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TechYourself
A Framework Guide for Candidates

on How to Use Tech to Win Campaigns

Social Media, Web Site and Email—The Free Basics
Every candidate can benefit from a good web site, email tool 

and social media presence, and here are some best practices in 
these areas.
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The Free (or Mostly Free) Basics 
 We are going to talk a lot about digital spend, ad buys and channels, tools stacks and how to organize your 

team. However, before we do that, we should discuss the basics that you can do to get your name, message and 
race out there without breaking the bank. These are the free (or mostly free) basics, and they include setting up 
a web site and web presence, and establishing a basic presence on social media. 

Web Site and Web Presence

Before we talk about what you need to know about this,it is essential to understand the role of a website. 
Websites are often the first impression a possible voter/supporter will have of your campaign so it’s important 
your website is done right from the start. So, what does that mean?

It means that your website is not something to cut corners on in order to save money. The biggest piece of 
website building is what is known as “information architecture or hierarchy”. Information architecture (IA) 
is the structural design of shared information environments. Information architecture focuses on organizing, 
structuring, and labeling content on a website in an effective and sustainable way. The goal is to help users find 
information and complete tasks. The real key to a good website is organization and an experienced web devel-
oper who will know how to design your site so that it lasts you a long time. You will need to update technology 
and content, but a good design and information hierarchy can last you years if not decades. Simply put, don’t 
just have the next door neighbor’s kid build your site for you.

Beyond design, a website is only as good as the traffic it gets. Small campaigns do not have the time, money 
or content for Search Engine Optimization (SEO). Plus, many voters get their information from social media 
and other web sites. Campaigns can leverage this trend by creating an online presence for their campaign with a 
StoryMap. This is a free app from ESRI which allows text, images, videos and maps to be combined into a digital 
package and easily shared on social media. A StoryMap can also be easily embedded in a web site. Learn more 
about StoryMaps here and see how Jon Tester’s campaign used it in the midterm election.

When building a web site, you might hear people talk about a “microsite” strategy.  This is the practice of 
creating a bunch of smaller websites around a main website and using those sites as “feeder sites” into the main 
site. Tools like NationBuilder have packages for up to 50 websites, and some campaigns even create 50+ sites 
around their race and issues.  Sometimes, these pages are used to comment on a particular issue, launch a game 
or make a negative push on a competitor.  Beware of a microsite strategy unless you know that the microsites 
you are generating will get traffic too.  Campaigns at band five will often have more than one site, but campaigns 
at a lower level often struggle just to get traffic to their main site, much less any others.  Resist a microsite strate-
gy unless you are at the largest levels and have a real plan and budget.

Hiring and Building For Your Website 

Even when hiring someone else to build your site there are things you need to know and think about in 
order to ensure you have the best site for your campaign.

1. Create a logo and color scheme first, then begin to design your site.    
 

2. You’ll need to own a domain name. Ideally not just the candidatesname.com but also 

https://thedemlabs.org/2018/09/13/whats-your-story/
https://demlabs.maps.arcgis.com/apps/MapSeries/index.html?appid=8f6f5aa8a64c4030ad6a420e192a54c2
http://candidatesname.com
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variations of the candidates name (including misspellings!) and .net and .org versions. 
Why so many? It prevents from mischief makers, including your opponents from 
buying them and using them to confuse your voters/supporters. (For a great example 
of what can happen check out what happened to Ted Cruz during his 2018 campaign). 
You can buy your domain name from a domain registrar, like NameCheap.com or 
Bluehost.com. There are a variety of others that you can find via Google.   
 

3. As stated above, the real key to a good website is that everything is easy to find, cre-
ating a good user experience. Not everything needs to be on the home page, which is 
the main page for your site. Ideally what should be on your homepage are: 

• An email capture- This is usually a text box that, when filled out, allows someone to 
give you their email address, thus signing up for your email list. It usually deposits 
that data directly into whatever email platform you are using. A Terms of Use and 
Privacy Policy is critical on your site if you are collecting this data. You can easily 
just use the same wording as another site, but have a lawyer review it if you can. 

• SMS cell phone capture.  Phone numbers collected when people opt-in are especial-
ly valuable because campaigns can text automatically to raise money, ask them to 
volunteer, and more. It is important to inform people and get their approval when 
they are being added to an opt-in list. More details on creating opt-in phone num-
ber lists with chatbots here. This voice chatbot allows people without internet access 
to request a ride to the polls from just a landline. As with collecting emails, a Terms 
of Use and Privacy Policy is critical on your site if you are collecting this data. 

• A donate link/button: It should be big and easy to find. Often, these get placed in 
the top right corner of the site because data shows that the top right is where people 
often look first. 

• Navigation bar: This will be a series of links that link to other pages on your site. 
Some links might be about the candidate, a media center, contact form, volunteer 
form, issues page or endorsements listing. 

• Links to your campaign social media: Important note: this means the Facebook 
page for your campaign, not the candidate’s personal Facebook account (more on 
that below in the social media section). 

• Ad Pixel/Cookie: Your website designer should be easily able to drop an ad pixel 
onto your website homepage, so that you may target your website visitors with ads 
as the campaign continues.  

• Live chat: At bands four and five, consider a live chat feature like Slaask that can 
allow constituents to ask questions, learn how to engage, and donate without even 
picking up the phone.         
 

4. Beyond the home page described above, other pages your website must include a vol-
unteer form, a donation page, issues or policy pages, and a contact page.      
 

• A volunteer form: When someone fills out this form, it sends the information di-

http://time.com/3755680/ted-cruz-domain-name-tedcruz-com/
http://NameCheap.com
http://Bluehost.com
https://thedemlabs.org/2019/02/27/build-opt-in-text-lists-by-helping-people-with-their-issues/
https://thedemlabs.org/2018/10/08/leave-no-voter-behind/
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rectly to your CRM of choice, thus ensuring that your data stays clean and all in one 
place.The way this data exchange happens is usually through an embedded page or 
a widget depending on the CRM you are using. Your website builder should know 
how to set the page up correctly. 

• A donation page: This needs clear information on where to mail a check for people 
who prefer to do so. Many Democratic campaigns use ActBlue as their online fund-
raising processor because over the years it raised over a billion dollars for Demo-
cratic campaigns and optimized the online donation process to ensure maximum 
success for your online donation forms. ActBlue will also help with proper disclaim-
ers, requirements, and will send your money to you, usually within a week. Many 
of the CRMs out there integrate directly with ActBlue, including NGP which most 
campaigns use to file their compliance reports, and many CRMs also have the ability 
to process your credit card donations (for a small standard fee similar to ActBlue’s 
fees) and then deposit the money into your campaign. 

• Issues pages: This can either be one page per issue or a page that outlines where your 
campaign stands on a variety of issues.There’s no one size fits all answer here but it 
is important to have something to this effect on your website. If someone comes to 
your website and can’t see where you stand on issues, you’ve drastically reduced the 
chances that they will stay involved in your campaign or eventually vote for you. 

• Once you have your website put together you’ll want to include your web site do-
main name (candidate.com) on everything- on and offline- palm cards, stationary, 
donation envelopes. Email signature lines, social media profiles. The more locations 
you can plaster it, the better.

Email List

Before we dig into management of an email list and the sending of emails, let’s first talk about the most 
important thing to know about building an email list: it’s important that most of that list has opted in to receive 
email from your campaign. Of course, lists and people will be dropped in as you go, but if someone has opt-
ed in, they are so much less likely to leave. This isn’t a legal thing, this is about ethics and treating people with 
respect (more on that in a moment). Opting-in means that they have willingly and knowingly signed up to your 
email list. Don’t just take everyone in your personal email contacts and add them to your list.  With anyone that 
is outside the friend and family zone, email them, tell them you are running, why you are running and ask them 
to opt in. If someone doesn’t opt in don’t add them to the list. It will backfire on you later. 

• In the Paid Media section, we talk about acquisition as one of the main goals of an ad 
campaign. There are many other ways to build your list including: 

• Email anyone past the friend and family zone and ask them to opt in to your cam-
paign email list as we just mentioned. 

• Ask your friends and family and supporters to email their friends and ask them to 
sign up for your list. 

• When knocking on doors or talking to people in person, at a rally or on the phone, 
ask them if they’d like to be on your email list and if so get their email address 

http://actblue.com/
http://candidate.com
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• Run online actions and get people to sign up via signing a petition or a commitment 
to vote.

Once you have the email addresses, put them into an email tool,or a Customer Relationship Management 
(CRM).  We will talk about this later in the tech tool stack section of this document, but you need the ability to 
both assign emails to people in your CRM, like NGP VAN or others like Salsa or Blue State Digital. For email 
tools, you might find that at bands one and two, Mailchimp is enough for email blasts, but for bands three and 
upwards, you need to upgrade.  We will talk about campaign size as it relates to how you store and send emails 
later, but here are a few things you’ll want to think about as you choose an email tool:  

A. How big is your campaign? The bigger your campaign, the more records you’ll have and the more 
robust of a system you will need to maintain those. Also, your lists will get larger, and some email 
tools can’t handle sending email blasts past a certain point.   
 

B. Who on your team will be managing your email list? The candidate themselves? A comms direc-
tor? A digital director? An email director? A volunteer? The more training and knowledge the 
person running the program has, the more robust a system it would make sense to use. We will 
talk in the Team Organization section later about the three levels of team organization and how 
you might address email communication in each organizational chart.   
 

C. What other tech tools are you using and will your CRM integrate directly or will someone have to 
export and import data? For example, if you are using a tool for mobile canvassing like MiniVAN, 
this can hook into VAN on the back end and automatically enter an email for you once you get it 
at a person’s door. This is much easier than having to import it later.  

Why use an email tool at all, you might ask? The biggest reasons are that email tools allow you to easily im-
port emails, make lists of emails (for example, you can have lists by district, by profession “Scientists for Marie 
Newman” or by relationship to you--”Family,” “Coworkers,” etc.,), customize “to” and “from” fields easily, and 
use a template for design that lets you drop your logo into the top and enter text. You can also see how many 
people open the email, how long they stayed in it, track “unsubscribes” easily, and see analytics reports to know 
which emails had the biggest open rates. At all levels, some kind of email tool is going to be necessary, unless 
you are in a hyper-rural district where very few people use technology, and you are running for something 
small, like mosquito catcher.

Emailing Your List

There are plenty of resources that can teach you the basics about email structure, but we want to take a mo-
ment to address one of the most common questions asked about email (and social media, for that matter): How 
often should I be emailing my list?

You may not like this answer, but we can’t actually give you a number. Here’s the rule of thumb: If you have 
something to say, say it. If you don’t, shhhhh. As Beth Becker, digital strategist/trainer of Becker Digital Strat-
egies, explains, “It comes down to four main sentences to think about when using these tools to communicate 
with others...respect the Inbox, respect the newsfeed, respect your audience, and respect yourself.”

Your inbox and newsfeed are valuable real estate, right? Think about how much junk you see everyday. If 
you can respect the inbox and newsfeed, that means you are putting out quality content that people WANT to 
be engaging with. When you do that, you are respecting yourself by not wasting your time creating content that 
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no one wants to engage with. Your time is valuable too.

The two biggest mistakes a candidate can make are shown here in two scenarios:

1. It’s 4:45 on Friday afternoon, and our data shows that we should email our list 4 times 
a week, but we just had the biggest campaign endorsement EVER. Are you going to 
wait until Monday or even the next day to email it out? Nope. You never know what’s 
going to happen an hour from now. We have a 24/7 news cycle now which means if 
you have something to say...SAY IT.  

2. Data shows that our best engagement happens when we send our email out on Tues-
day at 12pm. It’s 11:45 am Tuesday. what are we going to say today? think about how 
many times you’ve rolled your eyes at content where it’s obvious they are talking just 
to hear themselves talk. Don’t be THAT campaign. 

One thing that respecting your audience can have an immediate impact on is spam rate. Spam rate means 
that people are seeing your email in their inbox or opening your email and marking it as spam. This is not good. 
When your email gets marked as spam, it increases the chances that future emails you send will go straight to 
people’s spam filters instead of straight to their inboxes. Respecting your audience goes a long way in avoiding 
this. Making sure everyone you are emailing opted in to your list is another way to help avoid getting reported 
as spam. Hopefully people will instead click “unsubscribe” at the bottom of the email, which standard email 
tools allow, and this will not affect your spam rate, but if someone is not familiar with how to do this, they might 
just mark your email as spam which can in time affect your open rates overall.

Another way to use the email tools to help you to respect your audience is to use them to segment your list 
sends. As we talked about before, you can chunk up your email lists into categories. Not only can you group 
people by: area, relationship to you, and profession; you can also group people by what level of engagement they 
have within your campaign.  Common tags you might apply would include donor, volunteer, what issues they 
care about, specific actions they’ve taken (Note: Some CRMs will apply such tags automatically, in some you 
will need to create them). Other segmenting screens, or  ways in which we segment, might include: geographic 
location by district number, city or, most commonly, zip code; donation amounts; specific actions they’ve taken 
or specific things they’ve volunteered for, like phone banking, canvassing, working in the office or envelope 
stuffing.

When you send an email out inviting people to, for example, a house party fundraiser for a $250 recom-
mended donation, you could send that email to people who live within X radius of the location who have 
donated in the past. Further, you could screen out your very small dollar donors who aren’t likely to donate that 
much all at once, thereby not sending them an email and saving their attention for something more interesting 
to them. It’s a way to make sure you are not sending too many irrelevant emails to people. Again, we’re watching 
those spam numbers and trying to keep them low.

One note about email analytics: don’t let yourself go down the black hole of worrying about unsubscribers. 
It is going to happen. People move. Others follow you on social media and maybe your messaging is redundant 
there, and they don’t feel the need to spend time on both. There are a lot of reasons people unsubscribe. Often, 
they can feel simply deluged by political messages and need a break. 

If you see a sudden spike in unsubscribes, then you will want to dig in and figure out why people are un-
subscribing. You can do this by emailing a few of them asking or if you know them, call them and ask. Often 
the reasons may be that you’re emailing too often (and probably doing a lot of meaningless babbling as a result) 
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or perhaps you messed up a message in an email, and they are not sure what side you are on. The key thing to 
remember is unsubscribes happen, and they aren’t worth worrying about unless there is a pattern or spike.

Social Media

The first thing to think about when working on your campaign’s social media is which platforms you should 
and shouldn’t use. There are four questions you need to ask yourself that will aid you in making that decision:

1. Who is my target audience and which platforms are they using? The demographics 
of each platform are widely available via Google search, but our favorite source is the 
Pew Social Media Usage Report because they are less biased than the each platform 
when posting their own demographics and usage numbers. 

2. Once you have an idea of what platforms people are using, how are those people using 
the platform?  

3. Is the platform right for your utilization? Platforms were made for certain types of 
utilization. It’s important to know how a platform wants to be used. Only use it if that 
use case matches up with your campaign’s ladder of engagement. 

4. How much capacity does your team have? Your team’s capacity will also inform 
things. In band one and band two, you will find that you might simply not have peo-
ple with the capacity to run your social media and do everything else.

How people engage with certain tools can let you reach demographics that you might be targeting. For ex-
ample, if you are trying to reach college students, then you should think about including Snapchat in your mix, 
especially if you are going to have some short video content that would be a good fit for the platform. However, 
if you are trying to get people to donate to your campaign, Snapchat probably isn’t the best choice because that’s 
not how people are using it, and it’s not how Snapchat intends to be used. Instead, you would use Facebook or 
Instagram.

To find out more about social media platforms and which to use given your goals, read Social Platforms for 
Political Campaigns.  Once you’ve decided on which platforms to use, before you start posting, it’s important to 
have the following things in mind:

1. Algorithms: Most of the social media platforms (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
Linkedin & Snapchat) deliver content using an algorithm to determine which users 
see which content. It’s important to understand this from the start that because the 
real key to success on social media is getting others to share content. In effect, this 
turns your online supporters into your surrogates who spread the word about you and 
your campaign. 

2. Visibility and Capacity: You do not need to be on all of the platforms. Think care-
fully about your campaign’s capacity. Even presidential campaigns aren’t on all of the 
platforms. For smaller campaigns, Facebook is a must given that there’s really not a 
segment of the US population that doesn’t use Facebook regularly. Twitter is a good 
choice for a second platform because of how it helps to generate earned media. From 
there, Instagram and/or Snapchat are usually the third line of platform. There’s one 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/03/01/social-media-use-in-2018/
https://thedigitalplan.com/social-platforms-for-political-campaigns-ebook/
https://thedigitalplan.com/social-platforms-for-political-campaigns-ebook/
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rule to remember: If you aren’t going to do a platform well, don’t do it. If you aren’t 
doing content for a platform well, people will notice, and it can hurt you as you try to 
move online supporters offline to volunteer and ultimately vote for you. 

3. Be Engaging: It’s called social media for a reason. It’s about having a conversation 
with people and encouraging others to have a conversation amongst themselves. Don’t 
be afraid to show a little personality. Don’t be afraid to ask questions of your audience. 
Don’t forget to reply to questions both on the account and in any private messages on 
the platform. Don’t forget that curation (sharing content created by others) is just as 
worthwhile for you as creating your own. 

4. Engagement over Likes and Followers: Don’t buy into the myth of the vanity met-
rics of page likes and followers. It is very easy on social media to like a page or follow 
an account and then never engage with that account again. The real goal and leading 
cause of success on social media is engagement. When people are engaging with you 
(and you are engaging with them), the likelihood that your real goals of volunteers/
donations/votes will go up significantly. 

5. Don’t Engage With the Trolls. You’re never going to please everyone. You’re also not 
going to win every argument. This doesn’t mean don’t ever engage with people who 
don’t agree with you. It’s not difficult to tell the difference between someone with an 
honest question about an issue that’s asked in a respectful way by someone who is 
willing to hear you out and someone who’s asking just to troll you. Don’t waste your 
time playing whack-a-troll. 

6. Remember the Four Sentences: Respect the Inbox. Respect the Newsfeed. Respect 
your audience. Respect yourself. Don’t post because you feel like you have to Because 
of the algorithms, it doesn’t really matter when you post. People will be shown your 
content when they log in. Don’t be a news feed hog. Not everything that happens 
needs to be about you. Let the algorithm help you. Give it great content and then trust 
that the algorithm will show that content to the people who have indicated they are 
likely to engage with it. 

 You will notice in our section below about Tech Tool Stacks by campaign size that we will list social media 
sites like Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, Youtube and Linkedin as being somewhat ubiquitous among the bands.  
But again, remember that these might not be the perfect mix for you. You might substitute Snapchat for Insta-
gram, or you might drop Linkedin.  You might use Vimeo and not Youtube. These are just basic suggestions for 
starting points that your team can then customize.

Third Party Tools for Managing Social Media

There are a wide variety of tools on the market that can help a campaign manage social media that range in 
price from free to tens of thousands of dollars a year. In this section we’re going to describe a few categories of 
those tools that you might think about using.

The first is content management tools.  You’ve likely heard of some of them if you’ve done any work with 
social media already- the two most used ones being Hootsuite or TweetDeck. These tools will allow you to post 
content across multiple platforms and track some basic analytics. Unless you’re running a large (like statewide 
or national in scope) campaign, these tools may not actually be necessary for you to invest in. Both Facebook 



and Twitter let you schedule content natively on the platforms themselves and they provide really good analytics 
as well. 

The second is social listening tools. This is the category where a Hootsuite or TweetDeck like tool is more 
likely to be useful for you. One of the great things about social media for campaigns is that regardless of the 
size of your campaign, you can listen on social media to get a sense of what the people who you want to vote for 
you are talking about and caring about. Third party tools for this like TweetDeck and Hootsuite will let you set 
up multiple columns and designate what content goes in each column. So you may create a column that’s local 
press and another column that’s likely voters and another column that’s your opponents so you can see what 
they are talking about. The possibilities are endless. The key is to be methodical in how you organize those col-
umns and then to check them regularly without spending hours a day just reading them. A good rule of thumb 
is to spend 10-15 minutes at the beginning of the day skimming through them to see what people are saying. 
You can also use them to see how what you are saying is resonating with people.

The third area is analytics tools. There are multiple analytics tools on the market but if you are running a 
small or medium campaign the analytics you need are right on the platforms. The metrics you’ll want to pay 
attention to should be focused on engagement and goals achieved. So, for example, on Facebook engagement is 
measured in likes on posts/comments/shares and a goal would be if you post a video the goal is to get people to 
watch the video. Again, don’t fall into the trap of the vanity metrics. Think about what you are trying to accom-
plish and then measure that. 
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