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BACKGROUND

These highlights are based on a comprehensive University of Westminster MBA study, Party On?, which runs to 100+ pages.  It draws on the author’s commercial experience as Information Technology Director of the largest legal website in the UK, US and UK political studies, and identical surveys carried out in Australia and the UK.

Traditional party focus tends to be on:

· People: candidates and leaders

· Policies

· Broadcast marketing methods

This study argues that at present there is a ‘service gap’, which is equally important to the electorate.

CHANGES IN THE 'POLITICAL INDUSTRY'

There is a glacially slow freeze of political disengagement amongst the electorate, which is generally marginalizing politics as shown in numerous studies in most western liberal democracies. 

As increasingly less people are involved in politics the effectiveness of traditional approaches may only deliver benefits over one electoral cycle as the 'committed' electorate becomes smaller and the fickle uncommitted electorate becomes larger.

In this generally hostile environment candidates can be undermined and find it difficult to control their image. And other parties can copy policies and marketing methods relatively easily. 

WHAT ARE THE ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS?
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1. The 'natural vote' of every party is falling slowly but inexorably as reflected in multiple studies. Net effect: more swinging voters influenced by transitory personality issues; less loyalty to Parties.

2. Over the medium to long term membership numbers in all parties are falling here and in the UK. For example in Australia Labor’s membership has fallen from 370,000 in the 1940s to 50,000 today with the Liberals having fallen from 340,000 to 63,000 over the same period with the collapse in UK membership proportionately identical.

3. Better organized and better funded pressure groups now target bureaucrats as having more influence than parties - parties are regarded as less relevant.

4. There are significant cost/benefit gaps for voters in gathering information. For their limited perception of the value of their vote, even in marginal constituencies, voters currently incur disproportionate information-gathering costs in finding out whom they should vote for.

5. More limited party financial resources  - you've got to be clever.   

6.  In many electorates Parties face incumbency disadvantages in terms of travel and other non-cash benefits accruing to sitting MPs (for example staff, phone, postage and travel allowances).

7. The media is a far less reliable marketing channel than it used to be because of:

a) increased scrutiny of funding

b) trend of press negativity including objections to spin

c) increase in negative campaigning

d) fragmentation of press

e) TV, a traditional ‘image-builder’ in marketing terms, is lower-rated in terms of public importance in Australia than in the UK

8. Because of public funding there is increasing legal accountability - e.g. the South Australian Labor branch-stacking case or the Pauline Hanson affair.

In an environment with long term trends like this it seems uncontroversial that the Party needs to re-engage the public to maximize income & support (not just votes). And the current membership model needs to be considered - can more be made of non-member supporters if that is what the voters want? 

The rest of this highlights document simply looks at a subset of methods for providing better 'consumer benefits' at the lowest marginal cost.  

And it's not just about winning back lapsed supporters as we'll see from the survey data to follow - it's also an opportunity to win supporters of other parties, and the politically disengaged.

GENERAL PERCEPTIONS OF A ‘SERVICE GAP’

Three general examples from this study:

· UK and Oz respondents believe that party policy is most based on views of individuals; least on views of broad party membership; 

· They also believe MPs talk to too narrow a group of people and that MPs are too self interested;

· 56% say their preferred political party doesn't contact them enough - even party members.

Numerous other examples of service gap perceptions are provided in other studies.

HOW COULD THE PARTY PROVIDE BETTER SERVICE?

Let's start with the last item contact. At a broad level Federally there are 150 electorates with an average of 130,000 population in each (clearly not all are voters and individual electorate sizes vary widely). 

[image: image3.png]



It's even a conclusion the Electoral Commission has come to with announcements of upcoming Australian trials of internet voting (in the UK, as with many other countries, the UK Commission announced general availability of internet voting by 2008-2011).

Is the Australian population ready for this? At a general level they are using the net e.g. ABS figures on internet use by age group from 2000 (the figures are now higher):

	Internet Users by Age-group
	Percentage

	18 – 24
	74%

	25 – 39
	64%

	40 – 54
	52%

	55+
	19%


But perhaps more importantly for the Party more input via email and web is exactly what the public wants.

25% (29% UK) of survey respondents don't want to meet face to face and are happy with email/phone web. An additional 49% are happy with mostly email/phone/web. Even better more than half of respondents would forward emails to others about issues they care about...

Email is very important - half of respondents have tried to visit a party website - but didn't necessarily go back. Yet for UK Labor the biggest source of new memberships now is their website. 

Yet survey respondents generally rank Party sites as of low importance in terms of political info – equal last out of 6 possible information sources. 
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WHY DOES THE PUBLIC RANK POLITICAL SITES POORLY?

Email and the web's great strengths are not as a broadcast mechanism.  

Instead one single web server with a database and integrated email server behind it is capable of talking completely automatically to hundreds of thousands of people at an individual, personalized, level. And it needs to be individually tailored because 48% of people are interested in less than half of 25 main policy areas. 

Furthermore it is the young who complain most about the lack of information - the same people who are most comfortable with the above technology and who replace the electorate at the rate of 1-2% a year as older voters die. Put differently by 2011 6-12% of the electorate will be completely new and the electorate gets more technologically literate every year...
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Furthermore where you can personalize the information provided voters/supporters are willing to put their money where their mouth is: if you ring-fence the donation so that money is predominantly spent in the policy area of choice 55% of respondents might or would donate. 58% would donate even if they disagreed with other party policy. 

Finally note that these donors don't have to be members for the party to get funding from them… 

GETTING ELECTORAL INPUT

Let's move on to input. From a practical point of view the last thing anyone wants is to allocate MP’s and candidate's time to listening to the same monologues from different voters and supporters. So unsurprisingly the public believes that:

57% believe the party listens to them not very much or not at all.

Policy views are least based on views of broad party membership.

MPs talk to too narrow a group of people.

However if they send an email to an MP most people expect a response within 5 days.
And the flood of email is most likely to get larger...
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Offered the option people largely want to use email and voting on issues through the party website and if done in the right way - email can be handled by embedding formal polls in it. 

Survey respondents were asked: “In contributing your views to a political party how appropriate are the following communication methods for you. I’d consider contributing my views …” [1 = very appropriate; 4 = very inappropriate]
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Identical results came out of the same question in the UK component of the survey with the exception that voting via website and email ranked equal first preference and the applicability of the findings is also generally supported by actual sites such as www.moveon.org.

WHAT’S IN IT FOR THE PARTY ASIDE FROM INCREASED SUPPORTER SATISFACTION?

Dollars: for example 29% of respondents (also 29% in the UK) would support the party more financially if it regularly contacted them for their vote - more of them have now used their credit card on the web than in phone transactions. Starting with Howard Dean, who raised $7.5m in one quarter via website donations, and more recently Obama raising over $500m in his 21 month campaign, there is strong evidence for this.
Also it’s possible to reduce the flow of incoming email by providing an alternative channel by having moderated discussion forums. Be seen to respond to issues in an online forum and you're ‘proving’ you’re 'listening' as well as adding ‘user-generated-content’ which is attractive to search engines.
A HUMAN FACE
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On the surface of it the web/email is not at all about 'human' interaction. Yet the www.meetup.com website became the de-facto site for the Democrats - a site that simply allows people to organize get-togethers in bars or at BBQs had 85,000 members for Howard Dean alone. For non-members and even members providing something like this could provide a way for people to get together, have a drink, and do it under Party auspices. Obama utilized Facebook in a similar albeit less structured way.

A photo plus a one web page profile for MPs can be vastly improved upon - why not allow MPs to insert a brief thought for the week into thousands of automated emails flowing out weekly, personalized by postcode and issue, and linking to the MP’s web log of what they're actually doing for their constituents? If it can work for some individual MPs it should work for the Party as a whole if done systematically.

A NEW POLITICAL ECOLOGY


With the right technology however you can reduce the burden of handling incoming email and face-to-face contact by using web/email technology and provide better service at the same time. 


























Given the problems with the press, funding, and a generally hostile environment the only cost-effective way to maintain regular contact with a high proportion of people and regularly get their input is via email and the web.  
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