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Types of Political Tech
Political tech is a huge industry; taking into account the spending of nonprofits, foundations, campaigns, committees, and other interested parties, it’s worth many billions of dollars- even in off-cycle years. It’s
important to understand the different types of tech and where they can fit into a campaign.
There are three major categories of political tech. First, there’s campaign tech. These are the tools available to individual candidates- and the type of tech that will be discussed in this paper. But that’s not all the tech
that has risen up in the political space. There’s also election tech. We’re not referring to voting machines here or
any of the tools that are used to administer elections themselves. Instead, we are referring to the sorts of capabilities that power gerrymandering, voter registration drives, and ultimately voter turnout. More recently, organizations are building tools to recruit and train more candidates for office, and these tools broadly fit into the
category, too. Lastly, there’s activism tech. This generally sits outside of party-affiliated apparatus and is used by
groups like Swingleft and Move On to keep their people active and engaged. These last two types of tech will be
discussed in their own papers, but for the purposes of this one we will resume our focus on campaign tech.

What Separates Campaign Tech from Other Tech
While these three tech areas differ, they have a few things in common. All of them are in some way
about building lists of people and dividing that list into supporters, persuadables, and non-persuadables. Given that fact, some people argue that traditional sales and marketing tools should be effective for political campaigns; they claim that these tools should be all you need. These include things such as consumer marketing
tools, which cover areas like managing a funnel of leads, segmentation, and more. While it’s true that tools like
SalesForce or Excel do see some marginal use in big campaigns and significant use in smaller ones, they are not
suited to solving political problems on the whole. This is because they are not built specifically for the purpose
of running a campaign, making elections easier, or promoting activism. Why is this the case? Compliance regulations.

Compliance
The first big thing that separates political tech from commercial tech is compliance. While big public
companies have some idea of basic compliance, even the smallest political campaign has to follow very strict
rules set out by the Federal Election Commission (FEC), state and local commissions, and campaign finance and
related regulations. A campaign must report frequently- many times daily- and blurring the lines can lead to
some massive consequences, for example what we are starting to see with the Trump campaign. Using tools that
don’t support compliance in this industry would be akin to trading stocks in the locker room at your gym and
expecting the trades to be valid. At best you have to give the stock back; at worst you wind up in prison for securities fraud. We will walk through how certain tools cover compliance and why it’s so critical. You don’t want to
step over a legal line, so it’s important to use a tool designed for politics over others. .
As part of compliance, you must publicly disclose your fundraising and expense details per the rules of
the jurisdiction you’re running in. This can include quarterly, monthly, and pre-election reports, and also what’s
known as “late contribution reports” or “48-hour reports.” You need to know the rules and schedules for these
reports, as they will help shape your fundraising cycles. Keep in mind that making mistakes around filings can
lead to negative press stories and serve as fodder for your opponents. There are some very clear guides released
by the FEC to explain all this, and it’s worth educating yourself, so you don’t step into any potholes.
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Buyer and Seller Market
The second big separation point is that politics is not a buyer-seller market. Many sociologists have
written extensively on this concept, and you can refer to the work of sociologists, such as Marshall Ganz, for a
better understanding. One key point from these work is this: in politics there isn’t a company and customer- everyone is both. This is because the government is still by and for the people; it is not some traditional marketing
funnel attempting to drive people towards loyalty and advocacy. Once someone is voting for you they can’t vote
for you again, but they can persuade others to do so. This persuasion and ability to be involved in a campaign
is different than someone who maintains loyalty to a brand. Apple may get lines out the door for a new iPhone,
but they don’t get 2.2 million individuals out knocking on doors and calling their neighbors to get people to the
polls.

Ladders of Engagement
Finally, in politics, more than any other industry, it’s critical to have a ladder of engagement. A ladder
of engagement is a way to ease people into actions that you want them to take using various smaller steps that
might heighten their interest along the way. Using a ladder of steps, you can take someone who is just browsing
by and turn them into someone who signs a petition, to someone who volunteers to knock on doors, to someone who donates, to someone who throws a house party, or to someone who champions you in other ways.
Often people need to be wooed into supporting a candidate. The ladder of engagement is the tool to make this
happen
“A great example of a ladder of engagement in action is one used by the Obama campaign in 2012,”
states Jake Milroy, a digital campaign strategist on Medium. “The Obama campaign wanted a couple of simple
things from people — votes, donations, and volunteer time. They built a ladder of engagement to take people
from observer to engaged. First, people were encouraged to take an easy action: ‘like’ Barack Obama’s Facebook
page. Second, the campaign posted a link to Facebook asking people to “sign a birthday card” to Obama in the
lead up to his birthday. When people took this step, they filled in their name and email address. Now the campaign had a valuable piece of information in their database: an email address. Third, the campaign sent an email
to supporters asking them to fill out a survey or share a personal story. In this new step, people were encouraged
to become more committed to the campaign, and in turn, this built a supporter profile that allowed the campaign to better target them in the future. Fourth, supporters were asked to volunteer to canvass or give a donation. From there the steps continued.
Ladders of engagement need to start with very simple, easy tasks. For most people, the two hardest
things to give are money or time, but it’s easy to give data. Many people will provide an email address because it
helps them feel like a part of something, so this is a great place to start. Once you have an email, you can create a
line of communication with the email receiver in a way that they control- allow them the option to unsubscribe
at any time. From there you can bring in more ways they can engage; for example, send them relevant stories
and updates on the campaign. Once you have an email find ways to avoid outright asking for a money- make it
an exchange. “Instead of a direct request for money they are asked to contribute to the campaign in return for a
bumper sticker or t-shirt,” states Milroy. “Never underestimate the power of swag!” Below is a graphic from The
Leadership Institute, which demonstrates how to engage people and move them from strangers to advocates for
a candidate.
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Ladders of engagement often start small, but once you have secured people’s social media platforms and
gained their email addresses, you can increase shift from likes to issues they care about, to actions they want to
take, to helping out and contributing both time and money. At the highest levels you can get someone to throw
a house party, give or get recurring donations, or even ask them to join your team as an unpaid hire. It is at
these levels, fundraising teams employ “bundlers,” all over the country, or local fundraising advocates that can
bring in anywhere from tens of thousands to millions.
But, as stated before, always make sure to give something to get something. If volunteers come into work,
make sure to give them pizza and stickers and make it a FUN work environment. We cannot stress enough how
critical this last point is. People want to talk to other people, and be a part of something. Inclusion can take
many forms, such as a setting up fun room with bean bags, games, and snacks or allowing people the flexibility
to work within their comfort levels. Someone who is introverted and uncomfortable talking to people might
bake cookies for other volunteers instead.
If someone is giving at the highest levels, give them an office of their own and bring them into meetings
with the candidate themselves. Give them that feeling of belonging to something big, and they will give you
more, as they are becoming more invested in your win. We will talk more about this in detail in the frameworks
for social engagement and CRM usage below, but be aware that the ladder of engagement you build- and the
environment around it- will be a huge factor in whether you win or lose.
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Digital Tools vs. Digital Media
While there are three types of tech in politics, by far the most energy and dollars are focused on tools for individual campaigns. When people think about giving their party an edge, campaign tech is almost always where
they begin. They may also choose to focus on digital spending, a type of spending that is used within a campaign to promote the candidate on digital networks like Google, Facebook, Hulu and Youtube. This is becoming
more popular than more traditional mechanisms of TV and radio. New online channels have incredible ROI,
or return on investment, and you can track spending to the penny.
But, if you are new to running a campaign, you might confuse digital tool spending and digital media
spending. Digital tools are tools used to facilitate processes within your campaign. Digital spending is anything spent on advertising your campaign via digital and online channels, including Facebook, Hulu, Youtube,
etc. Both are critical. In a nutshell, the best campaigns use the right tools and the optimal team to extract value
from those tools, alongside a digital spending plan that truly uses all of today’s methods of self-promotion both
online and via traditional channels.

“I got 130 results for “Where does my high school girlfriend live now?”
					
-Knowsmore, Ralph Breaks the Internet
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