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Abstract 

During the 2012 presidential campaign, it was apparent that Obama's re-election effort 
was far more sophisticated in the use of technology, data, and analytics to target voters, 
tailor communication to them, and leverage the efforts of its volunteers than its 
Republican counterpart. Drawing on interviews with senior staffers in the Republican 
Party and Mitt Romney campaign, as well on the Obama re-election campaign, this paper 
explores the technical underpinnings of much contemporary political communication. It 
explains why the Romney campaign was significantly behind its rival in its use of the 
digital tools, data, and analytics that shape political communication across platforms 
ranging from cable television advertising and social media to field campaigning. It shows 
how party dynamics after Bush’s re-election bid, the characteristics of the Republican 
Party’s extended network of consultants, failures in campaign organization, and the new 
advantages of incumbency for technical development combined to produce the Romney 
campaign’s well documented shortcomings in digital media and data practice. 
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 During the 2012 presidential campaign it was apparent to even the most casual 

observers of presidential politics that President Obama's re-election effort was far more 

sophisticated in its use of social media, data, and analytics to communicate with voters 

and mobilize supporters than its Republican rival. From the number of field offices (Ball, 

2012) and online donors (Chen and Givens, 2013) to points of data on members of the 

electorate (Scherer, 2012) and supporters active on social media (Hong and Nadler, 

2012), the president’s re-election bid outstripped its rival. While significant differences in 

campaign capacities and strategies are surprising given a body of research literature that 

generally presumes evenly-matched presidential candidates (for a critique, see Galvin, 

2008), it is even more striking that despite these recent Republican failures, political 

practitioners widely acknowledge that the two parties were in reverse situations during 

the 2004 presidential election cycle. The reelection campaign of George W. Bush had 

more sophisticated field efforts, far better voter data and more robust systems for 

analyzing, managing, and storing it (Nielsen, 2012), and more advanced internet 

operations than John Kerry’s campaign. 

 This paper analyzes the historical, organizational, and infrastructural sources of 

the Mitt Romney campaign’s limited capacity to leverage social media, data, and 

analytics in the service of its electoral effort. Unlike other accounts that focus on a single 

electoral cycle (Sides and Vavreck, 2013), it locates the Romney campaign in history as 

the product of nearly a decade of investments and dis-investments in the party’s technical 

infrastructures, the work of the party’s extended “network” of political staffers, 

consultants, advocacy and training organizations (Heaney, Masket, Miller, and 

Strolovitch, 2009), and the campaign’s particular organizational culture. In doing so, it 



	  

shows that the Romney campaign’s struggles were the outcome of processes and 

decisions years in the making, not the whims of a single campaign or its manager (Alter, 

2012). 

 This paper makes a contribution to the communication literature in both 

explaining differences between the 2012 presidential campaigns in their use of data, 

analysis, and networked technologies and providing a framework for understanding the 

importance of these tools to contemporary campaigning. As a number of scholars have 

argued, group identities and affiliations among the electorate have become more flexible, 

malleable, increasingly the product of individualized choice, and constituted through 

communication networks, particularly among younger Americans (Bennett and Iyengar, 

2010; Bennett and Segerberg, 2013; Rainie and Wellman, 2012). As Bimber, Flanagin, 

and Stohl (2012) argue, to respond to the changing social forms and expectations of 

networked citizens, who have different orientations towards involvement and 

membership and can act upon them in a radically different technological context, 

organizations have taken up a range of new digital tools and organizing practices to 

provide increased and novel opportunities for engagement and expression.  

 While these processes are increasingly the subject of analysis in the context of 

civil society organizations (Karpf, 2012a) and social movements (Bennett and Segerberg, 

2013; Earl and Kimport, 2011), to-date few scholars have analyzed campaigns in this 

broader context outside of the consideration of discrete new tools for electoral 

participation (for an exception, see Chadwick, 2013). And yet, most contemporary 

political communication is either mediated or facilitated through networked digital 

technologies that are generally invisible, woven into the fabric of experience of much of 



	  

daily life (Nielsen, 2012). Technologies are the context within which all of social life is 

lived (Bimber Flanagin, and Stohl, 2012). For example, in the context of political 

campaigns, television advertising is no longer simply tied to analysis of gross rating 

points in media markets, but forms of micro-casting by television program (Franz and 

Ridout, 2007) and even individual targeting through cable set top boxes (Johnson, 2013), 

all of which is premised on extensive voter modeling and usage analytics. Online 

advertising is contingent not only upon voter modeling, but also the capacity of 

campaigns to track returns in real time and tailor future advertising based on past 

behavior (Barnard and Kreiss, 2013). Campaigns use data and social network analysis to 

identify supporters and influencers and track the dissemination of strategic 

communication on platforms such as Twitter and Facebook (Issenberg, 2012). Even using 

people as media in field campaigns is a data and analytics-intensive practice, as 

campaigns test scripts to deliver to targeted voters (Hersh, 2010). All of these political 

communication practices are premised upon the technical infrastructures of the two 

parties (specifically their voter database and interface systems), their extended networks 

of consultants and staffers who have the knowledge and skills to wield them in the 

service of electoral efforts, and the organizational structures that support this work. 

 It is on this level of technological practice that we saw an overall Democratic 

advantage in 2012 at the party and presidential levels of politics. This paper discusses 

four explanatory factors for this disparity: first, how the lack of what I call a ‘prototype 

campaign’ led to the Republican Party’s failure to invest in technical infrastructure after 

2004; second, the lack of organizational diversity within the Republican Party’s extended 

network of consultancies; third, the failure of the party to develop a ‘culture of testing’ 



	  

across this network; and, fourth, the new value of incumbency and infrastructure in an 

age of the growing technological needs of campaigns. In doing so, this paper draws on 

interview data with senior Democratic and Republican Party officials active in campaigns 

and party organizations over the last decade, as well as analysis of published accounts. 

 The remainder of this paper proceeds in three parts. I begin by discussing why 

technology matters in contemporary campaigns by reviewing the literature on changes in 

media and social structure. I then detail my methods for this study before providing a 

detailed analysis of the 2012 campaign cycle through the lens of the Republican Party 

over the last decade. 

 
Why Technology Matters: “The World Moves on Us” 

 
“I was like what is the plan because at that point I knew he 
(Obama) was going to run and you know he asked me to help 
come up with a plan, right. Like what should we be doing, how 
should we be thinking about it, what is different, should we just 
stand up ‘08 and do it all over again? The answer is really no - 
there were things about the campaign that weren’t perfect the first 
time and the world moves on us and so we need to sort of be 
thoughtful about setting up a campaign to win 2012.” – Michael 
Slaby, Chief Integration and Innovation Officer Obama 2012, 
personal communication, September 4, 2013. 

 
 Michael Slaby’s quote captures how Obama’s re-election team approached the 

2012 campaign. In the four years after Barack Obama’s successful bid for the presidency, 

veterans of that effort saw themselves operating in an entirely different technological 

context. To take but one example of these changes, the 2008 Obama campaign’s tweet 

announcing victory was re-tweeted (or shared) 157 times. In 2012, by contrast, the 

Obama campaign’s tweeted photograph on the eve of the re-election of the president 

embracing the First Lady received more than 800,000 retweets in less than three days 



	  

(Kreiss, forthcoming). Meanwhile, entirely new platforms such as Tumblr and Pinterest, 

as well as social media platforms with growing user bases such as Facebook, have 

changed the ways that campaigns commune with voters. All of which makes for a highly 

dynamic environment for political professionals, and scholars who seek to understand 

contemporary campaigning. As Dave Karpf (2012b) has argued: “The Internet is unique 

among Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) specifically because the 

Internet of 2002 has important differences from the Internet of 2005, or 2009, or 

2012….The Internet's effect on media, social, and political institutions will be different at 

time X from that at time X  +  1, because the suite of technologies we think of as the 

Internet will itself change within that interval.”  

 These changes in the application layer of the internet over the last four years are 

emblematic of more sweeping shifts in technology, social structure, and cultural practice 

that have taken shape over the last few decades. Bennett and Manheim (2006) argue that 

changes in communications technology and social structure have resulted in a shift away 

from the “group-based society” (218) and towards “new emotional and identity processes 

around self-expression and lifestyle” (221). In the process, we have seen a gradual 

decline in federated civil society organizations and voluntary groups. Mass media 

fragmentation through the proliferation of new channels and platforms has undermined 

the mass audience and created more variance in political knowledge and attitudes (Prior, 

2007; Stroud, 2011). Digital, networked technologies facilitate the individualized 

production and consumption of content and the crafting of new social relationships 

outside of, and sometimes in lieu of, extant organizational structures (Rainie and 

Wellman, 2012).  As Bennett and Segerberg (2013, 6) nicely summarize, more 



	  

“individuated citizens” pursue “personalized brands of politics organized around 

individual lifestyles and social networks.” 

 A number of scholars have theorized and analyzed changes in collective action 

and political organization as a result of these underlying shifts in technology and social 

structure. Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl (2013) theorize a complex “collective action 

space” shaped by the expectations and desires of citizens, the social and technological 

context, and the forms of engagement organizations provide. They find that formal civil 

society organizations have changed their relationships to their memberships and are 

providing new opportunities for engagement given the changing orientations and actions 

of networked citizens. Digital native organizations such as MoveOn, meanwhile, have 

devised entirely new communicative techniques to recruit and mobilize low-involvement 

‘members’ and data and analytic practices to coordinate their efforts and shape the future 

of advocacy (Karpf, 2012a). Bennett and Segerberg (2013) show how collective action 

itself is increasingly as likely to occur as “connective action” outside of formal 

organizing structures. 

 Social structure, technological contexts, and cultural practices (Schudson, 1998) 

shape the environment within which electoral campaigns compete to be ‘first past the 

post’ in accordance with electoral institutions. Campaign staffers take strategic actions 

within this environment for competitive advantage, their capacity to act shaped by party-

provided infrastructure such as the voter databases that underlie all contemporary 

political communication efforts across mediums (Kreiss, 2012). These dynamics explain 

changes in the tools and practices that campaigns use to appeal to the electorate and 

mobilize supporters for resources such as funds and volunteers. While campaigns of the 



	  

1990s generally utilized the internet as an extension of broadcast advertising, during the 

2000 and 2004 presidential cycles campaigns began utilizing networked technologies to 

mobilize supporters to give money, disseminate campaign messages, contact voters, and 

turn out to vote (Foot and Schneider, 2006). Franz and Ridout (2007) show how 

campaigns adapted to the proliferation of broadcast and cable outlets by ‘microcasting’ 

advertising to targeted segments of the electorate. Nielsen (2012) reveals how media 

fragmentation and mounting evidence that in-person contacts are effective lead to the 

resurgence in field campaigning over the past two decades. Howard (2006) shows how 

campaigns have taken up databases and targeting technologies to directly appeal to 

members of the electorate. Kreiss (2012) documents the rise of networked campaigning 

that involves distributed and geographically dispersed forms of collective action premised 

on voluntary ties, low-cost engagement, and technological management. Chadwick 

(2013) shows how campaigns and other political actors engage in contests over framing 

and attention in a new “hybrid media system.” 

 Given the ways that technology is implicated in every aspect of campaign 

practice, we can expect that the comparative success, or failure, of campaigns depends in 

part by how attuned they are to broader shifts in social and media structure, cultural 

identity practices, and the contemporary contexts of political communication. As Prior 

(2007) has noted, “post-broadcast democracy” is characterized by high choice media 

environments, which means that it is harder for campaigns to expose people to the 

political information that will make them care about politics. In this context, targeting 

and tailoring political communication based on data matters for finding the platforms 

where and the times when citizens consume content. Campaign success will also be 



	  

premised on how well they understand the changing “collective action space” (Bimber, 

Flanagin, and Stohl, 2013) and shape it to their electoral advantage; how well they are 

able to leverage the new logics of “connective action” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2013) that 

drive political engagement outside of formal structures; and, how well they take up the 

political databases and analytic practices to find and appeal to an increasingly 

individualized electorate and the often social and un-intended ways citizens are exposed 

to political communication (Kim et al, 2013). Campaigns need to respond to the 

increasing demand among citizens for social, participatory, and personalized forms of 

campaigning, in addition to the time shifting of political engagement that allows them to 

volunteer on their own time and from their own homes. Central to this new mode of 

campaigning is the ability of parties and candidates to have knowledge of individuals - 

their interests, desires, and social embeddedness - as individuals. In essence, the old 

model of campaigns basing their electoral strategy on the identification of pre-determined 

groups to appeal to, which political scientists still have as the focal point of their analysis, 

is increasingly outmoded.  

 Obama’s 2008 and 2012 campaign victories can be read in precisely these terms. 

The 2008 campaign’s digital innovations have been expansively documented in the press 

and scholarship. Through interviews with staffers across the organization and analysis of 

internal documents, Kreiss (2012) shows how the 2008 campaign developed a 

‘computational management’ style that involved the delegation of key managerial, 

allocative, communication, and design decisions to the results of rigorous and ongoing 

data analysis. This included everything from determining which individuals in the 

electorate to target and how to tailor strategic messages to them to the internal 



	  

management decisions that evaluated electoral strategy and resource flows. While 

systematic research on the 2012 campaign is in its early stages, journalistic accounts have 

suggested that computational management played an even greater role in 2012. The 

Obama campaign used its extensive voter databases to distill thousands of data points 

into four scores that on a scale of 1 to 100 modeled voters’ likelihood of supporting 

Obama, turning out to vote, being persuaded to turn out, and being persuaded to support 

Obama on the basis of specific appeals (Beckett, 2012). These modeling scores, in turn, 

became the basis for the entire voter contact operation, from contacts on the doorsteps of 

and through the social media accounts of voters, to running advertisements on the cable 

television screens of swing voters (Rutenberg, 2012). In the areas of data and analytics, 

as well as digital media more broadly, the Obama operation had far more staffers and 

devoted more resources than his rival (for a thorough review by a Republican consultant, 

see Engage, 2012). For example, in online advertising alone, Obama outspent his 

opponent by a considerable margin, $52 million to Romney’s $26 million (Stampler, 

2012). Even more, Obama’s analytics team served as an in-house consultancy to every 

other division on the campaign, assisting with field, digital, communications, and 

fundraising.  

 On the Republican side of the aisle, journalists, political practitioners from both 

parties, and scholars have all documented the comparative lack of data, tools and 

resources (for an overview, see Alter, 2013; Engage, 2012, Sides and Vavrek, 2013). 

While data, analytics, and social media will not win an election for a candidate, bringing 

a campaign’s communication platforms, strategies, and genres in line with changes in 

media, social structure, and cultural practices provides a competitive advantage. 



	  

Information and communication technologies provide marginal, yet non-trivial, 

advantages in competitive elections. While a vast body of research has shown how 

partisanship, economic conditions, demographic and generational changes, political 

contexts, the power of the incumbency, and the comparative strength and charisma of 

candidates all play a role in electoral outcomes, the resources, mobilization, and voter 

contacts that the effective use of digital media afford matters too. For campaigns, 

effective use of digital media translates into millions of additional dollars raised and voter 

identifications and registrations for campaigns (Nielsen, 2012; Kreiss, 2012). Perceiving 

them as providing a competitive advantage and having direct control over them, data and 

new media technologies have become increasingly important areas of investment for 

parties and campaigns. In sum, while data and media technologies more generally do not 

determine election outcomes, they can be consequential in close elections.  

Methods 

 The evidence for this paper is primarily gathered from open-ended interviews 

conducted with 26 senior members of both the Democratic and Republican Party’s 

technical and digital operations from the 2000 through the 2012 electoral cycles, 

including senior members of George Bush, Barack Obama, and Mitt Romney’s 

presidential campaigns. I selected interviewees on the basis of both their organizational 

roles in Democratic and Republican Party politics, as gleaned through public records and 

journalistic coverage, as well as snowball sampling. Through these means, I have 

conducted interviews with: Abe Adams, Deputy Digital Director, Romney 2012; Steven 

Adler, co-developer of the Democratic voter file interface VoteBuilder and founder of the 

RVotes database/interface system for conservatives; Michael Beach, co-founder of the 



	  

Republican Firm Targeted Victory; Rich Beeson, Mitt Romney 2012 Political Director; 

Bob Blaemire, director of business development at the Democratic data and analysis 

provider Catalist; Caitlin Checkett, Digital Integration Director, Romney 2012; Carol 

Davidsen, former director, integration and media targeting, Obama 2012; Chuck DeFeo, 

CEO of the digital political consultancy Campaign Solutions, eCampaign Manager for 

Bush-Cheney ’04 and the RNC from 2002-2003, and current chief digital officer of the 

RNC; Max Fose, current president of the digital agency IWS and former director of 

internet strategy for McCain 2000; Aaron Ginn, “Growth Hacker” with Romney for 

President; Teddy Goff, Digital Director of Obama 2012; Katie Harbath, former chief 

digital strategist of the national Republican Senatorial Committee and deputy ecampaign 

manager of Giuliani 2008; Rebecca Heisler, Social Media and Content Director Romney 

2012; Todd Herman, former chief digital strategist of the RNC from 2009-2011; Cyrus 

Krohn, founder of Crowdverb and former digital strategist with the RNC from 2007-

2009; Matt Lira, Digital Director for Paul Ryan, 2012; Alex Lundry, vice president and 

director of research for TargetPoint Consulting and director of data science, Romney 

2012; Brent McGoldrick, Director of Advertising Research and Analytics, Romney 2012; 

Ryan Meerstein, Director Online Advertising, Romney 2012; Zac Moffat, Digital 

Director Romney 2012; Peter Pasi, vice president of Collective Political, a Republican 

consultancy; Ethan Roeder, Executive Director of the New Organizing Institute, director 

of data for Obama 2012, and national data manager for Obama 2008; Patrick Ruffini, 

president of the digital political consultancy Engage, Webmaster for Bush-Cheney 2004, 

eCampaign director for the RNC from 2005-2007, and director of online communications 

for the RNC from 2002-2003; Michael Slaby, former chief integration and innovation 



	  

officer, Obama 2012; and, Michael Turk, eCampaign Director for Bush-Cheney ’04 and 

the RNC from 2004-2005. 

 These interviews lasted, on average, 2.5 hours. All interviews were “on-the-

record” using participants’ real names, although participants could declare any statement 

“off-the-record,” “not for attribution,” or “on background” at their discretion. In addition 

to this interview data, I draw on a number of published journalistic accounts of the 2012 

campaign cycle, election post-mortems by Democratic and Republican-aligned 

individuals and groups, and internal campaign documents I was provided access to. 

Analyzing Technical Breakdown 
 

 While it has received comparatively little attention in the literature, the 2004 

cycle’s most technically innovative campaign was the re-election bid of George W. Bush. 

With online precinct captain programs complementing the work of a massive field effort 

(called ‘political’ in Republican Party parlance), integrated databases, an expansive voter 

file, and micro-targeting models, party staffers and consultants on both sides of the aisle 

roundly acknowledge Republican Party dominance in the area of field and new media 

campaigning during the Bush’s re-election bid (for example, see Plouffe 2009). Indeed, 

while John Kerry’s election infrastructure collapsed in key swing states, the Bush 

campaign far exceeded the expectations of Democrats and their allied 527 groups 

(Nielsen, 2012).  

 The question is if the Republican Party and George W. Bush’s re-election 

campaign had significant advantages over the Democrats in voter data and analysis, 

internet operations, field technologies, and the staffers and consultants who knew how to 

leverage them in the service of an electoral effort, what happened so that by 2012 the 



	  

Democratic Party was not only ahead by a full cycle, the Republican Party had lost 

ground from where it was in 2004?  

 
Prototype Campaigns 
 Ironically, the victor’s uptake of technology during the 2004 campaign cycle is 

often an afterthought to the digital innovations of Howard Dean’s losing campaign. The 

Bush campaign is often remembered for the development and application of micro-

targeting (Monson and Oliphant, 2007), and even that is overshadowed by the attention 

that national security and social values voters receive, who turned out in record numbers 

given polarization (Abramowitz and Stone, 2006).  

 Four years later, another Democratic campaign received outsized attention, 

although this time it was a winning bid. Journalists and political practitioners praised the 

2008 Obama campaign for its adept use of campaign and social media platforms such as 

My.BarackObama.com and Facebook, which has also inspired reams of scholarly 

analyses. To Democrats and many technology journalists, the campaign’s adept use of 

social and digital media helped swing the election (Harfoush, 2009). For Republicans, 

however, John McCain’s loss was an easily understood defeat. Four years after Bush’s 

successful re-election campaign, the party’s nominee fell victim to a disastrous economic 

context, an unpopular president, an uninspired Republican base, and a polarizing vice 

presidential nominee. In short, there was not so much a gap between the respective 

capacities of the Democratic and Republican parties to wage a contemporary campaign, 

as a highly unfavorable electoral context.  

 Many political scientists agree. And, they are right. And yet, while it might be 

empirically true that digital media did not win Obama the election, this assessment 



	  

overlooks all the reasons that narratives about elections matter. The stories political 

staffers and consultants themselves tell about the outcomes of campaigns matter a great 

deal for how future campaigns are conducted, which firms get hired to service them, the 

practitioners and skills that are valued, the organizational roles these staffers fill and their 

authority in campaigns and in parties, and where parties invest scarce resources. The 

stories that journalists tell about these things matter a great deal as well in terms of 

shaping the perceptions of these staffers, as well as those of donors and actors allied with 

the two parties, about what matters in a campaign and how to allocate their time and 

talents in the future.  

 As a result of the ways practitioners and journalists framed the Dean and Obama 

campaigns, the Democrats had two ‘prototype campaigns’ that redirected millions of 

dollars towards massive infrastructure projects in digital platforms and voter data and 

attracted talented staffers from the technology industry into the political field (Kreiss, 

2012). By ‘prototype campaign,’ I mean a campaign that comes to be seen as a 

‘prototype,’ a model for future campaign practice and set of claims about how the world 

is that is actionable for campaigners. Suchman, Trigg, and Blomberg (2002, 163) argue 

that prototypes have a “performative” dimension and align “multiple, discontinuous 

social worlds” around the possibilities of new technologies. While most of the literature 

on prototypes focuses on small-scale artifacts in research labs, there is no theoretical 

reason why prototypes do not also exist at the field level in terms of creating new 

alignments among the stakeholders of political campaigns and new models for 

technological campaign practice. What is of consequence in making prototypes such as 

digitally enabled campaigns is the creation of new alignments between people, material 



	  

things, and organizational forms through cultural and technical processes, and then 

narrating and materially demonstrating these new alignments as a model for future 

practice.  

 Culturally, protoypes are part of a broader “theater of use” that Smith (2009) has 

documented in the context of demonstrations within the technology industry: “they have 

long been used to convince colleagues, managers, customers and others about the 

efficacy of new ‘systems,’ either under development or ready for use” (449). While 

Smith looks at staged performances within the technology industry, we can see how 

campaigns such as Dean’s and Obama’s were culturally situated in particular ways 

through technological metaphors and staged technoscientific demonstrations for both the 

public and journalists who interpreted these campaigns for broader publics. For example, 

as Kreiss (2011) have documented previously, the idea that Dean ran an ‘open source’ 

campaign worked culturally to attract top programming talent to the campaign, reoriented 

the party towards technological investment, and ultimately lead to significant market 

opportunities for former internet staffers. The Republican Party, by contrast, never had a 

similar prototype of a technologically-mediated campaign. As Alex Lundry, a senior 

analytics staffer on the Romney campaign, details: 

So we win ’04. I think a sense of complacency frankly sets in across the 
right. Whereas you have the Democrats who are facing a situation not 
unlike what we are facing right now, which is how did we just lose an 
election where we really should have won or at least we feel we should 
have won. What did they do that we didn’t that we should be investing in? 
And, they went out and invested aggressively in various institutions and 
planted a number of seeds which I think have come to fruition like the 
Analyst Institute, the New Organizing Institute, and Catalyst. I point to 
those three institutions as kind of the pillars of this liberal data analytics 
ecosystem that were really the key drivers behind the success of 2012, if 
not directly then at least indirectly in the buildup to 2012.  

 



	  

 What is important here is that actors recognize a prototype as such – for example, 

their attribution that technology, data, and analytics have causal force over the outcome 

of an electoral campaign. For example, in contrast with the Democrats, few in the 

Republican Party network saw the need to reinvest in technological capacities after 2004 

and even 2008. As Patrick Ruffini, president of the prominent Republican digital political 

consultancy Engage, former Webmaster for Bush-Cheney 2004, and eCampaign director 

for the RNC from 2005-2007, argues, ironically given its extensive innovations in 

internet use for field operations and fundraising, the Bush re-election campaign was not 

narrated as a digital-intensive effort in the same way that the Dean and the Obama 

campaigns were, often quite deliberately:  

I felt like number 1 there was never really that sort of credit attached to the 
Bush campaign…. We weren’t necessarily going out there and telling that 
on our own, no the Obama campaign didn’t necessarily do that either 
during the election. They certainly did a good job after, creating this… 
framing digital as essential to them in 08 - which I think that is actually 
kind of a dubious position to be in. Because in the sense of its impact, 
without the internet you guys would win in 08 period. Dean was a losing 
primary candidate and so it is interesting to me from that perspective what 
he did was much more impressive…. We never really had, I felt like it 
should have been more of an effort to kind of go after and just talk it up: 
this being kind of a central aspect to the win or at least very highly valued 
in sort of the integration with the field operations being something that 
was a contributing factor… A lot of the history gets written, and is driven 
by the public marketing of these efforts, and by the marketing of what the 
results mean. Even though, when you know you talk to people internally 
and they say that is a good deal more messy then that.  

 What Ruffini is suggesting is that this matters on a cultural level for attracting 

new talent to the field, providing a model for a new way of running campaigns, and 

opening markets for new services to offer campaigns and candidates. Ruffini, who after 

the failed 2008 Republican presidential bid launched a “Rebuild the Party” effort focused 

on closing what he perceived to be the yawning digital gap between the Democrats and 



	  

Republicans, argues that the GOP missed a key transformation in terms of the waging of 

contemporary campaigns. The failure to invest, in turn, was reinforced by the Republican 

Party’s sweeping victory in congressional and statehouse races across the country in 

2010, where it seemed that many of Obama’s new media and data tools – then housed 

under the rubric of ‘Organizing for America’ within the Democratic Party – failed to stem 

the tide of voter dissatisfaction and disillusionment.  

Limited Party Network 
 The Republican failure to develop a prototype campaign is important for its 

consequences. With McCain’s defeat easily explained away, the 2008 effort to “Rebuild 

the Party” never achieved critical mass and was abandoned in early 2010. While the 

failed Dean campaign spawned a dozen technology consulting firms and political careers, 

including staffers who played pivotal information technology roles at the Democratic 

Party and in both of Obama’s runs (Kreiss, 2012), McCain’s loss did not create the same 

cultural reorientations needed to generate investment in new technologies and create new 

market opportunities. As a consequence, the Republican party-network failed to develop 

a similarly decentralized group of consultancies, training organizations, and staffers 

specializing in data, new media, and analytics comparable to the Democratic network that 

emerged after the 2004 campaign cycle.  

 For example, numerous former party staffers state that the Republican Party’s 

primary technology vendors generally remained the same after the 2004 and 2008 

presidential elections. After the successful Bush re-election campaign, incoming Party 

Chair and Bush re-election bid manager Ken Mehlman sought to bring much of the 

innovative digital media work of the campaign inside the party bureaucracy. The key 

staffers from the re-elect campaign went to work for the Party, instead of starting their 



	  

own firms. This left the overall market for technology consulting services dominated by 

one firm, New Media Communications, which had few competitors. Meanwhile, an 

increasingly unpopular president, a disaster in New Orleans, the failure of signature 

policy efforts around immigration and social security, and a 2006 midterm election with a 

Democratic sweep of Congress, led to a fractured party and diminished energy. As a 

result, the 2008 cycle featured a wide candidate field that pitted a small handful of digital 

consultants from the Bush re-elect team against one another. Meanwhile, John McCain’s 

come-from-behind bid had little to do with technology, unlike his earlier run, and the 

general election campaign used a platform provided by New Media Communications that 

looked much like the tool behind the 2004 re-election bid in the assessment of campaign 

operatives. Chuck DeFeo (personal communication, January 18, 2013), who is the current 

chief digital officer for the RNC and became CEO of Campaign Solutions in 2009, 

argues that: 

By the time they walk into 2008 they were literally sitting on not the exact 
same code base - but not a much more mature product then what we had in 
‘04. They walked into ‘08 with an ‘04 product and at the heart of it that is 
in my opinion the heart of why we lost our advantage was clearly the 
political environment. You know, its always, who has got the energy was 
not on our side anymore and that clearly….Why we looked so flat footed 
from a technology perspective is because we stopped investing, we 
stopped innovating and we stopped fixing. And I know this is hard for 
people to believe but ‘04 was also the only campaign well besides, we had 
nothing to lose on McCain 2000. So in terms of a campaign for an 
incumbent let me say it that way. ‘04 was also the only environment where 
I saw a willingness to take risks. By ‘08 which was kind of ironic to me 
there was not the risk taking culture in place anymore where from a 
business perspective the vendors weren’t investing anymore, they were 
reaping, and from a RNC party apparatus you know the leaders that… 
drove that risk-taking, innovative mindset were not necessarily the drivers 
of ‘08 and they weren’t driving the party any longer…. 

    
 Again, as noted above, with McCain’s loss, the configuration of consultancies, 



	  

firms, and campaign operatives also did not radically change. In other words, actors 

across the party’s extended network did not make a new commitment to technology, data, 

and analytics – which “Rebuild the Party” represented – to the same extent the Democrats 

did even following a successful election (for a discussion of the Democratic Party’s work 

around the 2010 midterms in voter data and analytics, see Issenberg, 2012.) And, as I 

address in greater detail below, although the next chairman Michael Steele did invest 

considerable amounts internally in revamping the party’s technical infrastructure, his 

troubled tenure undermined the party’s finances and ultimately its technology efforts.  

   
Cultures of Testing 
 The history of the Republican Party’s extended network over the last decade has 

shaped the ways its candidates have contested campaigns, the types of staffers and 

technologies that the Romney campaign had available to it, and what was valued in 

organizational decision-making. Culture is, in part, embedded in networks, 

infrastructures, and practices (DiMaggio, 1997), which helps explain the comparative 

advantages of the Democratic Party in new media, data, and analytics. As the quote from 

the analytics staffer above reveals, since 2004 the Democratic Party’s extended network 

has been far more successful at training a new generation of campaigners skilled in 

working with data and analytics (see also Karpf, 2012a). The party has gone from having 

few practitioners skilled in working with data to having these skills be at a premium 

across its extended network (Issenberg, 2012). These Democratic campaign staffers have 

a defined and specialized set of knowledge and skills that relate to practices such as 

modeling voters, cleaning databases, and using A/B testing to measure the effectiveness 



	  

of appeals. Even more, there is greater knowledge within campaigns across the party of 

how to organize and utilize data effectively in the course of electoral operations.  

 At the level of the party-network, what is of analytical interest here is the way that 

knowledge and skills relating to digital media and data analytics become valued, taught, 

learned, and institutionalized across campaigns and electoral cycles. The differences 

between the two parties and their extended networks are the result of a historical process 

whereby certain campaign staffers with new media and analytic skills were not only 

produced by an extended network of organizations and market opportunities, they 

became culturally valued, supported by investments, and the carriers of skills across 

organizational contexts and election cycles. The work of party networks shapes the ways 

technical skills are perceived and valued within campaign organizations over time, the 

types of staffers that are available for campaigns to draw on, and the recruiting 

campaigns do across fields. 

 These differences between the two parties are revealed in the early efforts of the 

2012 Obama staffers to recruit highly technical talent for the campaign. As sociologist 

David Stark (2011) has argued, innovations emerge from sites with hybrid institutional 

logics. In the political domain, this means hiring campaign staffers drawn from both 

technology and politics who have to collaborate and negotiate different understandings of 

their work and its contexts. On one level, the Democrats had a generation of staffers with 

specialized skills cultivated by training organizations such as the New Organizing 

Institute endemic to their extended party network. Even more, the Obama campaign 

placed these skills at a premium. For the Republicans, however, this talent largely exists 

outside of the field, and was comparatively undervalued in campaigns such as Romney’s. 



	  

The status and hierarchy of a more established group of consultants and firms, with well-

established practices, is well ensconced. On another, the Democrats also strove to attract 

top talent from outside its network and even the political field. Alex Lundry (personal 

communication, June 25, 2013) notes how far ahead the Obama campaign was after he 

saw a job posting of the Obama campaign: 

I think the first person to notice the job posting that Obama had put up for 
predictive modelers and they were speaking my language - like I could 
have applied for that job that they listed because it described exactly what 
I did and it was on an industry website and you know in my mind they 
were doing the right things and I started becoming very concerned because 
it did seem like they were putting together a team unlike anything we have 
ever seen before and from all counts they did. Yeah I mean I haven’t been 
doing this forever but I have been doing it long enough to say I have never 
ever seen any sort of political help wanted ad that used the language they 
did. That listed the skills they did or listed the software that they did and 
that was that had me concerned….  

 
 Beyond recruiting staffers with specialized technology skills, the question is how 

much autonomy and organizational influence they had within the Obama campaign. In 

separate interviews Patrick Ruffini and Ethan Roeder, the 2012 Obama campaign’s 

director of data, both cited cultural differences in their respective parties that shaped the 

types of knowledge and skills that are valued in campaigns such as Obama’s and 

Romney’s. Speaking of a post-election private Google-sponsored event that brought 

together practitioners from both parties who worked in digital media, Roeder (personal 

communication, January 31, 2013) argues that: 

The issue of the disparity between the Democratic and the Republican 
Party came up quite a bit in explicit ways and not explicit ways and what 
seemed to be sort of a consensus in the room and one that I absolutely 
agree with is that the bigger challenge to the Republicans is culture not 
technology. Republicans have enough money to invest in the same type of 
technology that we invest in. They have enough money to pay talented 
young people to come into the party and execute and create models but 
they don’t have a culture of making decisions based on data-driven 



	  

analytics. They have a culture of working with consultants and 
outsourcing those kinds of decisions to their mail consultants, their TV 
consultants, and they [the consultants] have their own specific interests. Its 
just harder because the leadership hasn’t embraced the idea of kind of 
strong arming all of that stuff to the side and allowing data to really 
determine strategy which again I do think it is one of the things that the 
2012 [Obama] campaign did the best because there really was buy in 
among the leadership. 
 

 
 As Roeder argues, the increasing use of data and analytics in all aspects of 

Democratic campaigning is not simply a question of resources, but a cultural shift 

towards seeing these things as organizationally important and electorally advantageous. 

The idea of an established ‘culture of testing’ fundamentally relates to what are 

considered legitimate sources of authority on campaigns. In interviews, practitioners on 

the Obama campaign in 2008 (Kreiss, 2012) and the re-election bid (Issenberg, 2012) 

often cited a move away from claims grounded in ‘gut instinct,’ ‘experience,’ and 

‘seniority’ and towards identifiable and transparent metrics. Beginning with the 2008 

Obama campaign and carrying through to the re-election bid, data provided a key source 

of authority to track and evaluate expenditures, income, messaging, design, and electoral 

strategy more broadly. These computational management practices extended throughout 

the entire campaign. Staffers used data to plot the best course of action as well as 

efficiently allocate resources. They also cited data to settle internal organizational 

arguments. As importantly, the Obama campaign’s hierarchy not only saw data as a valid 

metric, it elevated its status over other knowledge claims, such as experience. 

 By contrast, on the Romney campaign, data-based decision making was 

comparatively under-valued. Aaron Ginn (December 8, 2012), a Silicon Valley 

technologist, cited that when he arrived at the Romney campaign, he believed 



	  

organizational authority was grounded in “who are you, what is your title, and how long 

have you been here.” This worked to the disadvantage of new entrants to the field who 

came to the campaign from outside politics. Technologists in the campaign describe how 

they often were not able to get traction on their ideas, and that this was the result of larger 

issues of both organizational hierarchy and the campaign’s culture. For one, Ginn argues 

that on the campaign digital was seen “as a means for other parts of the campaign rather 

than digital actually being the campaign.”  This is evident in the approval process on 

design and messaging for the digital team, which had to go through the communications 

division as opposed to having organizational autonomy (a feature of Obama’s two 

campaigns.)   

 Even more, former staffers repeatedly stated how they were frustrated, blocked, 

and subverted by campaign hierarchies that put little faith in data. The comparative 

difference in the status and organizational value of data and analytics on the Romney and 

Obama campaigns is evident in the resources dedicated to these departments. Romney 

had about thirty staffers working in an analytical capacity across all the divisions of the 

campaign. By contrast, the Obama campaign had double that number working in a stand-

alone analytics department, which the campaign made a pillar of its organization and 

essentially served as an in-house consultancy to all the other divisions on the campaign. 

As one senior division head (personal communication, June 25, 2013) describes the role 

of data on the Romney campaign: 

We had planning meetings where this data was discussed and shared. 
Sometimes decisions were made in those rooms and sometimes decisions 
were made at some other point by other people. And, you know, I think 
the role of data in those decisions is; sometimes decisions were made in 
that room that I think were not executed on because of people who felt 
differently about how they should go. They were in a position to not act on 



	  

it - and so the thing is, you have to have leadership and people who are in 
the decision-making, in a directive position on the campaign, who say ‘I 
am going to trust the data and I am going to stick with it or I am only 
going to override it when I feel exceptionally strong about it in a particular 
way.’ And, I don’t think that everybody on the campaign had that 
commitment. I think a lot of people on the campaign did but I don’t think 
everybody did.  

 
 By contrast, on the Obama campaign using data to drive decision-making was not 

only far more widespread, it was incorporated into everything the campaign did 

throughout its many divisions. These differences in cultures of testing, in turn, are in part 

the product of differences in the two parties’ infrastructures.  

 
Incumbency and Infrastructure 
 One of the most cited explanations for the Romney campaign’s shortcomings vis-

à-vis Obama with regard to technology, data, and analytics, however, is time. Many 

staffers associated with both campaigns noted that the Obama campaign had a year and a 

half to start putting together their team and developing their technology ‘products.’  

Romney’s team, by contrast, was hamstrung by a long Republican primary and a short 

lead up to the general election.  

 Staffers cite that the traditional advantages of incumbency (name recognition, 

resources, etc.) now have an added dimension given the time it takes for technical 

development. While scholars have noted the expanded primary season and even 

permanent campaigns, the changing temporal aspects of campaigns in the context of 

technical development has gone almost entirely unanalyzed in political communication 

research. The development cycles of political technologies are now operating at different 

time scales than in the past. For much of the last six decades, the mediated 

communication practices of campaigns have unfolded according to a relatively stable 



	  

production process cycle. For example, the time it takes to develop television advertising, 

do media buying, and poll the electorate has generally remained stable over the last sixty 

years. This is now changing with digital convergence, as data and analytics become the 

basis for all of these communicative practices. As reporting on the 2012 Obama 

campaign’s innovations in purchasing of cable advertisements has revealed, for instance, 

set-top box television targeting is premised upon both extensive stores of data accrued 

across electoral cycles, and the real-time monitoring of the electorate. The gathering of 

useful data and the development of analytic skills around it is now extended across time, 

even while the time horizon of media buys and monitoring has narrowed. 

 The 2012 Obama campaign’s technical innovations such as the Optimizer, which 

was the tool developed for set-top targeting, were premised on having the time to do 

development and testing. All of which means that incumbents have a new advantage in 

terms of a longer time for technical development, especially as the “application layer” 

(Karpf, 2012b) of the internet continually changes. Speaking of the 2012 campaign, Ginn 

(personal communication, December 8, 2012) argues: 

So this was the first time ever for an incumbent to have this level of 
competitive advantage that is time based. That people are expecting all of 
these digital tools to help them now – get out to vote, donate remotely, 
donate through your phone – and it was very challenging for the team to 
keep pace with that. So much so that whenever we would beat Obama to 
the punch on like a Facebook feature such as ‘Commit to Romney’ Obama 
released his literally 3 hours after we did because he already had it made 
you know, or his team already had it made, and they just did not release it 
yet and they released it in response to that. So, that is a huge luring point 
as someone who works in Silicon Valley - it is a very logical thing but to 
many people in politics it is not. They think that they can continue to be 
transactional in every 2 or 4 year election cycle. 
 

 This dynamic played out in all aspects of the campaign. For example, in terms of 

the political (or field) efforts, Romney staffers cite having a much narrower window to 



	  

not only develop and test new tools such as Project ORCA, but more broadly limited time 

to integrate the voter contact aspects of the campaign in all its forms, from digital 

outreach to door knocking. This meant that the Romney campaign had less time to 

develop its political operations and comparatively less resources to do so. The Romney 

campaign, for instance, fought a long, drawn out primary that was expensive in terms of 

time and resources.  

 While this points to the ways in which time matters, particularly given that the 

Obama campaign benefitted from having no contested primary which enabled the 

campaign to develop new tools, this narrative needs a broader consideration of the role of 

parties in this incumbent advantage. Parties can compensate for the electoral context and 

the differential technological capacities of campaigns. The 2008 Obama campaign, for 

instance, was the beneficiary of massive Democratic Party investments in databases, 

campaign platforms, and technically-skilled staffers (Kreiss, 2012). It was this party 

infrastructure that helped anchor the campaign in 2008 and 2012. 

 The differences in the two parties’ infrastructures also explains some of the 

disparities in the two presidential campaigns’ technological capacities in 2012. It was not 

just that Obama had more time, but that the 2012 campaign innovated around a pre-

existing party data infrastructure. For example, Sahsa Issenberg’s (2012) extensive 

reporting on the 2012 cycle reveals the ways in which the analytic modeling developed 

during the 2010 midterms was deployed during the 2012 campaign. Even more, all of the 

party’s data infrastructures can be traced back to Howard Dean’s investments in a new 

voter file and interface system and the formation of organizations such as Catalyst and 

the New Organizing Institute that emerged after the 2004 cycle. 



	  

 The Republican Party, by contrast, failed to develop comparable infrastructural 

resources. This was in part the result of the lack of a prototype campaign and the broader 

limitations of a party network dominated by one firm that controlled access to much of 

the party’s data (see Erickson, 2012). At the same time, numerous former Republican 

Party staffers confirmed that, ironically, for all of Michael Steele’s faults in accruing a 

massive party debt, the former Republican Party chairman was committed to making the 

party competitive with the Democrats after Obama’s 2008 bid. According to internal 

accounts of the party’s dynamics during this period confirmed by numerous sources, 

Steele invested heavily in technical operations, hiring programmers and database 

engineers to thoroughly revamp the party’s applications, interfaces, and backend database 

infrastructure. A number of former staffers confirm, however, that these investments 

were discarded after Reince Priebus became chair given both a desire to clean house after 

the Steele years and a dispute with a vendor over the access to and ownership of party’s 

data. Indeed, one former staffer with close knowledge of the party’s systems uses the 

word “entropy” to detail what happened during this period. 

 In this context, the Romney campaign not only faced an incumbent advantage, it 

also lacked a well-defined and maintained party infrastructure to provide the data, 

analytics, and technological services on the order of what the Democratic Party provided 

to its candidates. 

Conclusion 
  
 This paper has provided an explanatory account for why the two party’s 

candidates had highly differential capacities to contest the election at the presidential 

level. In doing so, it has shown that the technological practice of campaigns is shaped by 



	  

the interplay of changes in the medium of the internet and its application layer, the 

strategic actions and cultural orientations of campaigns and parties, and the infrastructure 

that shapes the background contexts of action for campaigns and citizens. The Obama 

campaign in 2012 was a cycle ahead of its rival due to the cultural impact of the Howard 

Dean campaign, the composition of the party network and the infrastructure it provided, 

and the orientation towards data and analytics that made it organizationally valued. The 

Republican Party, by contrast, never had the same legitimation and validation of a ‘digital 

campaign’ (how much of a misnomer that may have been in practice), and in part as a 

result failed to develop a robust and decentralized party network or the organizational 

cultures that supported technological development. When coupled with a new 

incumbency advantage in terms of project-based technological development, this explains 

Obama’s comparative advantage connecting with an electorate that is increasingly 

socially-embedded in worlds of citizens’ own making. 
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