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Executive Summary

With the development of YouTube in 2005, and its rising popularity as a
campaign tool, this study seeks to explore the changing role of the Internet, with
particular emphasis on YouTube and its effects on political campaigning. The 2006
congressional election demonstrated the power of online video in impacting constituent
opinion and election results. As a result, a content analysis was conducted to examine the
videos posted during the first three months of the 2008 presidential election. Emphasis
was placed on those videos that generated the highest number of page views and thus
ranked among the top five features each week, per candidate with the most views (John
Edwards, Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama). The research was designed in part to
explore whether we are moving in a new direction in the realm of Internet politics, from
the increasing use of websites, to the development and increasing popularity of
alternative forms of online media, user and campaign generated features and networking
content, as well as new roles for campaign staff that are internet and YouTube-focused.
In conducting the above analysis, the study determined that the content on YouTube that
generates the highest number of page views includes both negative campaign content and
informative video clips. However, it is important to note that there is a gradation of
negative candidate-related content on YouTube, related to the intent of the user as well as
the nature of the video posted. As a consequence, YouTube has provided important

opportunities for independent actors to play a role in the context of a political campaign.



Introduction

The Internet first became a significant political tool in offering one-way
communication for candidates with the development of candidate websites. However,
politics online is no longer as valued for its one-way communication but is now praised,
and used for the opportunities it provides to conduct two-way communication between
candidates, their campaigns, and potential voters. Blogging emerged in 2004 as the first
development in two-way online political communication. In that Presidential election
year, Howard Dean became the first candidate to use blogs, or text based message boards,
as a forum to interact with voters and discuss politics and campaign issues and concerns.
While blogging remains a major medium for both candidates and constituents to gather,
debate, and discuss the news, politics, and other topics of note, new types of user
generated content and online video have increasingly emerged as a significant part of the
campaign environment, offering candidates and voters a unique way in which to conduct
two-way communication.

In 2005 YouTube, an Internet website that hosts a vast array of video content, was
developed for users to upload video, share clips with their friends, and provide a forum
for social networking around video content. When the political world took note of this
new medium, they believed that it would provide candidates and constituents with the
opportunity to post web video on and about the candidate. To date, the content posted on
the site, by both the campaign and voters, ranges from news clips, speeches, interviews,
comedy, satire, and negative campaign content. During the 2006 congressional election,
we first see user and campaign generated content in a political campaign, the results of

which led to the uploading of a large and wide range of video, including features both



praising and insulting candidates. After the posting of two influential videos in 2006, one
displaying Conrad Burns of Montana falling asleep at a farm bill meeting, and the other
of George Allen of Virginia referring to his opponent’s campaign tracker using racial
slurs, these two candidates running for reelection for Senator, and at the time ahead in
voter support before the videos were posted, ultimately lost their elections. Therefore, the
2006 election highlighted for the first time the impact that online video could have on
constituent opinion and election results.

However, the election of 2006 turned out to be just the beginning of online video
and its increasing popularity in the political arena. In 2006, most campaigns did not
incorporate web video from the beginning of their campaigning — it was more of an
afterthought. At the time, candidates were still focused on developing 15 to 30 second TV
campaign ads. The 2006 “YouTube moments,” described above (referring to Conrad
Burns and George Allen), thus became a historic turning point, where the use of the web
became capable of changing the nature of the political campaign. While these videos
were incredibly influential, in 2006, web video was not at the forefront of the campaign
strategy. Now, though, in 2008, there has been an immediate focus on web video
elements and tactics, with campaigns directly establishing campaign staff positions and
strategies. Thus “web video has more of a seat at the political table in 2008 (Barko
Germany). For example, at the beginning 2008 election, the top three Democratic
presidential candidates (John Edwards, Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama) all
announced their presidency via online video posted on YouTube. Therefore, with a major
emphasis in the 2008 election being placed on web video that is both user and campaign

generated, this study undertook a content analysis on the video content posted on



YouTube of the top three Democratic candidates who had the largest number of views
among all the Presidential candidates. The content analysis explored the number and
types of videos posted on YouTube in order to determine what style of video was
generating the most page views, the common trends among these videos, and how they
could potentially affect voter opinion and election results.

YouTube and online video represent another way for constituents to collect
information about a candidate. It has become both the traditional campaign pamphlet and
the blog of 2008. Moreover, in 2008, YouTube has begun to shape how people see the
presidential candidates. Therefore, candidates, no matter what party they are affiliated
with, have decided that they can benefit by engaging with the voter through this medium.
As a result, this study will explore also and identify the type of content that is being
posted that focuses on specific candidates in the 2008 race. In addition, in identifying the
top rated videos per week and over the full analysis process, conclusions will be drawn as
to what type of videos are generating user attention, the characteristics and trends within

these videos, and how that will affect campaigns and election results.



Internet and Politics

In today’s political arena, websites and Internet resources, such as weblogs, social
networks, podcasts and compatible video formats are being shared as a means of
consuming and disseminating information via the web. As a result, websites are
becoming a major if not the number one resource for political campaigns to contact
supporters, volunteers, and donations. At the same time, for the consumer, or, in this
case, the voter, the Internet has become a primary resource for campaign media explored
via weblogging, campaign websites, news sites, social networks, video sharing and
podcasts. While traditional websites are still offering significant value to the political
world, technology is pushing the envelope steps further with the use of weblogging, the
development of social networks, the availability of podcasts (news and opinion related),
and video sharing through sites such as YouTube, which provide the general public with
video clips (of up to 5+ minutes in length). Thus the issue is no longer whether politics is
online but, instead, in what form and with what consequences.

Politics on the Internet has expanded beyond static two-dimensional web pages
that used to serve as online billboards, flyers for a candidates position, and the traditional
barriers of physical organizing. This has ushered in a new era of online consumer media
and networking content that is saturated by political and campaign content. Furthermore,
the phenomena of campaigns and the Internet is becoming less about what is featured on
the campaign website, and instead consists more of user-generated and user-spread
content that circulates virally on the Internet, connecting supporters from across the
globe. As a result, this study will seek to explore whether we are moving in a new

direction in the realm of Internet politics, from the increasing use of websites to the



development and increasing popularity of alternative forms of online media and
networking content, and whether it is changing the face of politics and political
campaigning.

The Internet has had an increasing impact on politics. There have been changes in
campaign teams, strategies and plans with the introduction of the Internet. For example,
there has been a change in campaign material, shifting from traditional forms of
candidate information such as direct mail pieces, candidate websites and mass emails to
the current use of blogs and user generated video content, specifically YouTube. As a
result, with the Internet’s increased use, there has been a loss of control to direct content
on the side of the candidates, and larger, constituent influenced and faster impacts on
campaigns, the status of candidates, and election results — from Howard Dean in 2004 to
George Allen in 2006 and today’s 2008 Presidential Candidates. This study analyzes the
Internet’s historic influence, its current significance, its future role in the world of
politics, and the who, what, where, when, why and how of the Internet and politics. It
focuses, in particular, on the impact of the critical new medium, YouTube, and of
bloggers discussing posted YouTube content on politics, candidates, and election results.

However, in order to begin to explore Internet politics, its effect on traditional
politics, and the new media used to interact and expose candidates or campaign material,
we must begin by understanding the most influential factors. The basics, in Internet
politics, are essential, as the phenomenon of Internet politics can be considered like a
state-of-the-art building structure. It is advanced and complicated, especially in regard to
the new media developments (i.e.: blogging and youtube), and thus requires a clear

understanding of the foundation of the campaign itself, in order to understand how all the



elements of the structure, the online components, fit and function as one within the
context of the campaign and how they might aid or harm the candidate.

The Internet is a unique forum for politics as it provides back-and-forth
communication and allows for an exchange of information between users and sources.
The Internet also offers its users greater access to information and the ability to express
themselves in various online political arenas. In addition, individuals use the Internet as a
tool to find and join groups that share their similar ideological, cultural, political and
lifestyle preferences. According to statistics, 37% of the adult population and 61% of
online Americans use the Internet to gather information on candidates and political views
(Kush). Also, the online American tends to be more educated than the national average,
affluent, younger, and employed. In politics in particular, individuals use the Internet to
gather information, interact with candidates and chat with fellow citizens. Furthermore,
“with the advent of the Internet, the amount and the specificity of election information
available to Joe Voter has been both increased and conveniently indexed” (21, Kush).
With the Internet, the average individual can register to vote, research candidate positions
on specific issues, discover what corporations or organizations have donated to a
campaign, gather voting records, and email local candidates. “In short, with a computer
and some effort, you can change from Joe Voter to ‘cybercitizen’” (21, Kush).
Furthermore, as the Internet continues to move forward beyond what we know as the
traditional forms of online campaigning and into more tech savvy and progressive online
tools (for example, online Town Halls and video podcasting), we will be interacting with

candidates in completely new ways.
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However, before exploring these new progressive media, we must ask, who is the
average Joe Voter, ‘cybercitizen,’ or netroots activist, and what are their goals and
intentions in investigating and utilizing the online political world. According to Jerome
Armstrong, the liberal political activist who worked on the Presidential campaign of
Governor Howard Dean, and Markos Moulitsas Zuniga, creator of Dailykos, a popular
blog on the Internet, “the netroots activist, much like the new generation of grassroots
activists, is fiercely partisan, fiercely multi-issue and focused on building a broader
movement” (Armstrong 146). The netroots activist thus engages in netroots activism, or
grassroots activism but in the cyber world. For example, on the website site, Meetup.org,
individuals develop profiles, congregate around issues, and then eventually meet in
person with other like minded activists (Safire). In the New York Times Magazine,
Armstrong explains that “Meetup epitomize[s] to me the whole netroots to grass roots
type of political activism that the Internet enable[s]. The morpheme (an indivisible,
meaningful element of a word, like net in ‘network’) grounded the meaning of the word
in something that was already political jargon” (Safire). Furthermore, anyone - candidate,
voter, netroots or grassroots activist — with a persuasive message, in the online world,
“can be a community organizer, an ad-maker, a reporter, a publisher, a theorist, a money
raiser or a leader” in cyber space (18, Sifry). As a result, the ‘cybercitizen’ has become an
individual who embraces and engages in the convenience, availability, and resources of
the online world that allow “ordinary people to participate in processes that used to be
closed to them” (16, Sifry).

However, while the Internet supplies its users, both the voters and the candidates,

with access to a wealth of information, direct methods of communication, and the means
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to express their opinions freely, for the candidate the Internet offers an arena to
communicate with voters, including providing voters with up-to-date information, the
exposure of a candidate’s opponent (through various media), and the development of
campaign websites. Also, many candidates use the Internet to advertise on various
politically affiliated websites in order to reach those constituents who will not visit the
candidate’s actual homepage. Furthermore, to candidates, campaign websites are
essential as they encourage visitors to contribute funds, become volunteers, recruit
friends for the campaign, read good news about the candidate, and view attacks on their
opponents. In addition, many candidate websites are now providing their constituents
with video clips, such as uploading YouTube video content and audio files, such as
podcasts and broadcasted speeches. Finally, the Internet has become an extremely
valuable resource for candidates to use as a fundraising tool. For example, during the
Bush-Kerry campaign, Kerry raised more than $10 million a month online, a record at the
time but one that will be dwarfed by the 2008 totals. In raising money online, we are
seeing small-scale contributions with vast participation. Also, it is important to note that a
large sum of the political cash being raised online is being spent on traditional political

outreach and communication methods such as mailings and TV advertising.
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The Internet’s Evolving Role

In order to understand the significance and role of the Internet in advancing
politics and campaigning, it is important to determine how the Internet first became
involved in politics, the initial campaigns it affected, and the role it plays today. We first
see the basic use of the Internet in politics, specifically campaigning, in 1992, with the
presidential campaign of Bill Clinton and Al Gore. It was during this election that
candidates first had an “Internet presence” even though the “online campaign was
effectively limited to text centered applications” (67, Klotz). As a result, Clinton and
Gore took advantage of the Internet as a campaign resource by sending emails posting
press releases, speeches and position papers within discussion groups and on bulletin
boards (Klotz).

In 1996, the Internet played a more significant role in campaigning and elections
as it began to reach and engage increasing numbers of audiences. However, although it
was not yet a vital resource in the political world, still a Web presence and/or
demonstrating knowledge of the Web was considered “Web campaigning.” On October
6, 1996, during the first presidential debate, Senator Bob Dole, Republican nominee,
“took Internet politics to a new level,” as Koltz put it (68, Klotz). When Senator Dole
was given his final two minutes for closing remarks, he ended his statement with a
reference to his website which allowed for a new visibility for Internet campaigning.
Senator Dole’s exact words were, “and if you really want to get involved, just tap into my
home page www.dolekemp96org” (68, Klotz). Although he failed to mention the dot that
falls between the key phrase and the “org” portion of the web address, symbolic of how

new the Internet was at the time, Dole generated a response that led to an additional
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500,000 hits to the site within the first 24 hours following the debate. Unfortunately for
Dole, “his server was unprepared for the amount of traffic the statement generated, [as]
the Dole site crash[ed]” in response (68, Klotz). Regardless, after this event, “Internet
politics would never be the same” (68, Klotz).

Today, however, the Internet is an essential aspect of politics and campaigning.
All candidates running for a position or who hold a position have a website. Also, not
only do candidates have websites but so do important groups advocating political issues,
political parties, activist groups, and the media. Every realm, or aspect of the political
world whose larger goal is to disseminate information and gather support, has a website
devoted to the individual, the group, or the cause. Furthermore, as the Internet plays a
significant role in politics and in society, as one of the main resources for information and
communication, America is moving beyond just basic websites for both candidates and
political issues. Today, it is no longer about whether the candidate has a website or not
but how the site is used (72, Klotz). Also, “information dissemination remains the major
function of campaign sites [...] with issues dominating campaign sites (76, Klotz). In
addition, a candidate’s success depends not just on making significant information
available but more importantly, it depends on “informing, persuading and involving
others in the promotion of the candidate” particularly in the cyber world (24, Schneider
and Foot). Today, though, we are rapidly on the brink of pushing Internet politics steps
further. While the basic website remains important for candidates, issues and policies, it
is becoming an outdated resource for the average voter, and more specifically, those
engaged in politics online on a regular basis. We are moving beyond solely depending on

and using websites to gather information. Now, with the rise of social networks and the
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use of podcasts, blogs, and video content, the Internet and politics is exposing, generating
and relying more than ever on more information, circulated virally, as a transmission of

ideas via syndication or sharing of traditional media, generated through users on the

Internet.
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YouTube: History

One of the most recent Internet resources, introduced to the online political world
is YouTube. This hot new Internet device, located at www.YouTube.com, has the slogan
“broadcast yourself” by allowing anyone with technical knowledge to post what they
wish. As a result, individuals of all walks of life are permitted to upload video onto the
site, title it, and attach keywords so that the video can be easily found and viewed by
individuals searching for political materials or campaign footage. “According to Robert
Gardiner Maiden Lance Inc.: ‘With YouTube, I mean bang, it’s out there. You send it to
your friends, they send it to their friends [and] the press picks it up” (Matthews).
Therefore with this resource at one’s fingertips, candidates in particular can use the site to
upload footage, conveniently and with access to the general public, to promote
themselves or attack their opponent.

“With the Internet and YouTube there is no discussion. It’s automatically posted”
and as a result, the candidates and their campaign teams have no way of controlling the
time of post or the content chosen (CBS News). Matthew Dowd, long time Bush
strategist, fears a loss of spontaneity in politics especially at a time “when the public
wants authenticity, [he] think[s] the internet and YouTube is causing people and
politicians to actually be less authentic because they worry about what’s going to get
caught on the Internet” (CBS News). For example, during the 2006 Congressional
Election, a picture and video clip posting of Senator Joe Lieberman of Connecticut
kissing President Bush helped undermine Lieberman’s candidacy that led to his loss to
anti war candidate Ned Lamont in the 2006 Democratic Party primary. The content

posted on YouTube can have a significant impact on multiple parties depending on the
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perspective — either enriching or damaging a candidate, his reputation and campaign.
“You can influence it, but you can’t control it anymore, so you have to let go a little bit”
says Joe Trippi (CBS News). Trippi, who was campaign manager for Howard Dean in
2004, sees YouTube as a “tool for weeding out overly-manufactured candidates” and
instead providing the public with both genuine and satirical campaign content (CBS
News).

In 2005, three young men in a garage in Menlo Park gave birth to this rising
phenomenon and Internet resource. For Steve Chen, Chad Hurley, and Jawed Karim
(who left YouTube last year to attend graduate school) YouTube began as a personal
video sharing service. As it expanded, they received, in November 2005, initial funding, a
sum of $3.5 million, from the venture capital firm, Sequoia Capital (Cloud). Additional
funding of $8 million, from the same company, followed quickly after, in April 2006
(Cloud). With this funding, these three men were able to turn YouTube into a global
phenomenon and increasingly popular user generated video sharing resource. The site
originated in its earliest stage in February 2005. Three months later, they began a public
preview and in December of 2005, officially launched the service. In the Spring of 2005,
when the site went live, the founders discovered that people were posting videos of their
choice. In addition, many were linking to YouTube from their MySpace pages. As a
result “YouTube’s growth piggybacked on MySpace’s (MySpace remains YouTube’s
largest single source of U.S. traffic, according to HitWise)” (Cloud). Thus, with the
increasing popularity and adjustments being made based on usership, YouTube has
developed into an “entertainment destination” where people watch more than 100 million

videos on the site daily (YouTube Fact Sheet).
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According to YouTube’s business plan, YouTube “is a consumer media company
for people to watch and share original videos worldwide through a Web
experience”(YouTube Fact Sheet). The site allows everyone and anyone to watch and/or,
post video content on YouTube, both on the site itself and within the Internet-scape. The
video content on the site offers a wide ranging set of video choices, from hobby and
interest videos, to current events (both aired on TV and first hand accounts), class
projects and satire, to name a few. In providing video based content, the site has three
main features: “video embedding,” which allows users to insert YouTube video clips into
their MySpace accounts, blogs or other websites that allows an individual to post video
content; “public or private videos” offering users an opportunity, when uploading, to
either broadcast their videos publicly or share them privately; and finally “subscriptions”
which allow users to keep track of their favorite video postings and users within the site’s
network (YouTube Fact Sheet).

Moreover, YouTube has established a community for personal video,
videobloggers, comedians, musicians, filmmakers and professional content owners to
distribute their work. On the site, unlike traditional broadcast channels, YouTube allows
its users to watch what they want, when they want it, and there is no set programming. As
a result, users can post the video footage of their choice and the online community of
users then determines what is popular through personal ratings and comments on each
video posting.

Based on the website’s traffic and statistics, Youtube receives more than 65,000
video uploads and serves more than 100 million video views per day. According to

Hitwise, “YouTube videos account for 60 percent of all videos watched online” and
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people are “spending an average of 17 minutes per session on the site”’(YouTube Fact
Sheet). In addition Nielsen NetRatings reports that YouTube has almost 20M unique
users per month on the site (YouTube Fact Sheet). Furthermore, the average YouTube
user is between 18 and 49 years old and from a broad range of geographical locations.

With the successful development of this video-sharing network, YouTube’s
founders were able to sell the company to Google for $1.65 billion dollars in October
2006. The two were able to sell this new “both easy and edgy” phenomenon, as Time
magazine called it, since it provided an array of video content without having to
download any software or register on the site (Cloud). “The unmediated free-for-all
encouraged a valuable notion that the site was grass-roots, community run and — to use an
overworked term — ‘viral’”’(Cloud). As a result, this new medium proved to be a forum in
which people found themselves engaged for hours. Thus, advertisers wanted to be on
YouTube, (which is why Google paid so much for it), in a variety of formats, from
promotions, to sponsorships, contextual based advertising, and traditional banner ads
(YouTube Fact Sheet). However, despite having sold the company, Steve Chen and Chad
Hurley, two of the three founders of YouTube, still manage the site’s day-to-day

operations.
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The Rise of Online Politics

Before the introduction and rising popularity of the Internet as a major, if not
primary resource for political campaigning, candidates and their campaign teams focused
on the use of direct mail, phone-banking, rallies and media appearances. Now, with the
introduction and significant popularity of the Internet as a resource used by both the
campaign and the general public to gather news, and more specifically political
information, campaigns have adjusted their focus. For example, in 2004, Internet blogs
were first introduced into the campaign landscape. The use of blogs, both as a forum for
dialogue and fundraising, helped Howard Dean go from an unknown governor to a
“political powerhouse” (CBS NEWS).

One of the most popular and widely used political media is weblogging, also
known as blogging. Blogs, an Internet format also used by Howard Dean, are online
journals or dialogues conducted among a group of people in hopes of fostering a sense of
community. To many, “blogs have become the new information ecosystem,” and they are
used as a forum to start discussions, provide information and invite feedback from users,
who are often constituents (Jost and Hipolit). As a result, “in the blogosphere [or the
world of blogs] there are no rules. There is only the limits of your ability and your
hunger” to engage with other users (10, Power).. Blogs provide the public with a personal
approach to presenting news and information. For example, “blogs allow people to
discuss thematic, big picture issues in a very episodic anecdotal way” (134, Trammell).
Research demonstrates that Americans are more often turning to blogs for political
information as one of many sources, and that “blog content can be perceived as more

influential and credible than traditional media content. [Moreover] blogs have the
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potential to play a significant and persuasive role in political campaigns” (136,
Trammell). While, for many, they may not be an individual’s primary source for
information and news, blogs draw a significant number of constituents who value
multiple perspectives on political issues, debate and discussion. In addition, as a
significant number of individuals read blogs, many increasingly only read blogs or feeds
from blog aggregators. Blogs have actually become the significant source of information
for a large percentage of the population, so much so that traditional media outlets have
also created forums or blog feeds and comments. For example, many columnists at all
major newspapers are turning their columns into blogs where they can entertain or
engage users and acquire feedback.

Furthermore, often, individuals turn to blogs not only as a forum to discuss their
ideas and perspectives but also as a means of gathering the news, as many find that the
media fails to portray and communicate the news and information accurately. Also, blogs
motivate individuals to act as “fact checkers and bias-detectors” in addition to engaging
in dialogue (Korzi). As a result, blogs provide a voice for the public and a place to
challenge traditional media. Furthermore, the strongest two motivations individuals hold
for accessing blogs are first, their desire “for information that [they] can’t get from
traditional media” and secondly, to “check on the accuracy of traditional media”(155,
Kaye and Johnson). As a result, political blogs provide the public with breaking news that
may not be portrayed the same way or even found in mainstream media, along with
corrections or complaints about the news coverage, and commentary about national or
world events. This way, blogs are changing information consumption patterns as they

provide instant feedback, open access, a forum to communicate ideas and the ability to
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influence mainstream news coverage by checking facts, adding material and prolonging
stories. In this way, political blogs have become a very important tool for the pro-
democracy activists in challenging potentially repressive regimes.

For candidates, as blogs became increasing popular, candidates began to use them
as a resource for fundraising and as a mobilizing tool (Jost and Hipolit). In addition,
candidates saw blogging as a way to communicate with supporters and volunteers. In
2004, seen as the breakout year for the Dean campaign’s role in Internet politics, this
campaign launched one of the most successful Internet campaigns in the history of
Internet politics up to then, acting as the benchmark regarding the impact of the Internet
on politics. At the beginning of Dean’s campaign, Joe Trippi, campaign manager for
Governor Dean, asked his colleague Matthew Gross to post a message on the message
board of SmirkingChimp.com, a small but well known and heavily trafficked forum for
anti-Bush sentiment. Trippi suggested that the message read, ““Ask the Dean Campaign’
thread over at the SmirkingChimp” (17, Sifry). This is considered to be one of the most
influential moments in Presidential politics. Gross continued the message by adding that
individuals should feel free to use the space for comments and questions and that
members of the campaign, Trippi and Gross included, would respond to comments and
questions as soon as possible. He also warned that if they did not respond immediately,
that individuals should feel free to discuss questions or issues amongst themselves, thus
creating dialogue in an interactive forum.

About an hour later and thirty responses deep, one of the posts read, “this is too
cool, an actual direct line to the Dean campaign committee! Pinch me — I must be

dreaming!” (17, Sifry). In response to Gross’s thread, over 400 people posted comments.
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Another comment on the board read, “that was an amazing day to see that rise out of
nowhere. People were floored to see that the thread title was ‘Ask the Dean

299

campaign’”’(1, Sifry). Furthermore, Trippi and Gross were actually interacting with
constituents - asking and answering questions. This is something no one had ever seen
before in the world of Politics. “Never before had the top-down world of presidential
campaigning been opened to a bottom-up laterally networked community of ordinary
voters”(17, Sifry). The role of blogs in politics had reached a new level, and the influence
and significance of this communication device opened the doors to a whole new world of
how the Internet would function in relation to political campaigning.

Since then, online politics has not only become increasingly prominent in the
context of campaign, candidate and issue based websites but it has expanded into the
field of consumer media, and networking and user- generated content. This new realm of
politics has become increasingly popular as it allows any “cyber citizen” to participate in
politics, voice opinions, form groups and dialogue over issues they feel passionate about.
In addition, both new media specified in this research are parallel in that “what blogs did
for the written word, YouTube is doing for visual media”’(Wasserman). Websites remain
a significant component of the online world; however, as technology continues to
advance, politics will be pushing further in influencing and affecting political
perspectives, opinions, and decisions.

Although YouTube was created in 2005, we still see content - advertisements,
commercials and speeches from the 2004 Presidential campaign - posted on the site.
Evidently, despite the popularity of blogs during the 2004 election, a picture is worth a

thousand words. Therefore, regardless of the text generated by candidates and their
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campaign team, through blogs, candidates and their constituents see value in being able

to connect more intimately via web video.
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The 2006 Election

According to the former general counsel of the Democratic National Committee,
Carol Darr, “ Reality TV has come to politics” and with the increasing popularity of
YouTube “political advertising has evolved from a game played by professional political
operatives and journalists to one played by provocateurs with well-honed video
production skills” (Sullivan). This became most apparent as uploaded YouTube content
affected various candidates in the 2006 elections. These candidates included Senator
Conrad Burns, Representative Sue Kelly, and Senator George Allen.

YouTube made its debut in politics during the 2006 Senate election, and had a
significant impact on a number of the candidates and their elections. As a result, this
election marked a transformation in political campaigning especially as some YouTube
videos served as a “video press release” for 2006 (Jalonick). Two of the most notable
YouTube-related events that year involved the Senate races in Virginia and Montana. In
Montana, Conrad Burns had served as a Republican United States Senator since 1989 but
was considered one of the most vulnerable senators facing re-election. In August 2006,
the race between Burns and his opponent, State Senator and organic farmer Jon Tester,
grew significantly close, with polls indicating in August 2006 that the two were tied at
47%. In August, the Montana Democratic Party allocated funds for Tester’s staff
member, Kevin O’Brien, to follow Senator Burns and film him at all his public events,
both meetings and public appearances. Consequently, the Democratic Party used the
video content to create “gotcha” videos, “video press releases” and music videos to post
on YouTube (www.epolitics.com). In posting the video content, as the election drew

closer and with the increasing level of negative campaign content featuring Conrad Burns
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on YouTube and other video sharing sites, Tester began to take the lead. The turning
point occurred in mid August, when Burns was caught falling asleep at a farm bill
hearing in Montana, and the video footage was posted on YouTube within hours This
“gotcha” video, in addition to a number of other anti Burns videos, led to Senator Burns’
demise in a close vote, with only approximately 3,000 votes separating the candidates.
During this election, the incident that gained more public attention around
YouTube and politics and marked the beginning of a shift in online politics, was between
the incumbent Republican Senator George Allen and his opponent Jim Webb. Allen was
featured in a YouTube video entitled “Allen’s Listening Tour” in which the Senator is
seen delivering a speech at a campaign event in Virginia. The video content which starred
Allen was captured by a volunteer or gaffe from the Webb campaign. In the video, Allen
tells his audience that he plans to run his campaign on “positive, constructive ideas.” But
in the middle of his talk, he points to the Tester volunteer, S.R. Sidarth, and refers to him
as “Macaca” (Hurt). Allen tells the audience that “this fellow here, over here with the
yellow shirt, Macaca, or whatever his name is, let’s give a welcome to macaca here.
Welcome to America and the real world of Virginia” (Hurt). This video of the speech and
the macaca reference was then posted on YouTube by the Webb campaign and had an
immediate impact on both the election and the recognition that YouTube had become a
powerful political medium. Viewed approximately 2,000 times in the first day it was
posted, the fallout from the episode, which was soon picked up by the mainstream media,
continued to grow. Before the video had been posted, polls showed Allen with a 47% to
42% lead over Webb (Hurt). After the video was posted, which was the subject of more

than 400 additional online videos, the footage had made its way into national headlines
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and to date has been viewed by over 300,000 people. Allen ultimately lost the election to
Webb by approximately 9,000 votes (Hurt).

As the “macaca”/YouTube episode gained attention, Allen decided to appear on
MSNBC’s “Meet the Press” where he apologized for the statement and admitted it was a
mistake. Today, when you keyword search “George Allen” on YouTube, the results of
the search present the user with the video clip from his campaign stop and his public
apology on TV; both of which continue to be uploaded. As this incident indicated, with
the popularity, accessibility, and increasing use of this feature, “opposition candidate
trackers have gone from waiting for a candidate to make a gaffe [...] to provoking
candidates with insults or accusations, all meant to be caught on video and instantly

beamed to the Web via YouTube” (Sullivan).
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YouTube Politics

The 2006 election marked a turning point in politics on the Internet. Not only is
YouTube providing an arena for video content in a way not previously available but
information is being uploaded immediately and disseminated to the public faster than
ever before. Furthermore, the Internet, particularly YouTube, is offering constituents and
campaigns the opportunity to release information that is transparent, effortless in its
distribution, and allows for voter participation, unlike TV which has an element of
control that online video lacks. The George Allen incident and Senator Burn’s footage are
examples of circumstances that display the power of politics online. The Allen content
was uploaded immediately, required little effort in posting, spread rapidly, drew national
attention, provided voters with candidate transparency, had a significant impact on the
candidate, and will go down in history as the “Macaca moment,” or what many know as
the first major incident in politics in which a political candidate was largely affected (by
the use of the Internet) not only in losing the election but also in being referred to as a
racist.

In watching the YouTube effect unfold and gain momentum in the political arena
political candidates, consultants, researchers, analysts and voters wonder and debate if
there will be another “macaca moment™ in the upcoming 2008 election, or whether the
events in 2006 represent a one-time situation. According to Julie Barko Germany, Deputy
Director of the Institute for Politics, Democracy and the Internet, in 2008, “we are and
will continue to see content that will be incredibly partisan and polarizing to have an
impact.” Furthermore Barko Germany believes that we are moving away from the

broadcast media environment, and therefore the Internet will play an increasing role in
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political campaigns as it provides people with what they want to see. In addition,
YouTube provides a medium for content that is partisan and polarizing and its impact is
highlighted as it is quick, spreads fast and provides an instant community. As a result, she
anticipates that things will become very heated in 2008, and that the question in 2008 will
be “will future macaca moments affect how people vote [the same way it did in 2006]?”

David Grossman of PoliticsTv, a news organization that produces Internet TV,
original news shows and satirical videos, for politics, believes that there will be another
“macaca” moment, not necessarily a candidate calling someone racist names, but as the
quality of cameras, especially those on cell phones, get better and better, we will not even
see someone in a crowd of people video taping via their cell phone. So, according to
Grossman, there is the potential for another macaca moment but the difference will be
that the candidates won’t know they are being filmed. Furthermore, he believes that even
if the captured video footage is only seen by individuals covering the event it will still
generate an impact like the “macaca” moment. The media has the power to influence
public opinion and they will do everything in their power to bring the captured footage to
the table, which has the potential to further the story line and/or change voter opinion
sufficiently that a candidate would lose votes.

As we have reached a pivotal moment and a significant shift in politics and what
influences candidates, voters and election results as first experienced in the 2006 Senate
elections, it is important to address how YouTube fits in today’s campaign strategies,
what role it will play, and how important it is, especially as the 2008 campaign has
developed as early and as rapidly as it has. First, nearly every major candidate running

for office has added a new team member called a “tracker.” The tracker is solely
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responsible for following opponents and videotaping what they do and have to say as
much as possible. The two Senate races in 2006 initiated this practice, associated in part
with the new opportunities provide by YouTube.

In 2006, there was a large quantity of produced web-only video that appeared on
the Internet. With the creation of YouTube, professional and produced content does not
play as well as posted raw footage, especially with content that is intended to affect the
political landscape. Instead, raw, real, and exposing footage has and will continue to
make the greatest impact. People do not want to watch online video content where
candidates are seen on news programs or at campaign stops reciting scripted material on
political issues and debates. They want to see the candidate, in online video content, as a
human being whether in a positive and negative light. The online videos that voters are
watching, and/or that are gaining media attention is content that shows candidates doing
or saying something that is unscripted and real, not staged.

Therefore, for candidates running in 2008, a tracker often represents the first hire
as their goal is to get the opponent on tape as much as possible in an effort to expose the
opponent. Then, once the tracker records and identifies a gaffe, embarrassing old news
reports and debate performance bloopers, the campaign is notified. In addition, although
the tracker is able to identify gaffes, the campaign research departments also search
through the video footage in an effort to find “the gems,” as media consultant Matt
Mcmillan put it, or the content that will expose the opponent in a negative light. Then,
YouTube aids the campaign in taking the content viral (Matt McMillan). Finally, in an

effort to manage the content being posted, or responded to, by the campaign itself, the
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opponent’s campaign, constituents and the like monitor YouTube, Blogs and even
Wikipedia with the use of RSS feeds, Google and searches.

Furthermore, according to Matt McMillan, president of BuzzMaker a new media
and online consulting firm, top down control is not always possible. With the large
number of bloggers and independent actors, embarrassing and harsh footage will get out
despite efforts by campaigns to control such content. Before the Internet and especially
with its increasing use in politics, a campaign could lobby the press to destroy an
embarrassing story. However, with the Internet it’s nearly impossible to kill an
embarrassing story. According to McMillan, the best way to deal with an embarrassing
story is to 1) go on the attack and change the subject and 2) admit the mistake. Mcmillan
believes that the public is aware of the fact that politicians are people who make mistakes
and so the best way to kill the story is to own up to the mistake and apologize for it.
Senator Allen and his staff followed the first part of McMillan’s advice and failed to
execute the second and thus ignored “macaca” at their peril. They tried to change the
subject and attack Webb. Allen did not own up to his mistake and therefore lacked a real
response to the controversy. Furthermore, while Allen had an Internet team and blog
advisor, Jon Henke, his campaign team, in the end, could only do so much before they
turned the incident into a bigger disaster than just choosing to ignore it. Just like John
Kerry should have immediately responded to the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth in 2004,
George Allen should have acknowledged his mistake. Mcmillan said that he would have
advised Senator Allen to make a “2-3 minute YouTube response video to the macaca
phenomenon — making a heartfelt apology for his remarks and then moving on to his

agenda.”
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YouTube offers politics a new medium in which candidates are able to provide
constituents with information, disseminated via video, about the life of the candidate,
issue platforms and campaign news. This new medium provides candidates and voters
alike with the opportunity to address one another in a more intimate manner. In
navigating this forum, voters hope to find a view of candidates that is rare, unscripted,
and/or supplies a revealing moment in order to glimpse that less scripted view of the
candidate. However, to date, many YouTube users, voters and critics of YouTube content
feel that candidates are not using the medium to their advantage. Candidates do not use
the forum to talk with constituents; instead they talk at them. In addition, YouTube,
according to voters, should provide voters with elements (specific candidate video
content) that they do not see in other places, or through a personal connection with the
candidate. Furthermore, YouTube should easily allow voters to see a candidate’s real
personality. However, to date, the candidate is missing the benefits that YouTube
provides as a new, distinguished and progressive forum — one that’s both very human and
intimate (Jarvis).

Therefore, if a voter comes across posted candidate content, and clicks, the
candidate should talk to that voter and look at them in the eye. Instead, with a few
exceptions, the candidate is looking sideways and not talking directly to the camera.
Also, the language is often scripted. Unfortunately, in terms of taking advantage of this
new medium, candidates don’t yet understand the difference between video online and
video on TV. Video online provides candidates with an opportunity to expose and display
authentic content in a world of abundance. On TV, candidates are required to act

formally, and, through their predetermined scripted material appear professional.
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However, online video and sites such as YouTube, offer a forum that encourages real,
unscripted, engaging, provoking and honest content. Therefore, in an effort to continue to
truly take advantage of this medium, candidates and their campaign teams need to shift
their focus, video development and posted content choices. Voters have and will continue
to express the value in honest and intimate content from candidates in the cyber world.
Thus, if a candidate continues to post scripted, common and unoriginal content, the
power of the online video will lose its significance in the political world and in

influencing candidates and election results.
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Campaign 2008

The 2008 Presidential campaign erupted early and in full force with candidates
Senator Hillary Clinton, Senator Barack Obama, and John Edwards all announcing their
candidacy via online video or video podcast. With the considerable changes and growth
of the Internet and its technologies, we are seeing change in the dissemination of general
information and more importantly, in this case, in political content, especially in an effort
to reach a mass audience. According to The Washington Post, “the already-underway
2008 presidential campaign is likely to be remembered as the point where web video
became central to the communications strategy of every serious presidential candidate”
(Cilliza and Balz). Thus far, candidates have been utilizing web video to create virtual
townhalls, conduct dialogue and answer voter questions, post significant speeches and, in
the past but not to date, to expose their opponents in a public forum. In 2006, we saw the
discovery and rise of web video as a primary campaign tool and candidates testing and
utilizing the tool by creating dialogue and exposing their opponents. As we enter the
2008 campaign, we are seeing much of the same online video strategies and tools used to
reach and inform constituents. However, the difference and challenge in this campaign
will be how to expand the use of online video and even more so, how to use the video
content to gather and rally voters around the candidates and/or various policy issues, to
create an online community in which candidates are able to talk to people online.

John Edwards was the first democratic presidential nominee to announce his
candidacy, which was staged in New Orleans’ Ninth Ward, an area that was destroyed by
Hurricane Katrina. The announcement was unique to 2008 as it signified and confirmed

the changing direction, methods and role of communication in politics. Edwards
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delivered his announcement speech outlining the themes of his campaign without scripted
text, was brief in his presentation and answered questions from reporters. Furthermore,
before the public announcement was made on TV and in New Orleans, he declared his
candidacy with the use of a video cast that was posted on YouTube by his campaign staff.
In order to draw attention to the posted video, the campaign bought advertising on a
variety of political blogs (Cilliza and Balz). In addition, Edwards included an email sent
to political bloggers and his supporters with information on his morning TV interviews.
According to Mathew Gross, Chief Internet strategist for the Edwards campaign, their
goal was for constituents to watch the announcement video to hear directly from Edwards
what his campaign was about (Cilliza and Balz). Within the first 48 hours after the video
was posted, approximately 50,000 voters had watched the video (Cilliza and Balz).
Evidently, not only was his announcement unique and epitomized the changing nature of
politics and the tool(s) used to conduct dialogue and inform a mass audience, but
Edwards was the first to take the initiative in 2008.

Following Edwards’ announcement, on January 16, 2007, Barack Obama
announced his potential candidacy first by an uploaded video to his website declaring that
he was formally launching an exploratory committee for a presidential run. In the video,
Obama laid out his theme that in politics we have been unable to tackle big problems that
require solutions as politics has become harsh and partisan. The video, done in flash,
includes embed code and a web address so that voters are able to send and circulate the
video easily. In addition, Obama’s campaign sent an email to all his supporters with a
link to the video of Obama describing why he was preparing to run for president. Then,

on January 20, 2007, the same day that the next president of the United States will be
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inaugurated two years from now, Clinton announced her candidacy saying she was not
only starting a campaign but a conversation with voters. In posting the video on her
website, though, the Clinton campaign failed to include embed code, a clear and direct
web address, or an “email” button to circulate the video, proving less beneficial for not
only the voters but the candidate as well. In addition, Senator Clinton informed voters
that she would be holding a number of live online video conferences’ in which
constituents could send questions prior to the broadcast in an effort to begin to foster
dialogue.

In addition to posting their video announcements of their presidential candidacy
online, each candidate developed their own extravagant website. Obama’s website looks
like a hybrid version of myspace and thefacebook with a political spin. The site attempts
to create an Obama style social network in which voters are asked to create a public
profile (including a photo), establish a personal blog on the site, and an individual on-site
network of friends and groups. Furthermore, Obama uses the site to conduct online chats
and feature current podcasts. According to Mike Dorning of The Washington Bureau,
Obama’s website is an “unabashed attempt to use the power of Web-based social
networking to channel a surge of enthusiasm”(Dorning). Furthermore, Joe Rospars, the
new media director of the Obama campaign, believes that the site is about “building those
relationships and providing the glue that will bind people together”(Dorning).

Senator Clinton’s website features all the basic campaign features, including a
candidate bio, news and top stories. However, her campaign team created a new and
progressive online function — a series of live video web chats in which voters are

encouraged to email questions and comments that they want answered or discussed by
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the candidate. Furthermore, the site has what the campaign refers to as “Hilcasts” which
are online video blogs where Senator Clinton appears discussing various topics in an
attempt to create an online dialogue with her constituents. In addition, the site features a
blog for voters in which they are able to discuss various political issues surrounding
Senator Clinton. Also, the site, like all campaigns, allows individuals to contribute funds
to the campaign, but is presented as “HilRaisers” where voters can volunteer to help the
campaign fundraise or plan an event on behalf of the Clinton campaign. Senator Clinton’s
site, like Obama’s, is unique in that it attempts to create an interactive space for voters to
engage in dialogue and gather around the candidate.

All the candidates’ sites are similar, although each has their own “touch.” They all
resemble one another as they are offering the voters information and resources, virtually,
that they anticipate will rally voters, enhance the success of the campaign and potentially
their election results. John Edwards’ website, like Obama’s and Clinton’s, has a social
network feel with capabilities that allow and encourage individuals to create profiles and
blogs on the site and participate in a real time chat. Edwards’ site is different, though, in
that it features a multimedia section that includes video, audio, podcasts, downloads
(banners for your email, badges to put on a website and wallpapers for your computer),
and photos of the candidate. Also, the site displays upcoming events, news and links to
other popular sites (social networks: thefacebook.com, myspace.com, essembly.com and
media sites: youtube.com, flickr.com) that have groups and or information about John
Edwards. According to online strategists, Edwards “has taken his presence a step further,
fully exploiting the unknown possibilities of the social web” as the former senator is

signed up in over 23 different social networks (Vargas, March 30). Furthermore,
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according to the Washington Post, Edwards has the most dynamic Web presence- he’s
everywhere, doing everything” (Vargas, March 30).

Evidently, campaigns are taking advantage of every aspect, feature and resource
that the web has to offer both on the websites and in communicating with constituents. As
campaigns have been doing since 2000, each candidate develops their own website as a
resource for voters to go and gather the latest information and news on the candidate. The
candidate websites, though, have evolved since 2000 by presenting new features, such as
online video and blogs. Yet the goal of the site remains the same — inform the voter and
win their vote. While there is still emphasis on designing an effective and useful website,
candidates are beginning to focus on other online resources as well. For example, many
of the campaigns, with the changing media, have hired full time bloggers and
videographers. With the evolution of technology and the increasing popularity and use of
media sites such as social networks and online video hubs especially, campaigns are
working to spread their candidate’s message through all media and to reach a larger

audience while keeping their audience engaged for the next year and a half.
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YouChoose08

At the beginning of March 2006, Google created a new feature on YouTube
entitled YouChoose 2008. This microsite described by YouTube as a “voter education
initiative,” is a compellation of all the candidates You Tube profiles and official Web
videos gathered on one page (Vargas, March 2). This is beneficial for individuals looking
for political content on You Tube, particularly for the 2008 campaign, because all the
content lives in one place. However, the site fails to include unofficial candidate content
which is often what voters are more interested in seeing. Prior to this development, You
Choose 08, each (presidential) candidate was developing its own channel on the video
sharing and social networking site to house their content. In addition, on this new site,
designed with a social networking feel to engage constituents, users are encouraged to
watch the videos, rate the candidate videos, post comments and create video responses.
David Grossman of Politics TV believes that the site is not something new, complicated
or original. According to You Tube’s director of content partnerships Jordan Offer, “the
more videos the candidates put up, the more effort they put into each video, the more
they’re going to get out of it” (Vargas, March 2). However, Adam Paul, an online