliament do not sfyessonalisation. On the whole,
personalisation is limited largely to professiocddentials as opposed to offering

insights into the lives of candidates.

The Internet has not shaped those traits thataarenon to European Parliament
elections in Britain such as low turnouts, limiteddia interest and importance of a
small central party machine. There is no evideéhaéethe parties or candidates
sought to use the Internet to change power relstiips, enhance interest in the
campaign and nor was it a dress rehearsal for k2010 General Election. Indeed,
there is some evidence that the parties may agtoalle deliberately ‘kept their
powder dry’ during the European Election. For eglamthe Conservative Party
waited until October 2009 to launch MyConservatieges), their equivalent of the
engagement and mobilisation tool, MyBo used by 8afbama. In the 2009

European parliament elections, the Internet didchatlenge the traditional
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communication culture of electioneering, which nsaggest that the impact of the

Internet at the 2010 UK General Election may beggreated.

Footnotes

(1) Except in Northern Ireland where the Single Trarsike Vote is used.

(2) Because of the different electoral system andipalitulture in Northern
Ireland we are ignoring the results of the thressan this region, and
focusing only on those in Great Britain (Englandottand and Wales).

(3) Given that the sample was random, the number d&f eategory is not equal
(28 top, 26 middle and 12 bottom).
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