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What drives data-driven campaigning (DDC)? A comparative analysis of the institutional 1 

and organisational factors shaping the adoption of DDC in the French and German party 2 

systems. 3 

 4 

 5 

Abstract 6 

This paper analyses the adoption of data-driven campaigning (DDC) by German and French 7 

parties in recent national elections by investigating three research questions: (1) Do countries 8 

and parties vary in the extent to which DDC is practised? (2) If so, what explains those 9 

differences? (3) Are certain DDC techniques more or less prominent due to EU and national 10 

regulatory frameworks? We hypothesise the impact of a range of macro and meso-level factors 11 

on take-up of DDC across party systems and test these with original post-election survey data 12 

from 27 parties (12 German, 15 French) and a new purpose-built DDC campaign index. We 13 

find that although DDC use is limited in both systems, uptake is responsive to a combination of 14 

the regulatory environment and parties’ prior campaign practices. Contrary to normalisation 15 
theory, minor parties with a ‘netroots’ base and newer digital ‘natives’ engage more in DDC 16 

than ‘legacy’ major parties. 17 

Introduction 18 

Data-driven campaigning (DDC), as with most innovations in electoral practices, is 19 

considered a US-led phenomenon that became mainstream with Obama’s consecutive bids for 20 

presidency. This was when the ‘science’ of winning elections and the application of data analytics 21 

became key determinants of campaign strategy (Issenberg, 2012). DDC research has since 22 

expanded, although comparative studies remain rare (Dommett et al., 2023). From the evidence 23 

gathered so far it appears that parties outside the US are not embracing the computationally and 24 

data-intensive mode of campaigning that now dominates American elections, at least at the 25 

national level (Kefford et al., 2023; Kefford, 2021; Kruschinski and Haller, 2017; Munroe and 26 

Munroe, 2018; Anstead, 2017). However, a precise empirical test and measurement of the extent 27 

of DDC across countries remains a gap in the literature.  28 

Explanations for the slower spread of DDC techniques within European systems typically 29 

indicate a combination of legal, financial, institutional and cultural constraints that challenge its 30 

wholesale incorporation. To date, these arguments have been based primarily on case studies of 31 

particular parties or party systems during national or regional elections. Recently Kefford et al. 32 

(2023) applied a more systematic framework to compare variance in DDC adoption across six 33 

countries including the US. Based on qualitative judgements of country experts, secondary media 34 

reports and interview data, the authors benchmarked parties’ use of DDC in three areas of 35 

activity - data collection, use and infrastructure. Unsurprisingly, US campaigns led the way but still 36 

stopped short of implementing a fully formed DDC-led strategy. While “...data collection and 37 

analysis has become an important aspect of party campaigning”, it does not yet determine 38 

strategy. Furthermore, despite widespread acceptance of the need to invest resources in data 39 

personnel and infrastructure, most parties lacked “…the financial resources to fund full-time staff 40 

or expert advice and found it challenging to maintain often unwieldy databases.” (454-5). 41 

 42 

Theorizing adoption of DDC in European democracies 43 

In this paper, we set out to more formally theorise and test the factors determining the extent 44 

to which parties are undertaking DDC. We do so by drawing on two main logics that have been 45 
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proposed to explain campaign change in general and the case of DDC in particular. The former 1 

is more endogenous and draws on the legacy of prior campaign practice and particularly the idea 2 

that electioneering is now following a path of professionalization. According to this logic, DDC 3 

forms a continuation and intensification of that process whereby parties that are most 4 

professionalised are more likely to adopt the newer more digitally sophisticated techniques that 5 

define DDC. The second line of argument is structural and explains DDC uptake through 6 

systemic (macro) and organisational (meso) factors. Specifically, we draw on Kruschinski and 7 

Haller (2017) who developed a “framework of constraints in strategic political communication” 8 

to explain the variance in German parties’ use of “sophisticated data-driven micro-targeting 9 

strategies”. In combining these two perspectives, we build a broader and more complex theory 10 

of DDC adoption that sees it as rooted in both parties’ past practices and organisational cultures, 11 

but also contingent on the wider external political environment. We also build on and extend 12 

Kruschinski and Haller’s (2017) framework by applying it to a second European democracy and 13 

extrapolating a series of testable hypotheses that we examine against original empirical evidence. 14 

We explain each of these logics in more detail below.  15 
 16 

Campaign Professionalisation 17 

According to scholars of campaign innovation, since the late twentieth century election practices 18 

have become increasingly professionalised because they rely on ever-expanding sources of voter 19 

data and highly sophisticated marketing techniques to appeal to an increase in floating voters 20 

(Norris, 2000). The emergence of DDC can be seen as part of this process of modernisation 21 

given its primary focus, according to Dommett et al. (2023) in their recent review article is on 22 

“accessing and analysing voter and/or campaign data to generate insights into…target 23 

audience(s)” that “optimize interventions”, particularly concerning voter communication. As 24 

parties collect and analyse new sources of ‘big data’ they significantly increase the scale, precision 25 

and efficiency of their efforts to find and target undecided voters (Semetko and Tworseki, 2017). 26 

Following this argument, the adoption of DDC forms an extension of parties’ ongoing 27 

commitment to developing more professionalised and digitised campaigns. Those parties that 28 

have modernised the most, therefore, are most likely to invest in the new range of data-intensive 29 

techniques.  30 

 31 

Macro and Meso-level drivers and constraints on DDC  32 

In addition to this broader historical and ‘path dependent’ explanation for DDC adoption, we 33 

investigate the role of a set of structural systemic and party-level variables that Kruschinski and 34 

Haller (2017) identified to explain the take-up data-driven practices among German parties.1 Here 35 
we extend their logic to the French case. These two nations form an ideal small N case study for 36 

our analysis on several grounds. First, and perhaps most obviously, as the largest and most 37 

influential democracies within Europe, they home some of the best-resourced and campaign-38 

ready parties within the continent. If DDC is emergent across Europe and linked to prior levels 39 

of party’s professionalisation, we can expect it to be most evident in these cases and detected 40 

through the new measures we develop. Second, as EU member states, parties in both countries 41 

are subject to the same legal restrictions under GDPR on their use of voter data, which is at the 42 

core of DDC. Specifically, under Article 4, parties need the express consent of voters to collect 43 

 
1 The authors themselves cite Vowe and Wolling (2000) for the initial analytical framework to 

dissect the factors driving campaign decision-making. 
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and process their personal data for communication purposes and certain details such as political 1 

and religious views deemed as ‘sensitive’, are given additional protections (Article 9). While some 2 

caveats to these restrictions exist, i.e. if the processing is in the ‘public interest’, in general, they 3 

serve to stop parties from opportunistically collecting and using identifying citizen information 4 

unless they can show prior agreement. The ability to hold constant this broader constraint means 5 

we can more critically assess the impact of differences in systemic and organisational factors on 6 

DDC adoption that form our second line of structural explanation. Below we specify these 7 

factors in more detail, noting where and how they differ across our two cases and what this leads 8 

to regarding expectations for who is ahead and who is behind in the DDC stakes. 9 

 10 

Macro-level factors: According to Kruschinski and Haller (2017), the factors affecting the spread of 11 

DDC at the systemic level can be grouped into three main categories - institutional, cultural and 12 

regulatory.  13 

 i. Institutional factors: The main structural factors affecting parties’ adoption of the new 14 

techniques in Germany are the electoral and party systems. In particular, the mix of proportional 15 
representation (PR) and a federal, multi-party system is seen as creating a more fragmented 16 

political environment that delays innovation and the diffusion of new campaign methods, both 17 

within and across parties. By contrast, systems that encourage a more candidate-centred 18 

environment and personalised mode of campaigning allow greater experimentation and 19 

transference of new election technologies. France can be seen as closer to this latter model, given 20 

its strict ‘winner takes all’ electoral rules, highly centralised model of government and 21 

individualised Presidential elections. The recent shift by some of the bigger French parties to 22 

adopt American-style Presidential primaries whereby supporters select the nominee has further 23 

increased the personalised nature of campaigns and prompted several insurgent candidates that 24 

have relied heavily on online technologies. This has been accompanied by explicit efforts, 25 

particularly among the mainstream left, to import digital techniques from the Obama ‘playbook’ 26 

from 2008 onward (Pons, 2018; Lefebvre, 2016). On institutional grounds, therefore, it seems 27 

that France would prove more conducive to the spread of DDC than Germany. 28 

 ii. Cultural factors: A second layer of restraint on German parties’ adoption of DDC, 29 

according to Kruschinski and Haller (2017), is the broader cultural environment. While the 30 

authors do not explicitly define what factors are at work here, the discussion centres on norms 31 

of privacy, particularly from state intervention. The history of government surveillance under 32 

Nazi and then Communist rule in Germany in particular is seen as having heightened sensitivities 33 

to the monitoring of individuals’ political views. France shares a similar distrust of state misuse of 34 

citizens’ personal information, given its wartime occupation. These suspicions are arguably 35 

strengthened further by the deeper historical and constitutional norms that enshrine the principle 36 

of egalité for les citoyen before the law. The commitment that all citizens are treated equally 37 

regardless of origin, race, or religion forms a central tenet of the Republic and prohibits attempts 38 

to gather data that could allow any discrimination (as DDC would do). While it is difficult to 39 

precisely weigh the influence of these constraints against those presented by the institutional 40 

environment it seems reasonable to consider them as moderating if not neutralizing the advantage 41 

the French parties are afforded by their more personalised Presidential mode of campaigning.  42 

 iii. Regulatory factors: A final set of more direct or proximate constraints on German 43 

parties’ capacity to undertake DDC (compared to their US counterparts) are located in the legal 44 

sphere and particularly national and international rules on data protection. Specifically, the EU-45 

wide 2018 General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is seen as a major restriction on parties’ 46 
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capacity to engage in DDC by limiting their ability to collect and process citizens’ personal data. 1 

Since Kruschinski and Haller (2017), these restrictions have been extended under the 2023 Digital 2 

Services Act (DSA) to cover other more DDC-specific practices such as online voter profiling 3 

and targeting, and are set to be strengthened by the addition of new regulations on the 4 

Transparency and Targeting in Political Advertising (TTPA) (Gibson et al., 2023; Brkan, 2020).  5 

French parties are similarly restricted under EU rules. However, they face additional 6 

national controls on their campaign spending and communication activities that impede DDC. 7 

Party commercials on TV and radio are entirely prohibited and a moratorium of six months is 8 

placed on paid social media ads in advance of the election. Non-paid social media posts by 9 

parties or candidates are permitted up until one day before Election day. Communication on 10 

public television and radio channels is heavily monitored to ensure equal exposure and the 11 

official campaign period is one of the shortest worldwide, with parties only allowed to advertise 12 

themselves through billboards posters and official TV spots two weeks before the first of the 13 

two rounds of voting. Campaign finance rules are strictly applied with violations taken very 14 

seriously. Former President (Nicolas Sarkozy) was prosecuted and sentenced for a year after 15 
being found guilty of exceeding campaign-spending limits in 2012.  16 

While German parties are subject to national and state rules on their campaign 17 

activities, controls are much less extensive. Adverts can be purchased throughout the ‘hot’ 18 

campaign period, and there are no spending caps or requirements for ‘equal time’ media 19 

exposure. With more resources and more communication channels, campaigners have a 20 

greater capacity and opportunity to experiment with new techniques. Furthermore, the bigger 21 

‘space’ that political communication invariably occupies in Germans’ daily lives during elections 22 

decreases the risks of engaging in more personalised contact with voters. Prior analyses of 23 

Federal and state election campaigns provide some support for this picture, particularly 24 

regarding online political communication with German parties emerging as the heaviest users of 25 

targeted advertising on Facebook in Europe (Bene and Kruschinski, 2021). The CDU in 26 

particular is credited with having adopted ‘US style microtargeting tactics’ during the 2021 27 

election by exploiting the Facebook pixel function to send tailored messages to particular 28 

audiences (Kefford et al., 2023). Although the legality of such practices under GDPR is now 29 

increasingly scrutinised in Germany,2 parties clearly have more flexibility to adopt these DDC 30 

practices than those in France.   31 

 32 

Meso-level factors 33 

Turning to the meso-level, Kruschinski and Haller (2017) identify organisational characteristics 34 

affecting German parties’ ability to adopt DDC. We can broadly divide these into capacity and 35 

propensity. On the former front, party resources concerning finances and personnel matter. 36 

Having trained staff and the ability to buy in or build the infrastructure required to support a 37 

data-intensive approach to campaigning is essential. While Germany operates a relatively 38 

generous and equitable system of Federal funding3 and parties are required to report donations, 39 

 
2 ZDF MAGAZIN ROYALE 2023 ‘Target Leaks: How parties use secret data for their election campaigns on 
Facebook’ at https://targetleaks.de/  
3 Parties receive funding based on their vote share in European, federal, and state elections. It is capped 
according to their earnings from membership fees and donations the year before. The Bundestag 
publishes reports on amounts received annually. Figures for 2021 are available at 
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/896222/115ff46b7bef8801225cd5b1a50edcc1/finanz_21.pdf 

https://targetleaks.de/
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/896222/115ff46b7bef8801225cd5b1a50edcc1/finanz_21.pdf


5 

 

the lack of limits on financial contributions means that the two main parties – the left-wing Social 1 

Democrats (SPD) and right-wing Christian Democrats (CDU) - enjoy a significant financial 2 

advantage over their smaller rivals. Kefford et al. (2023) confirm this picture of ‘normalisation’ 3 

regarding the dominance of the two major parties in terms of data collection, analysis and use.  4 

 Concerning parties’ propensity to adopt DDC, Kruschinski and Haller (2017) highlight the 5 

importance of party ‘culture’. Similar to the discussion at the macro-level, the term is not 6 

explicitly defined but appears to refer to parties’ internal structure and operational ethos. 7 

Essentially, the more networked and open an organisation is, the more quickly it will absorb and 8 

diffuse the new technologies that underlie DDC. The SPD’s democratic but highly bureaucratised 9 

internal decision-making is considered a significant constraint in this regard (2017:8). This 10 

observation is again reinforced by Kefford et al.’s finding (2023) that among German parties, the 11 

more ‘siloed’ organisational structure of the Social Democrats is a barrier to DDC adoption since 12 

it leads to “local activists making autonomous decisions often uninformed by data” (455). In 13 

contrast, although the CDU has a similarly federated and decentralised structure, its more 14 

‘joined-up’ internal branch network promotes faster transference of innovative campaign 15 
practices. This has been evident in the spread of professionalised techniques over the past two 16 

decades (Weigl, 2022; Turner and Bale, 2012), and more recently with the launch and rapid take-17 

up of CDU Connect. This was a party-designed app launched in advanced of the 2017 Federal 18 

election that helped supporters locate potential voters and share the results of these activities 19 

internally.4  20 

 Besides the impact of the broader organisational culture on DDC adoption, the skills and 21 

orientations of two sets of internal ‘micro’ actors are also considered important in determining 22 

the pace and extent of adoption of DDC. At the top of the party, having candidates who are 23 

open toward innovation and experimentation with new technologies and a campaign manager 24 

with the relevant competencies matters. At the base of the party, it is essential to have a critical 25 

mass of digital activists or ‘netroots’ who/that are receptive to developing and using the new 26 

tools. Interestingly, Kruschinski and Haller (2017) do not see any of the German parties holding 27 

any advantage in this regard. Instead, they express surprise at the “lack of knowledge about new 28 

technological and statistical instruments” among most leading party figures. Similarly, at the 29 

supporter level, although the two main parties and the Greens are noted for their training 30 

programmes, the story is of limited engagement. Age and time constraints of members and 31 

volunteers are considered critical barriers to their ability to launch a ‘modern data-driven 32 

campaign’.  33 

 These meso-level factors also matter in France. However, we can expect some differences 34 

in the role they play. In particular, resources are likely to have less impact than in Germany. The 35 

stricter rules on campaign expenditures and particularly the blanket ban on paid advertising 36 

immediately remove any incentive for French parties to outsource their online microtargeting to 37 

social media platforms. Additionally, while there is evidence that parties with more open and 38 

networked internal structures use more DDC; contrary to the German findings left-leaning 39 

parties follow this more distributed model of innovation. Right-wing strategists have tended to 40 

 
4 The app has since been subject to legal action, as data privacy activist Lilith Wittman exposed 
vulnerabilities in the software that allowed unauthorised access to users personal data and voter contact 
information (see Wittmann, L.. When the CDU digitizes its election campaign’  12.05.21 
https://lilithwittmann.medium.com/wenn-die-cdu-ihren-wahlkampf-digitalisiert-a3e9a0398b4d 
(Accessed 09.08.24) 

https://lilithwittmann.medium.com/wenn-die-cdu-ihren-wahlkampf-digitalisiert-a3e9a0398b4d
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adopt a more top-down information dissemination and digital coordination of political messages 1 

(Giasson et al., 2018).  2 

 Finally, and perhaps crucially, one cannot ignore the impact of the profound changes to 3 

the French party system that have occurred over the past decade. Between 2016 and 2022, 4 

France saw support for the mainstream left and right collapse and the emergence of prominent 5 

new centrist and extremist parties. Most notably this included La France insoumise led by Jean-Luc 6 

Mélenchon on the far left, and Reconquete, a new challenger party led by Eric Zemmour on the 7 

far right. Taking the middle ground was La République en Marche (now Renaissance), established 8 

by former Socialist party Minister, Emmanuel Macron (Meny, 2016). While the implications of 9 

this political earthquake for party campaigning and particularly the adoption of DDC are still 10 

uncertain, the shift of these new parties to embrace and indeed rely on digital technology for 11 

their messaging and organisation is likely significant. En Marche in particular pioneered the use of 12 

digital tools to build a national virtual infrastructure for challenging the traditional party 13 

organisation of the Socialists and Republicans. Its prowess in this regard has prompted scholars 14 

to see it as a new genre of ‘platform party’ (Gerbaudo, 2019; Desiriis, 2020). Acknowledging that 15 
currently predictions for DDC adoption based on party characteristics in the newly configured 16 

French party system can only be tentative, we argue that based on capacity and propensity, En 17 

Marche will lead adoption in France, with the older ‘legacy-driven’ parties trailing behind.   18 

 19 

Hypotheses 20 

Based on the systemic and organisational constraints identified above, we develop testable 21 

hypotheses about the extent of DDC among German and French parties.  22 

 23 

Macro-level factors: We begin with the ‘baseline’ or default expectation that, generally, European 24 

parties are not fully exploiting DDC. More specifically, our null hypothesis states: 25 

  26 

 H0: The use of data-driven campaigning techniques by German and French parties is limited and27 

 less intensive than their use of more traditional and non-data-intensive digital modes of 28 

 campaigning.  29 

 30 

Next, we proceed to extract some macro-level differences between the two cases and our 31 

expectations about which country is likely to be more advanced in DDC adoption. While on 32 

cultural and EU regulatory grounds, there is a broad equivalence in the constraints imposed on 33 

parties across the two systems, based on the institutional and policy environment, predictions 34 

are more mixed. On the former grounds, the more competitive candidate-centred and 35 

personalised context of the French Presidential election encourages faster diffusion of new 36 

campaign technologies such as DDC. On the latter front, however, the tighter regulations applied 37 

to party communication, and particularly political advertising, in France severely curtails parties’ 38 

ability to target messages both offline and online to voters. Combined with the evidence showing 39 

how German parties have already made extensive use of social media platforms to circumvent 40 

GDPR and outsource their profiling and targeting activities, we expect that on balance, German 41 

parties be heavier users of DDC techniques.  42 

 43 

H1: Overall, German parties will make more intensive use of data-driven campaign techniques 44 

than French parties. 45 

 46 
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The role of GDPR: While we assume that the main effect of GDPR is that it suppresses the full 1 

expression of DDC by parties in EU member states, we seek to nuance that understanding by 2 

examining whether its impact is uniform across the range of DDC activities, or whether its 3 

presence leads to a bias or distinctively ‘Europeanised’ version of DDC. Specifically, while the 4 

unsolicited microtargeting of voters is discouraged under GDPR given consent requirements, 5 

microtargeting may still be legitimately practised by parties for intra-organisational messaging and 6 

reaching members and activists. These individuals are more likely to have agreed to share their 7 

personal details with the parties and to receive personalised and data-driven appeals. Additionally, 8 

under the current GDPR provisions, certain forms of personal data are explicitly protected and 9 

deemed sensitive, while protections on the collection and use of online behavioural activities are 10 

less clearly specified. Given these criteria, we expect that parties in both countries show a 11 

stronger preference for using microtargeting in their communications with internal groups over 12 

external voters. Furthermore, ceteris paribus, we would expect them to prioritise the collection 13 

and processing of voters’ online behavioural data over the more conventional types of personal 14 

and sensitive data that are expressly covered under GDPR. As a last caveat, however, given the 15 
greater freedom and ability that German parties have to exploit the loophole in GDPR, which 16 

allows them to pay social media proxies to microtarget voters, we would expect this bias to be 17 

stronger among French parties. We formalise these expectations as: 18 

 19 

H2a: Where microtargeting is used or perceived to be of value by parties it will be more for 20 

internal organisational purposes than mobilizing or persuading individual voters. This emphasis 21 

will be most evident among French parties. 22 

 23 

H2b: Parties will be more interested in personal data generated by individuals’ online behavioural 24 

activities (OBA) than personal data from public records and GDPR ‘protected’ categories. This will 25 

be most evident among German parties. 26 

 27 

Meso-level factors: Our third and final set of expectations concerns the impact of meso-level 28 

factors. We begin with broader historical party-based drivers and the legacy theory of DDC 29 

adoption, which argues that parties with a greater existing investment in professionalised 30 

campaigning are more likely to adopt this new data-intensive mode.  31 

 32 

 H3a Parties that are more active in professionalised campaigning will be more likely to adopt  33 

 DDC. 34 

 35 

We then drop down to examine the more proximate factors identified by Kruschinski and Haller 36 

(2017). Looking first at organisational capacity, given the cost of full-scale DDC, we argue that 37 

resources will matter. Following the ‘classic’ normalisation logic, major parties will be significantly 38 

more advanced in their DDC adoption compared to minor and fringe parties. We modify this 39 

slightly across the two cases, however. Given the more equitable funding and media environment 40 

and the highly fluid nature of the party system in France, we expect this divide to emerge more 41 

clearly in Germany.  42 

Turning to organisational propensity, the picture is less straightforward. While the literature 43 

suggests that a more decentralised and porous structure helps in diffusing new technology within 44 

parties, it also indicates that too much fragmentation impedes the internal coordination and 45 

collaboration required to use DDC at scale. Given these conflicting arguments and the lack of 46 
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reliable data measuring organisational complexity across and within each party system, we do not 1 

derive specific hypotheses to test its relationship to DDC. Instead, we present an alternative 2 

hypothesis designed to capture in part the role of intra-organisational actors in DDC uptake. 3 

Specifically, if one assumes that more entrepreneurial elites and/or a strong netroots are critical 4 

in pushing parties to embrace the new mode of campaigning, this influence is likely to be strongest 5 

in smaller parties, since both sets of actors exert greater proportional influence over the direction 6 

of the party than they would in larger mass parties. This understanding is bolstered by Ziegler’s 7 

(2023) findings from member surveys of SPD, CDU, Bundnis 90/Gruene and Die Linke in 2021 8 

that a larger membership corresponded to “a lower willingness to actively participate in the 9 

election campaign” (9). Furthermore, while the proportion of activist members who explicitly 10 

rejected digital tools was typically higher in the two minor parties, the proportion of those who 11 

strongly embraced them was also higher.  12 

Drawing these arguments together, we present a final set of counter-hypotheses. If resources 13 

are most important in driving DDC, then major parties will be ahead in terms of adoption. If 14 

organisational culture matters more, we expect minor parties to be leading in its uptake. Not all 15 
small parties are included in this latter expectation, however. DDC adoption will be strongest 16 

among those with a critical mass of members and where internal channels allow for effective 17 

representation of grassroots voices in party decision-making structures. We specify these final 18 

expectations as: 19 

 20 

H3b: The use of data-driven campaign techniques will be most advanced and intensive among major 21 

parties, particularly in Germany. 22 

 23 

H3c: The use of data-driven campaign techniques will be most advanced and intensive among minor 24 

parties that have competed in at least one prior national election and enjoyed parliamentary 25 

representation. 26 

 27 

Data and Methodology:  28 

Defining and operationalising DDC  29 

To test our hypotheses we require an operational definition of DDC from which we can derive 30 

empirical indicators. Following Adcock and Collier’s (2001) widely cited work on measurement 31 

validity this requires starting at the conceptual level and moving to an identification of observable 32 

features that can be assigned numerical scores. Fortunately, for our purposes most of the steps 33 

in this process have been performed by Gibson et al. (2023), who examine DDC from a policy-34 

making perspective. Specifically, they ask what are the observable features of DDC that could be 35 

subject to regulation. They break DDC down conceptually into four stages – data collection, 36 

analysis, voter communication and the internal ‘wiring’ of the results into the campaigns’ internal 37 

decision-making. Key activities and tools are assigned to each stage, which the authors present 38 

as a formative index to measure parties’ use of DDC. They stop short of the final step in the 39 

measurement process (according to the Adcock and Collier logic) of assigning numerical scores 40 

to their index. This paper makes a first attempt to address that gap by mapping items from a 41 

post-election survey of campaign staff to those key activities and tools and using the responses 42 

to the survey to score parties’ DDC performance. We explain the index construction and data 43 

collection process in more detail below.  44 

 45 
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Data Collection 1 

This study uses original data collected from a post-election online survey of German and 2 

French party staff.5 The full list of the 27 parties that participated, and the respondents’ role or 3 

remit, are reported in Appendix 1.6 The survey included an extensive range of closed and open-4 

ended questions about the party’s communication and campaign activities and use of tools 5 

including data-driven techniques in the most recent national election. The original survey 6 

questions and response categories used to construct the indices are reported in French, German 7 

and English in Appendix 2.  8 

All parties that registered for the German and French parliamentary and French 9 

Presidential elections were invited to complete the survey. Desk-based research using media 10 

reports, party websites and author contacts generated a list of names and/or email addresses of 11 

staff leading the parties’ digital and overall campaigns. Where a specific person could not be 12 

identified, we used parties’ general email addresses to locate relevant contact information. The 13 

survey was in the field for just over three months in Germany, with responses obtained between 14 

20.01.23 – 24.03.23. In France, while most responses were obtained before the end of 2022, 15 
fieldwork was extended in an ongoing attempt to include the largest parties, La Republique En 16 

Marche (LREM) and Rassemblement Nationale (RN). Dates for survey completion ran from 17 

14.07.22 to 24.11.23. In Germany, 12 parties completed the survey. This included all of the 18 

parliamentary parties except for the Alternative für Deutschland (AfD): Christian Democratic 19 

Union (CDU) Social Democratic Party (SPD), Die Linke, Bündnis 90/Gruene, and the Free 20 

Democrats (FDP). We also received responses from seven non-parliamentary parties (Freie 21 

Wähler, Piratenpartei, Partei der Humanisten, SSW, Bündnis C, Tierschutzpartei and 22 

Unabhängige). In France, 15 parties completed the survey. This included eight with parliamentary 23 

representation in 2022 (LREM, Les Républicains (LR). La France Insoumise (FI), the Parti Socialiste 24 

(PS), the Parti Communiste Français (PCF), Europe Ecologie les Verts (EELV), Debout la France 25 

(DLF). The Rassemblement National (RN) did not reply. We also received responses from several 26 

small parties, Résistons, the Parti Animaliste, Reconquête, the Union Populaire Républicaine 27 

(UPR), Lutte Ouvrière (LO), the Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste (NPA) and two Citizen's Initiatives, 28 

namely the Primaire Populaire and Simple. 29 

 30 

Index and dependent variable construction: To test our hypotheses, we designed 14 summative 31 

indices that captured different aspects of DDC usage and other aspects of campaign 32 

communication strategy and delivery. The first set of three indices measured the overall emphasis 33 

given to a particular campaign mode, which we categorised as ‘traditional’, ‘digital’ and ‘data-34 

driven’. The basis for each index was a common question that asked whether respondents made 35 

use of a range of different tools and channels for voter communication in the election. The 36 

traditional campaign mode (index 1) included the use of a range of pre-digital resources such as 37 

television, radio, posters, leaflets and in-person canvassing. The digital mode (index 2) included 38 

the use of websites, e-newsletters, SMS, and social media feeds (Twitter, Facebook etc.). The 39 

data-driven mode (index 3) concentrated on the use of voter databases, customer relationship 40 

 
5 Both datasets are archived in the University of Manchester Figshare repository. They are due for open 
release from embargo from March 7, 2025 or on publication (whichever is sooner). They will be made 
available for review purposes from the authors on request.  
6 Only 1 response is recorded per party. The names and specific job titles are excluded to maintain 
anonymity. 
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management software (CRMS), targeted social media advertising, and the use of voter modelling 1 

and machine learning techniques.  2 

 The second set of indices measured the perceived influence of a range of internal and 3 

external actors and teams in deciding voter communication strategy and the messages sent to 4 

voters. Actors were grouped into four categories of traditional (index 4, national and local party 5 

staff), professional (index 5, pollsters, PR consultants and mainstream media/journalists) data-6 

driven (index 6, data analysts, big tech companies) and grassroots actors (index 7, 7 

members/supporters and candidates).  8 

 A third set of indices measured the propensity shown by parties toward using 9 

microtargeting for different tasks. The first two indices of this set measure how much parties 10 

valued microtargeting in the last election for voter mobilisation (index 8) and persuasion (index 11 

9). The third index focused on its use for internal organisational purposes i.e. reaching supporters 12 

and securing donations (index 10). As a final step, the scores from all three indices were combined 13 

to produce an overall propensity score for each party toward the use of microtargeting among 14 

parties (index 11).  15 
 The final set of indices measured campaigns’ reliance on different sources of data for 16 

targeting voters. Specifically, index 12 measured the extent to which the parties exploited 17 

traditional sources and types of personal voter data, particularly those that would be subject to 18 

GDPR provisions. Index 13 captured the extent to which the parties captured digital sources of 19 

data and information generated by individuals’ online behavioural activities (OBA). The last index 20 

(14) captured the resource commitment of the parties to their data-driven and digital campaigns. 21 

Ideally, we would have constructed two indices to measure each mode separately; however, the 22 

number of items was too small. We interpret the aggregated index with caution, therefore, 23 

viewing it more as a proxy for parties’ investment in technologically progressive forms of 24 

campaigning.  25 

 The full set of indices and their score range (raw and standardised) are reported in Table 26 

1. The scores were standardised to allow for cross-country and party comparisons. Notably, 27 

there were instances where some survey items were missing in one country due to national 28 

circumstances.7 Indices with a maximum score of 12 or less were rescaled to a zero to ten-point 29 

scale. Indices with a minimum score of 18 or higher were rescaled to a zero to 100-point scale. 30 

A complete list of items that comprised each index, the scores assigned and an explanation for 31 

any adjustments made to accommodate the local context of campaigning are noted in the results 32 

tables and presented in more detail in Appendix 3.i and 3.ii. 33 

 34 

Index Aspect of the campaign Min & Max (raw/standardised) scores 

Germany France 

1 Traditional campaign index 0-26   / 0-100 0-26 / 0-100 

2 Digital campaign index 0-22 / 0-100 0-26 / 0-100 

3 DDC campaign index 0-26 / 0-100 0-18/ 0-100  

4 Traditional communication strategy  0-6 / 0-10 0-6 / 0-10 

5 Professional communication strategy 0-9 / 0-10 0-9 / 0-10 

 
7 As an example, in France, paid digital adverts are not permitted and were excluded from the DDC 
campaign mode index (index 3). More information on country specific adjustments are provided in 
Appendix 3.i and 3.ii. 
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6 Data-driven communication strategy 0-6 / 0-10 0-6 / 0-10 

7 Grassroots communication strategy 0-6 / 0-10 0-6 / 0-10 

8 Microtargeting for voter mobilization 0-8 / 0-10 0-8 / 0-10 

9 Microtargeting for voter persuasion 0-12 / 0-10 0-8 / 0-10 

10 Microtargeting for organisation building 0-8 / 0-10 0-8 / 0-10 

11 Overall propensity for microtargeting 0-28 / 0-100 0-24 / 0-100 

12 Traditional data sources 0-8 / 0-10 0-8 / 0-10 

13 OBA data sources 0-6 / 0-10 0-6 / 0-10 

14 Digital & data campaign resources 0-5 / 0-10 0-5 / 0-10 

Table 1: List of Campaign Indices and min /max scores by Country 1 
 2 
Hypotheses testing 3 

We then mapped the indices to our hypotheses to create dependent variables that allowed for a 4 

more systematic test of DDC adoption across our two party systems. For H0 and H1, we used 5 

party scores on the first two sets of indices (1-3 and 4-7). These allowed us to compare the 6 

emphasis given by parties to data-driven tools with more traditional and digital modes of 7 

campaigning, and the role of different types of old and new party and non-party actors in deciding 8 

the election communication strategy. For both H0 and H1, we calculated and compared the mean 9 

scores across the indices across the two party systems.  10 

 To examine H2a, we used indices 8-11, which allowed us to compare the emphasis given 11 

by parties in each country to microtargeting for external versus internal purposes. For H2b, we 12 

used indices 13-14 that compared parties’ reliance on newer online sources of voter data versus 13 

more traditional GDPR-protected information. Again, we compared the overall party mean 14 

scores for each country.   15 

  For H3a we used indices 4-7 which measured who was driving party communication 16 

strategy. We pooled the standardised party scores on each of the four indices and computed the 17 

correlation between the indices. From this, we could establish the linkage between different styles 18 

of campaigning and, specifically, whether parties that relied more on professionalised campaign 19 

actors were also more likely to rely on the expertise of ‘big data’ experts.  20 

 Finally, to test H3b and 3c, we first categorised parties into one of three types based on 21 

their performance in the last national legislative elections, i.e., for the 2019 German Bundestag 22 

and the 2017 French National Assembly.8  23 

(1) Major parties obtained 20% or more of the vote  24 

(2) Minor parties obtained less than 20% of the vote and at least one parliamentary seat 25 

(3) Fringe parties had no parliamentary representation  26 

This resulted in Germany having two major (CDU, SPD), three minor (FDP, Greens and Die 27 
Linke), and seven fringe parties (Freie Wähler, Piratenpartei, Partei der Humanisten, SSW, 28 

Bündnis C, Tierschutzpartei and Unabhängige). France had one major (La République En 29 

Marche/En Marche), seven minor (Les Républicains (LR), La France Insoumise (FI), the Parti 30 

Socialiste (PS), the Parti Communiste Français (PCF), Europe Ecologie les Verts (EELV), Debout 31 

la France (DLF) and Résistons!), and seven fringe parties (Parti Animaliste, Reconquête, Union 32 

Populaire Républicaine (UPR), Lutte Ouvrière (LO), Nouveau Parti Anticapitaliste (NPA), La 33 

Primaire populaire and Simple). We then compared the scores by party type within and across 34 

countries on index 14 which measured the parties’ investment in digital and data campaign 35 
 

8 Note that this tri-partite classification adapts the work of Norris (2001), who split 488 parties with 
websites into major, minor and fringe based on % seat share (table 8.2, p.157). 
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technologies. We also re-examined the findings from indices 1-3, 4-7 and 8-11 to see whether 1 

size matters in terms of how committed parties’ are to DDC and more specifically to the practice 2 

of microtargeting.  3 

 4 

Findings 5 

 We present our findings in three blocks, each of which assesses the support for our three 6 

sets of hypotheses.  7 

Macro-level factors – H0 and H1 8 

 Starting with H0, we focus on the overall mean scores (raw and standardised) across the 9 

party systems as a whole, for each campaign mode (indices 1-3). These are reported in the final 10 

rows of Tables 2a and 2b. We report both the unweighted mean and weighted overall scores. 11 

The weighted score is calculated as the average of the three party-type means. Through this 12 

simple adjustment, we effectively allow the smaller number of minor and particularly major parties 13 

in the sample to exert greater influence on the final scores, and thereby, their more prominent 14 

position in the party system. The results support H0 and show that parties in France and Germany 15 
make limited use of DDC, using only around a third of the possible tools available, and they 16 

typically engage in it much less than other modes. Although the weighted scores, which give more 17 

emphasis to major parties’ usage, improve DDC performance somewhat, particularly in France, 18 

the disparity remains in place. Interestingly, the digital mode proves the most popular mode of 19 

campaigning in both systems (overall standardised mean scores of 59.6 and 71.2 in Germany and 20 

France respectively), overtaking more traditional methods (overall mean scores of 53.1 and 62.3).  21 

  22 

Table 2a: Dominant Campaign Mode: German party system 23 

Type N  Traditional Digital DDC 

  Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand mean 

Major 2 15-21 18.0 69.2 17-19 18.0 81.8 11-17 14.0 53.9 

Minor 3 16-20 18.3 70.4 17-18 17.3 78.6 11-20 15.3 57.7 

Fringe 7 3-19 10.6 40.8 1-15 9.9 45.0 0-9 4.7 15.4 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

12 3-21 13.8  

(15.6) 

53.1 

(60.1) 

1-19 13.1 

(15.1) 

59.6 

(68.5) 

0-20 8.9 

(11.3) 

34.6 

(42.3) 

 24 

Table 2b: Dominant Campaign Mode: French party system  25 
 

 Traditional Digital DDC 

 N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand mean Range Mean Stand mean 

Major 1 24 24.0 92.3 24 24.0 92.3 16 16.0 88.9 

Minor 7 8-24 17.9 68.9 14-23 20.4 78.5 4-14 7.3 40.6 

Fringe 7 7-17 13.4 51.5 12-21 15.9 61.2 0-10 3.9 21.7 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

15 7-24 16.2 

(18.4) 

62.3 

(70.9) 

12-24 18.5 

(20.1) 

71.2 

(77.3) 

0-16 6.3 

(9.1) 

35.0 

(50.4) 

Note. The digital campaign index in France included 2 extra items (candidate websites and podcasts). The DDC 26 
index in France does not include paid digital adverts. 27 

 28 

The aggregated country results for the second set of indices 4 - 7 which are reported in Tables 29 

3a and 3b further support H0. Actors involved in big data analytics and digital messaging in the 30 
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campaign are typically the least important in deciding French and German parties’ 1 

communication strategies. The overall standardised mean scores measuring the influence of this 2 

group on decisions about campaign messaging is less than two on a 10-point scale (1.8 in France 3 

and 1.2 in Germany), and lower than for any other actor – traditional, professional or 4 

grassroots. Again, using the weighted means to adjust for party size emphasises this point, 5 

particularly in France.  6 

 7 

Table 3a: Drivers of Communication Strategy: German party system 8 
  

Traditional Professional Data analytics /DM Grassroots 

 N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 2 2-4 3.0 5.0 3-7 5.0 5.6 1-3 2.0 3.3 2-4 3.0 5.0 

Minor 3 0-3 1.3 2.2 0-5 2.3 2.6 0 0.0 0.0 0-1 0.7 1.2 

Fringe 7 0-4 1.6 2.7 0-3 1.0 1.1 0-2 0.6 1.0 1-6 4.1 6.8 

Overall 

(Weighted)  

12 0-4 1.8 

(2.0) 

3.0 

(3.3) 

0-7 2.0 

(2.8) 

2.2 

(2.2) 

0-3 0.7 

(1.5) 

1.2 

(1.4) 

0-6 3.1 

(2.6) 

5.2 

(4.3) 

 9 
Table 3b: Drivers of Communication Strategy: French party system 10 

Type 
 

Traditional Professional Data analytics /DM Grassroots 

 N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 1 6 6.0 10.0 4 4.0 4.4 3 3.0 5.0 6 6.0 10.0 

Minor 7 2-6 4.9 8.2 1-6 3.0 3.3 0-3 1.1 1.8 3-6 4.7 7.8 

Fringe 7 0-6 4.3 7.2 0-6 2.1 2.3 0-3 0.7 1.2 0-5 3.1 5.2 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

15 0-6 4.7 

(5.1) 

7.8 

(8.5) 

0-6 2.7 

(3.0) 

3.0 

(3.3) 

0-3 1.1 

(1.6) 

1.8 

(2.7) 

0-6 4.1 

(4.6) 

6.8 

(7.7) 

 11 
 Turning to H1 and the question of which party system is most advanced in DDC 12 

adoption, the findings from Tables 2a, 2b, 3a and 3c are not conclusive. The overall scores for 13 

engagement in DDC campaign mode and the influence of DDC-related staff across the two 14 

countries, for example, are similarly low. Both French and German parties score around 35 15 

points out of 100 on the unweighted standardised scale for index 3, DDC campaign mode. 16 

Thus, it is difficult to place either country in the ‘lead’, leading us to reject H1.  17 

The role of GDPR:  H2a and H2b  18 

 Turning to our second set of hypotheses concerning the impact of EU GDPR and 19 

national campaign restrictions on how DDC is practised within member states, our results are 20 

again mixed. H2a is broadly supported. The standardised mean scores reported in Tables 4a 21 

and 4b for indices 8-11 show that parties in both countries typically considered microtargeting 22 

more important for contacting their ‘base’ during the recent election than for mobilizing voters. 23 

However, German parties place slightly more value on microtargeting as a tool for persuading 24 

voters. The overall unweighted standardised mean score given to this activity being 4.5, while 25 

for mobilizing and organisation it is 4.1 and 4.4 respectively. German parties also scored all 26 

three uses of microtargeting more highly than their French counterparts did. A finding that is 27 

confirmed in the final columns of Tables 4a and 4b, which shows that German parties' overall 28 

score on the combined index is at least ten points higher (43.6 vs 33.3). Together, therefore, 29 

these findings can be seen as confirming H2a. While parties value microtargeting for internal 30 
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purposes in both countries, this is particularly evident for French parties. Conversely, German 1 

parties see most merit in using microtargeting to reach undecided voters, a propensity that is 2 

likely related to the greater freedom and resources they have for purchasing targeted social 3 

media adverts.  4 

. Table 4a: Propensity for political microtargeting: German party system 5 

  Mobilizing Persuading Organisation building Overall index 
 

N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 2 2 2.0 2.5 3-7 5.0 4.2 2 2.0 2.5 7-11 9.0 32.1 

Minor 3 4-6 4.7 5.9 5-9 7.0 5.8 5-6 5.7 7.1 15-21 17.3 61.8 

Fringe 7 0-8 3.0 3.8 0-12 4.9 4.1 0-8 3.0 3.8 0-28 10.9 38.9 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

12 0-8 3.3 

(3.2) 

4.1 

(4.1) 

0-12 5.4 

(5.6) 

4.5 

(4.7) 

0-8 3.5 

(4.6) 

4.4 

(4.5) 

0-28 12.2 

(12.4) 

43.6 

(44.3) 

 

Table 4b Propensity for political microtargeting: French party system 

  Mobilizing Persuading Organisation building Overall index 
 

N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 1 2 2.0 2.5 3 3.0 3.8 2 2.0 2.5 7 7.0 29.2 

Minor 7 1-8 4.1 5.1 0-6 2.3 2.9 2-8 4.3 5.4 3-22 10.7 44.6 

Fringe 7 0-8 1.9 2.4 0-6 1.7 2.1 0-7 1.9 2.4 0-21 5.4 22.5 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

15 0-8 2.9 

(2.7) 

3.6 

(3.3) 

0-6 2.1 

(2.3) 

2.6 

(2.9) 

0-8 3.0 

(2.7) 

3.8 

(3.4) 

0-22 8.0 

(7.7) 

33.3 

(32.1) 

Note. The higher range of scores on the ‘persuading/converting’ index for Germany results from the inclusion of an 6 
additional item about the value of PMT for reaching undecided voters in marginal constituencies. 7 

Tables 5a and 5b present the results for indices 12-13. Based on the overall standardised 8 

mean scores of each party system, H2b does not appear to be supported. Parties in general are 9 

not making more efforts to collect OBA and newer digital sources of voter data over more 10 

traditional forms. The only slight deviation from this pattern is seen among the major parties in 11 

Germany. After standardizing the scores, there seems to be more balanced focus on collecting 12 

OBA and more traditional forms of data.  13 

 14 

Table 5a: Traditional versus OBA data sources: German party system 15 

Type 
 

Traditional data sources OBA data sources  
N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 2 1-6 3.5 3.9 2-3 2.5 4.2 

Minor 3 3-6 4.7 5.2 2 2.0 3.3 

Fringe 7 0-3 1.0 1.1 0-2 0.6 1.0 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

12 0-6 2.3 

(3.1) 

2.6 

(3.4) 

0-3 1.3 

(1.7) 

2.1 

(2.8) 

 16 
Table 5b: Traditional versus OBA data sources:  French party system 17 

  Traditional data sources OBA data sources 
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 N Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Range Mean Stand 

mean 

Major 1 8 8.0 10.0 4 4.0 6.7 

Minor 7 2-8 5.4 6.8 1-4 2.9 4.8 

Fringe 7 0-7 2.7 3.4 0-4 1.7 2.9 

Overall 

(Weighted) 

15 0-8 4.3 

(5.4) 

5.4 

(6.7) 

0-4 2.4 

(2.9) 

2.7 

(4.8) 

 1 
Meso-Level Factors: H3a  2 

Turning to H3a, Table 7 reports the correlation matrix between parties’ standardised scores on 3 

the four indices (4-7), measuring the perceived influence of key actors on the campaign’s 4 

communication strategy. Spearman’s rho was used since although the index scores were 5 

rescaled to increase their comparability and normality, the distributions did not meet the 6 

assumptions of normality and linearity required for Pearson’s r (see Appendix 4).  7 

 8 

Table 7 Correlation between parties’ use of different communication strategies 9 

(Spearman’s rho) 10 

 11 
 Traditional  Professional Data-driven Grassroots 

Traditional  1.0 .25 .21 .36* 

Professional .25 1.0 .51*** .25 

Data-driven .21 .51*** 1.0 .37* 

Grassroots .36* .25 .37* 1.0 

 N =27 *Significant at the .01 level, **.05 Level, .10* 12 

 13 

The results show support for H3a, with the strongest relationship emerging between the 14 

professionalised and data-driven indices. Essentially, as our campaign ‘legacy’ argument predicts, 15 

parties that follow a more professionalised communication strategy are also significantly more 16 

likely to pursue one that is informed by data analysts and big tech companies. This does not 17 

hold for other modes: no linkage is observed between pursuing a more professionalised 18 

communication strategy and one informed by grassroots or traditional actors. However, parties 19 

that adopt a more data-driven strategy appear to also give more voice to their activist base. 20 

This is an intriguing finding, which suggests that DDC has a dual appeal. It is a valuable addition 21 

to high-powered, sophisticated campaign operations but also offers advantages to parties that 22 

listen more to their grassroots. We scrutinise these relationships more closely below via 23 

hypotheses 3b and 3c. 24 

 25 

Meso-Level Factors: Hypotheses 3b and 3c 26 

Finally, to examine hypotheses 3a and 3b, we start with index 14. Table 8 reports the level of 27 

resource commitment to the use of digital and data in the campaign – as measured through their 28 

use of external agencies and paid internal staff for key tasks such as web design and database 29 

maintenance. The results are presented by party systems and party type. 30 
 31 
Table 8: Digital and data resource commitment: German and French party systems 32 

 
Germany  France  
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N Range Mean Stand mean N Range Mean Stand mean 

Major 2 1-3 2.0 4.0 1 2 2.0 4.0 

Minor 3 0-3 2.0 4.0 7 1-5 2.7 5.4 

Fringe 7 0-2 0.9 1.8 7 0-3 1.3 2.6 

Overall 12 0-3 1.3 

(1.8) 

2.6 

(3.3) 

15 0-5 2.0 

(2.0) 

4.0 

(4.0) 

 1 
Looking first across party systems, based on the overall standardised un/weighted mean scores, 2 

investment in digital and data-related tasks is moderate to low in Germany and France (2.6/3.3 3 

and 4.0/4.0 out of 10 respectively). Of course, if the parties are providing these services ‘in-house’ 4 

then they may be devoting more resources to them than if they outsourced the work to an 5 

agency. However, this generalised overview suggests that financial commitments to support 6 

DDC-relevant tasks are not a priority for parties in either country.  7 

Breaking the results down by party type to address H3b and H3c directly, we find that 8 

fringe parties in both countries are considerably less likely to resource their digital and data 9 

activities than minor and major parties. While this supports H3b and the normalisation thesis, a 10 

further comparison of minor and major party scores challenges this conclusion, with the scores 11 

of the former equalling, and even exceeding those of the latter, in France. This conclusion is also 12 

reinforced by the lack of, or marginal change, in the overall mean score when one compares the 13 

weighted to unweighted result, i.e. when adjusted for party size. Based on these results, therefore, 14 

it appears that smaller parties with parliamentary representation are making a similar or even 15 

slightly bigger investment in these newer campaign modes than their larger governing 16 

counterparts. We should emphasise that this measure does not reflect actual expenditure. 17 

Instead, it shows the willingness parties have to invest their resources into these areas of 18 

campaigning thus arguably how seriously they take them. They, therefore, offer at least 19 

preliminary evidence to challenge H3b and support H3c. 20 

 To elaborate, and particularly to discriminate between parties’ investment in digital and 21 

DDC campaigning, we return to Tables 2a and 2b, and 3a and 3b. The first set of tables (2a and 22 

2b) report German and French parties’ level of engagement in DDC based on their use of a range 23 

of tools and techniques, compared against other modes (digital and traditional). The second set 24 

(Tables 3a and 3b) reports the weight attributed to DDC-relevant actors compared to other 25 

teams within the party. Breaking the results down, now by party type, we find again that the 26 

weakest parties are the least actively engaged in all campaign modes including DDC. However, 27 

the difference between major and minor parties’ use of DDC varies between countries, with the 28 

latter, actually more actively engaged in its deployment than the former in Germany. For France, 29 

as reported in Table 2b, the situation is now more ‘normalised’. The standardised mean score of 30 

the minor parties on the DDC index less than half that achieved by the major party i.e., LREM. 31 

Staying with the French case and looking across campaign modes, this divide is repeated, 32 

particularly concerning the use of traditional techniques and to a lesser extent for the digital 33 

mode. In Germany, the story also remains the same, with minor parties holding their own on all 34 

modes against their major counterparts.  35 

 Overall, therefore, these findings provide support for H3b, in that capacity does play a 36 

role in the range of parties’ DDC activities. However, contrary to expectations, it is France where 37 

this relationship is strongest. In Germany, the established minor parties were most active in 38 

promoting DDC in the 2021 election. Given the limited number of observations in our study, it 39 

is difficult to infer precisely what drives this finding at the meso-level, or to exclude a range of 40 
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plausible alternative explanators. This is particularly the case for ideology, which may affect DDC 1 

take-up in that right-wing parties might be more willing to import commercial microtargeting 2 

practices and data to reach undecided voters. Given our limited and somewhat skewed sample, 3 

however, we lack sufficient variance to examine its impact systematically. Notably, parties on the 4 

German left are over-represented in our sample of minor parties in particular - the FDP were 5 

included but responses were subject to more missing data than the other parties, and the AfD 6 

are excluded, as they did not respond. We can speculate, however, from the cases included – 7 

the Greens and die Linke – that there is merit in the argument that a key factor that drives uptake 8 

is an active ‘netroots’ who have effective mechanisms to channel their input Ziegler (2023). Thus, 9 

while H3b is upheld in France, H3c holds for the German party system. 10 

 The content of Tables 3a and 3b underscore these findings, specifically in France. While 11 

DDC actors play the least important role in campaign decisions across party types, they have the 12 

strongest influence within LREM. For Germany, the results are noteworthy in that although the 13 

minor parties may be more active in using DDC applications and channels, those involved in their 14 

set-up and delivery, particularly with online targeting of voters, do not play any effective role in 15 
deciding the nature of that messaging. The major parties, in contrast, consider them to have 16 

considerably more influence.  17 

 A final set of indices to consider in assessing party differences toward DDC concern the 18 

propensity for microtargeting presented in Tables 4a and 4b. Initial discussion of these findings 19 

from a cross-country perspective revealed that French parties considered it a more useful tool 20 

for internal communication and resource mobilization while German parties valued its capacity 21 

to reach persuadable voters. Tables 4a and 4b show that this pattern largely holds across party 22 

type, although value placed on microtargeting as a whole (i.e. the overall index score), is notably 23 

higher for minor parties, particularly in Germany. This finding adds support to the rejection of 24 

H3b and support for H3c in that reinforces the conclusion that organisational propensity for 25 

DDC is key to driving in Germany rather than simply capacity and financial resources.  26 

 27 

Discussion and Conclusion 28 

In this paper, we have explored DDC adoption by German and French political parties in national 29 

elections between 2021 and 2022 using data collected in surveys with parties’ digital campaign 30 

staff. We have assessed these uses of DDC against a range of theoretically derived hypotheses 31 

that set out expectations for systemic and organisational differences in DDC usage. In line with 32 

our expectations, we find that DDC is not being fully exploited in recent elections, and it is 33 

typically used much less than other campaign methods. For parties in both countries, the actors 34 

responsible for the data-driven elements of the campaign were typically seen as having the least 35 

influence in key decisions about the content of voter communication. Based on these measures, 36 

it is the French governing party LREM appear to run the fully-fledged data-driven campaign, but 37 

they are an outlier. Overall, therefore, the evidence provided the basis for acceptance of the null 38 

hypothesis and rejection of H1.  39 

 Regarding our second set of hypotheses about whether the national and particularly EU 40 

legal context led to selectivity in the DDC tools that parties adopted, our results were less clear-41 

cut. H2a was broadly supported, with parties in both countries placing more value on 42 

microtargeting for internal organisational purposes than for voter mobilization. This emphasis 43 

was most obvious in the French case. For German parties, however, the greatest value was seen 44 

to be in its capacity for reaching undecided voters. Concerning the collection and processing of 45 

different types of personal data, (H2b), expectations were largely not met. Parties did not appear 46 
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to favour the collection and processing of individuals’ online activities over more tightly regulated 1 

types of GDPR-protected data.  2 

For our third set of hypotheses concerning variance between parties, expectations are 3 

broadly supported although some important unanticipated differences across countries also 4 

emerge. Generally, past practice is influential. Parties that already engage in a more 5 

professionalised style of campaigning are also more likely to incorporate DDC. This is a significant 6 

finding in that it feeds into deeper debates about how DDC should be understood within the 7 

broader history of campaign change. Specifically, our results indicate that rather than representing 8 

something disruptive that departs from prior practice, DDC is better understood as part of an 9 

ongoing process of modernization and professionalisation in parties’ communicative and 10 

electioneering practices. Regarding the meso-level factors of organisational capacity and 11 

propensity, the results both support and subvert our expectations. Party size or status is 12 

important for DDC take-up; however, this is the case in France rather than Germany. In 13 

Germany, organisational propensity emerges as most important with minor parties that have a 14 

more active ‘netroots’ membership base proving most likely to leverage and value DDC rather 15 
than the traditional governing parties. Together these findings raise significant questions about 16 

the continuing relevance of the standard normalisation logic to explain digital campaign adoption. 17 

The parties leading the way in engaging with new data-intensive methods of campaigning are not 18 

the usual suspects, i.e. the legacy mainstream parties. They correspond more closely to the 19 

network or platform party model as set out by Desiriis (2023) that appear most open and active 20 

in exploiting the affordances of DDC. Whether this conclusion holds up across other party 21 

systems is an important question for future research to address. In particular, a multivariate and 22 

ideally multilevel analysis that regressed our measures of DDC adoption against range of party 23 

factors such as ideology, age, and resources along with a broader set of systemic characteristics 24 

would form an important next step for comparative research in this area to take.  25 

  26 
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