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Abstract  

This paper will examine the adoption of new data driven campaign 

(DDC) techniques during the 2021 German federal elections. While 

DDC is still in an early stage of development in many countries 

(outside of the U.S.), several key features have been defined in recent 

academic literature. These features include the automated 

collection, analysis, and application of new forms of digital data to 

send voters more personalised or micro-targeted messages. Much of 

the attention has focused on the external uses of DDC, particularly 

changes in campaign advertising transparency and the impact on 

voters. However, DDC is also likely to significantly impact parties 

themselves in terms of their levels of competitiveness within the 

party system and their internal distribution of power. Specifically, 

DDC is likely to reinforce the advantage of bigger well-resourced 

parties who can build up their data reserves and technical expertise 

in targeting voters. It is also likely to affect intra-party organizational 

structures by increasing the specialisation of digital campaign 

expertise and the centralization and automation of decision-making. 

In this paper, we examine these contentions with a case study of the 

German party system during the most recent Federal election. We 

start by contextualising the German case in the comparative 

literature and identifying a range of factors that constrain the use of 

DDC by parties. We then explore rates of adoption of DDC by a range 

of major and minor parties using original data collected in both post-

election surveys and interviews with parties’ digital campaign staff. 

We use these data to assess the extent to which DDC is affecting 

interparty competition and the role of intraparty structures and 

operations in determining its uptake. Our conclusions show that 

DDC is still relatively underdeveloped in Germany, and that the 

larger parties are more generally more advanced.  
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Introduction  

In this paper, we examine the adoption of new Data Driven campaign 

(DDC) techniques among German parties in the 2021 Federal elections. 

We do so from a multi-layered perspective differentiating between 

factors on systemic, interparty, and intra-party factors. On the first 

level, we scope out the broader context and landscape for the 

development of DDC in Germany. Thus, we draw attention to the 

constraints parties face based on the regulatory environment 

surrounding the use of individual voter data for campaign mobilization. 

We then profile the German party system and the current literature 

regarding the extent of campaign innovation in terms of how widespread 

the adoption of new digital data-driven techniques is across 

organizations, prior to the 2021 Federal Election. Based on this review 

and the wider literature regarding the factors driving parties adoption 

of digital technology we develop a series of expectations and specific 

research questions regarding use of DDC across parties and its 

relationship to inter-party competition and intra-party organization. We 

then outline our data methodology. We have used an elite survey and 

interviews with the digital campaign staff of German parties which 

participated in the 2021 Federal Election campaign. The survey 

operationalises the data, practices or activities and resources that are 

relevant to measure the adoption and delivery of DDC. With the 

interviews, in turn, we dive deeper into the factors which drive and 

constrain the use of DDC by German parties in political election 

campaigns, while focusing on the 2021 Federal Election campaign. 

Through an inductive grounded theory analysis of the interviews, we 

uncover a range of relevant themes relating to DDC which are 

commonly addressed by these campaigners. We conclude by 

speculating on what the adoption of DDC may mean for the future of 

adoption of DDC within the German party system and other democratic 

contexts.  

Background  

The concept of data driven campaigning is a relatively recent one, with 

references increasing particularly in the aftermath of the 2016 U.S. 

Presidential election (Anstead, 2017; Baldwin-Philippi 2017 & 2019; 

Dobber et al. 2017; Dommett 2019; Kefford et al. 2022; Kefford, 2021; 

Kreiss 2016; Kruschinski & Haller 2017; Papakyriakopoulos et al. 

2018; Römmele & Gibson 2020). To date, no clear and agreed definition 

of the term has been reached, and it is still seen to be in an early stage 

of development in many countries (outside of the U.S.). However, several 

key features of DDC have been identified in the literature. These 

features include the automated collection, analysis, and application of 

new forms of digital data to send voters more personalised or micro-

targeted messages.  

To date, much of the attention has focused on the external uses of 

DDC and particularly changes in campaign advertising transparency 

and the impact on voters. However, it is clear that DDC also has a 

significant impact on the workings of parties and the inter-relationships 

between them at a system level. Notably, the resource requirements are 
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considerable, which is likely to lead to an increased gap in the campaign 

capacity of larger and smaller players. Also, the centralization and 

automation of decision-making and a new reliance on AI and computer 

algorithms increase the relevance of a new set of data science and IT 

professionals, raising questions about the role and importance of other 

established sub-teams (e.g. media and PR) as well as field operatives, 

and grassroots activists and volunteers.  

The political context for data-driven campaigning  

In order to assess the impact of DDC on party competition and 

organization in Germany we first need to scope out the wider political 

and electoral environment, to assess how conducive and receptive it is 

to the adoption of these new practices. Before examining the uptake 

and potential impact of DDC within the German party system, 

therefore, we examine the wider political and structural context 

surrounding its development. Taking a minimalist definition of DDC as 

the application of computerized or automated analytical tools to 

individual-level voter data in order to target voters with persuasive or 

mobilizing messages during a campaign, it is clear there are several 

institutional and cultural factors that would restrict or indeed prohibit 

the full-scale adoption of DDC by German parties. In doing so we 

develop the seminal work of Kruschinski and Haller (2017) who 

identified a series of systemic, organizational, and cultural constraints 

on data-driven micro-targeting by parties in previous Federal elections. 

Specifically, we set out four main types of ‘macro’ restraint on DDC 

development in Germany. From the top-down or supply-side 

perspective, this includes existing national and international 

regulations, electoral system incentives, financial resources, and on the 

‘demand side’ - cultural and demographic factors.  

As Kruschinski and Haller (2017) reveal, German parties’ attempts 

at the data-driven targeting of voters only really took off after the 2012 

U.S. Presidential election. They faced, however, a number of barriers to 

implementation that do not confront their American counterparts. In 

terms of the regulatory framework for DDC, even prior to the 

implementation of the European GDPR in 2018, campaigning and 

particularly targeted campaigning in Germany was subject to strong 

data protection rules under the Federal Data Protection Act (BDSG). 

Since the passage of GDPR and most recently the new Digital Services 

Act (DSA), those practices have been further curtailed. With regard to 

the primary tasks underpinning DDC, the German parties are very 

limited in the extent of individual-level voter information they are able 

to collect and process. The personal data they do collect requires 

consent to be given by subjects, and thus contains largely details of 

party members or supporters that are in regular contact with the 

organization. The data collected must fulfill a specific purpose and be 

necessary for their organizational activities and individuals can request 

at any point their details are deleted. The storage of certain types of 

data, particularly racial or ethnic origin, political, religious or 

philosophical beliefs are strictly prohibited. This is in stark contrast to 

the US, where thousands of data points on voters can be collected or 

inferred, and political databases are updated regularly with information 

from other sources. German and EU law, however, expressly forbids the 
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storage of personal data for the long-term and requires data is deleted 

when the purpose for which it was collected is fulfilled.  

In addition to facing more stringent data use laws, the German 

parties like other those in other EU member states will soon face further 

restrictions on their use of these data to profile and micro-target voters. 

Provisions in the new DSA and the related specific regulations governing 

digital political advertising will impose strong requirements on parties 

to openly explain their targeting technologies to voters, and particularly 

how and why individuals have received messages from the party. In 

addition, they will have to provide detailed information regarding any 

political adverts they produce and distribute via social media platforms 

such as Facebook and Google. Added to the EU regulations on DDC, 

since 2018 Germany has also established its own national system of 

control over social media platforms in the form of the Network 

Enforcement Act (Netzwerkdurchsetzunggesetz, NetzDG). While not 

designed to apply specifically to political campaign content the law does 

place additional requirements on Facebook to ensure parties comply 

with current laws on hate speech and publication of illegal content 

(Gorwa, 2021; Tworek and Leerssen, 2019). Arguably, the restrictions 

apply to the ‘softer’ forms of social media campaigning such as posts 

and tweets rather than targeted sponsored advertising that would be 

considered more in line with DDC practices. To date, there has been 

very limited removal of political party content, the most notable being 

directly after the introduction of the law, AfD politician Beatrix von 

Storch had her social media posts removed from Twitter and Facebook. 

There have also been a number of reports about the blocking of user 

accounts that have been critical of the AfD Despite its limited 

application to campaign messages the German law is seen as presenting 

some of the most severe sanctions against providers of digital content 

globally. It thereby sends a strong indirect message to political actors of 

the importance of monitoring and ensuring legal compliance in their 

online speech.  

While the regulatory environment now surrounding the use of DDC 

as minimally defined above, is perhaps the strongest brake on its 

practical implementation in Germany, as Kruschinski and Haller (2017) 

make clear, there are a number of other challenges the national context 

presents that further impede its widespread deployment compared to 

the American landscape. The electoral and multi-party system reduces 

the opportunities for innovation that more individualistic and 

candidate-centered models favour. Traditional sources of canvassing 

through the party membership also anchor the party in more 

conventional modes of contact and reduce the need for alternative data-

driven forms of voter mobilization. Financial resources to fuel database 

development and recruit analysts are also in shorter supply, although 

parties do receive considerable state funding and unlimited private 

election donations are permitted. Budgetary considerations, however, 

are seen to caution against too much investment in new and as 

‘unproven’ methods of campaign communication. Finally, the historical 

legacy of state surveillance in both the former Communist and Nazi 

regimes arguably imbues Germans with a greater sensitivity to the 

recording of their political views and desire for privacy.  
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German parties and data-driven campaigning  

While it might be something of an overstatement to regard the German 

macro context as a ‘hostile environment’ to DDC, it clearly contains 

several major hurdles or barriers to its full expression. Thus, although 

parties may show some variance in the extent to which they adopt core 

DDC practices by 2021, we expect some type of ‘ceiling’ effect to be in 

operation, whereby wholesale incorporation is not possible. Below we 

assess that claim, based on the current literature and reports on the 

use of digital and particularly data-driven technology among German 

parties in the lead up to the 2021 Federal election. To date, while digital 

campaigning has clearly spread globally, and very few parties, if any, 

lack a web and social media presence, the adoption of the newer ‘big 

data’ and computationally intensive methods that support 

individualized micro-targeting of voters appears to be less common in 

Germany and other European nations (Kefford et al., 2022). Certainly, 

if academic studies of the topic can be viewed as a barometer for 

activity, American elections are the ‘hotspot’ for DDC with some 

attention given to developments in its North American neighbour, 

Canada. A small range of European democracies such as the UK and 

Germany have also increasingly featured in this literature (Dommett et 

al., 2021). The work of Kruschinski and Haller (2017) again proves 

useful here, in terms of profiling German parties engagement in DDC 

relevant activity over time. Based on interview data from state-level 

campaign coordinators of the six main parties competing in the 2016 

Rhineland-Palatinate parliamentary election the authors concluded 

that only the two main parties – the CDU and SPD – considered voter 

targeting as important in their campaigns. The methods used, however, 

were seen as fairly crude, compared to the highly sophisticated US 

model of data-driven targeting of individual voters. The German parties 

relied largely on geographical targeting based on the analysis of 

precinct-level results from past elections to identify potentially ‘high 

return’ electoral constituencies for their canvassing efforts. While some 

external data suppliers including Deutsche Poste were used to help 

narrow their targeting efforts to households, these sources were 

ultimately not regarded as strategically very useful. Notably the smaller 

parties lagged significantly behind the Volkspartei in their capabilities 

for data-driven campaigning, leading the authors to conclude a highly 

uneven distribution of data strategies existed among German political 

parties. Although their study drew from state rather than national 

parties, and thus may have underestimated the resources committed 

by the major and also minor players to DDC prior to the 2017 Federal 

election, the analysis of Kruschinski and Haller (2017) provided a very 

useful benchmark to judge contemporary developments. In addition, 

their study highlighted a range of key variables that helped to explain 

the variance and particularly reticence of some parties’ to adopt the new 

tools at both the state and national level. In particular, they point to the 

importance of:  

• Party organisational structure or culture, i.e. whether parties have 

a more centralised or decentralised internal structure.  

• Party staff and financial resources, while overall more limited than 

the U.S. there is clearly a big divide in power of the Volkspartei 

versus the rest.  
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• Technology and infrastructure, i.e., do parties understand the 

hardware, software requirements for DDC, or are they consulting 

external specialists with relevant expertise.  

• Support and leadership of politicians’ campaign managers. Given 

their power in the parties’ strategic decision making their buy-in 

is crucial  

• Members and the grassroots skills and willingness to innovate. A 

large body of foot soldiers that have strong views on how 

canvassing is done will act as an impediment to rapid diffusion of 

new methods and ideas.  

 

Subsequent work by Papakyriakopoulos et al. (2018) presented a 

somewhat provocative challenge to the findings of Kruschinski and 

Haller (2017) in terms of the ability of parties to carry out DDC, at least 

from the perspective of data availability. In a creative exercise of data 

mining, the authors showed that it was possible for German parties 

currently to conduct political micro-targeting via social media with a 

high level of precision. Through mining and structuring the content of 

570 German political pages, they detected over 58,000 cross-pressured 

users (voters) via their like activity. Further analysis of this subset of 

voters via machine learning techniques revealed the issues of interest 

for them, allowing parties to target individualised campaign messages 

to them. While the research was seen as a ‘proof of concept’, the authors 

do acknowledge that taking that last step, i.e. contacting a user faces 

data protection restrictions and thus parties would need to ensure to 

develop a way to demonstrate a person’s consent to target them with 

the related messages. It is also important to bear in mind that parties 

are able to maintain databases with individual level information, with 

the ‘owners’ consent. Thus, membership files and information given 

freely by partisans, while more limited, does provide the basis for 

application of data processing and micro-messaging by parties at a 

personal level for at least a subset of the electorate during the campaign.  

Despite these opportunities for DDC within the German party 

system, some of the more recent work by Kefford et al. (2022) has 

confirmed its slower and uneven pace of adoption, particularly 

compared with the U.S. In one of the first cross-national analyses of the 

spread of DDC, they compare German parties use of DDC against 

parties in five other advanced democracies: Australia, Canada, 

Germany, the Netherlands, the UK and the US. The authors focus on 

the central question of ‘how, if at all, do political parties in advanced 

democracies undertake DDC?’ Using a range of qualitative primary data 

sources, they report on German parties’ adoption of DDC in regard to 

three main areas: data collection, data use and data infrastructure. 

While the comparative insights provided are fascinating, those for 

Germany are of particular relevance here. Essentially, the work 

confirms the key findings of Kruschinski and Haller (2017) that 

resources and data protection laws act as a major brake on the 

implementation of DDC in German elections, Access to individual level 

offline data continues to be largely prohibited. Public records from state 

statistical offices and the Federal election commission are restricted to 

district level and provide only basic information on voters’, i.e. age, 

education, household size, proportion of foreigners, religious affiliation, 

unemployment and turnout rates. Names and addresses of individuals 
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can be purchased 6 months before an election, but this must be for a 

pre-defined demographic sub-group of the population. In contrast, 

however, there is evidence that online data collection is increasing with 

parties seemingly adopting Papakyriakopoulos et al.’s (2018) advice, 

and tracking individuals’ social media activity. In addition, while the 

parties themselves may not have invested heavily in building up their 

data analytics tools and related infrastructure, there are drawing in 

expertise from established and ideologically friendly consultants in the 

field, such as CrosbyTextor, Blue State Digital and Harris Media. For 

those parties with smaller budgets, NationBuilder presents an 

alternative, particularly for organizing parties’ digital activist base. 

There is thus some suggestion that German parties may now be finding 

ways of strategically engaging with DDC to the extent possible given the 

wider legal framework.  

While Kefford et al. (2022) make clear that the minor parties still lag 

considerably behind the two main parties in all aspects of data 

collection, use and infrastructure, some differences are also observed 

between the two main parties. Notably, their conclusions emphasise 

and develop Kruschinski and Hallers (2017) point those parties’ internal 

organization matters. Specifically, the CDU appears to have edged 

ahead in the efforts to copy U.S. style microtargeting tactics with reports 

emerging of the party now working with Facebook to tailor their 

messaging around key issues and events for particular audiences. This 

advantage, however, may not simply be a phenomenon of the social 

media age. The idea that the CDU had become increasingly keen to 

modernize over the past decade is one that has been argued by 

observers of the Volkspartei (Weigl, 2022). As early as 2011 the CDU 

were reportedly using a Citizen-Relationship-Management programme 

at the federal level, which relied on a party database of policy enquiries 

and other contact with the party from the general public. While its main 

goal was to standardise communication it was also seen as “a tool for 

more proactive messaging at a later date” that could be “tailored to the 

interests of the individual, to support particular campaigns”. Linkage of 

Landesverbande to the database was well advanced at this point 

indicating that despite its more decentralised internal structure, there 

is a strong and efficient linkage of local level organization into national 

technological development (Turner, 2013). The SPD, by contrast, face a 

harder task for transmission of innovation internally due to the sheer 

size, volume and intricacies of their internal rules. There are more than 

12,000 local associations (Ortsvereine) grouped together into 

subdistrict, district, state and youth organisations. The subdivisions 

determine SPD´s policy and elect their party leader and the members of 

key decisionmaking bodies like the Executive Committee, which in turn 

elects SPD’s 13-member Steering Committee (Präsidium) 

(Langenbacher Conradt, 2017). This highly intertwined horizontal and 

vertical structure leads to strongly democratic but slow decision-

making that restricts rapid innovation across the party branches, and 

also leaves their digital and data teams essentially ‘siloed’ their 

influence on parties’ decision-making.  
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Expectations and Research Questions  

Based on this review of the macro and meso-level environment for DDC 

in Germany, we outline a set of research expectations and derived 

questions that specify the nature and extent of DDC use by parties in 

the 2021 election. First, at the macro level, we would expect the party 

system to display a considerable degree of inertia, and perhaps even 

more reticence toward adoption of DDC in the 2021 Federal Elections 

than previous elections. Given the increasing powers and particularly 

sanctions now available for governments to impose under GDPR, DSA 

and NetzDG, rules for mis-use of voters’ personal data, parties must 

clearly be aware their activities are being watched and data breaches 

will be punished.  

Thus, our first research question is thus how far DDC advanced in 

2021 or can be seen to have even gone ‘backward’ compared with the 

evidence from 2017? Given the strong limits on collection and analysis 

of publicly recorded individualized data, we also expect a new and 

stronger emphasis is placed on the collection of digital and online forms 

of individual level data and efforts at micro-targeting via social media 

platforms. Our second and related research question is whether within 

the ‘data-centered’ aspect of DDC, i.e. collection and analysis, is there 

greater interest and emphasis given to newer forms of digital trace and 

online behavioral data, compared with more conventional offline 

sources of personal data? Despite our expectation of an overall caution 

and conservatism in German parties approach to DDC, at the meso-

level, we anticipate that it is major parties that are leading the way in 

terms of adoption and innovation of DDC.  

Our third research question thus focuses on is how ‘normalized’ is 

the German party system in adoption of DDC tools and techniques in 

2021? What is the extent of the gap between the large and small parties 

and where does it appear to be most prominent?  

Our fourth and fifth questions centre the lens on the intra-party 

organizational implications of DDC. We begin by looking at the role of 

intra-party organization in shaping take-up of DDC, with a particular 

focus on contrasting the two main parties. Based on the extant 

literature, we expect the CDU to emerge as the strongest exponent of 

DDC. Its more federalized internal structure of mutually autonomous 

but inter-connected levels of organization allows for easier transmission 

of new practices and technological innovation compared to the more 

bureaucratized model of intra-party democracy practiced by the SPD 

(Langenbacher & Conradt, 2017, p. 140ff.). This leads to our fourth 

research question - whether the CDU emerges as the most DDC 

compliant or ‘ready’ party in the German 2021 election? In addition to 

investigating the impact of prior organizational form on take up of DDC, 

we are also interested in the extent to which it is leading to a role for 

new external and internal actors in the decision-making processes of 

the party, particularly around campaign strategy and communication 

of the party message?.  

In the next section of the paper, we draw together a range of 

qualitative and quantitative data from the German party system, 

collected in the aftermath of the 2021 Federal election, to answer these 

core research questions. In doing so, we also present new empirical 

indicators designed to capture what the components of DDC are. 
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Specifically what are the new data and resources required for DDC, 

what type of personnel are required to deliver it, and how is configured 

in terms of the structure of campaign management and strategic 

decisionmaking that underpins it. The empirical analysis based 

primarily on desk based research and an original primary source of data 

– a post-election survey of parties’ digital campaign staff.  

Findings from Party Survey Data  

The survey was fielded online the month following the Federal Election 

and yielded twelve responses. The survey is included as Appendix A to 

the paper. Responses were obtained from all the parties with 

parliamentary representation, except for the AfD. Namely: Bündnis 

90/Die Grünen; Die Linke; SPD; FDP and CDU. It also included a range 

of minor parties - Freie Wähler, Piratenpartei, Partei Der Humanisten, 

SSW, Bündnis C, Partei Mensch Umwelt Tierschutz – Tierschutzpartei, 

Unabhängige.  

Table 1 presents a broad overview of party communication 

preferences, divided according to whether they have parliamentary and 

non- 

parliamentary status. The table reports use of different communication 

tools and modes, with the most DDC-relevant versions highlighted in 

grey. The table first sorts mode according to whether it is electronic, 

print or paperbased, in-person, phone or digital. A further distinction 

is then drawn in these categories, where relevant, whether the media is 

paid for or free to use.   

When we compare use of the mainstream or legacy media, we can 

see there is a fair degree of parity in overall adoption between the 

smaller and larger parties, except for postal campaign leaflets or direct 

mail. Given the greater resources required to support these latter 

modes, the lower rate of use by the smaller parties is understandable. 

Interestingly, it appears that phone contact of all kinds, with voters is 

avoided by most parties. Turning to the new forms of voter 

communication, applications that we might group together as Web 1.0, 

along with the ‘free’ social media channels appear also appear to be 

widely used across all party types. Clear differences emerge, however, 

with regard to adoption of the more DDC intensive modes, particularly 

direct messaging of individual voters (by email or text) as well as paid 

targeted advertising via these channels.  
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Table 1 – Modes of Voter Communication by Party Type  

  Parl  Non-parl  

Electronic Media    
TV paid  
TV News (free)  
Public broadcast  
Radio   

  
80%  
100%  
100%  
100%  

57%  
86%  
100%  
86%  

Printed  
Newspapers  
Posters  
Leaflets (by hand)  
Leaflets (by post)  

  
100%  
100%  
100%  
100%  

  
100%  
86%  
86%  
29%  

Personal  
Face to face canvassing  
Public meetings  

  
80%  
100%  

  
57%  
57%  

Phone  
Landline calls/telemarketing  
Mobile   

  
25%  
0%  

  
0%  
0%  

Digital (Web 1.0)  
Main party website  
Local website  
Activist hubsite  

  
100%  
100%  
100%  

  
100%  
57%  
29%  

Direct email  80%  14%  

E-newsletters  100%  57%  

SMS / text messages  100%  14%  

Digital (Paid Social Media)  
Digital OTT TV (streaming services)   
Google/search ads  
Facebook ads  
Instagram ads  
YouTube ads  

  
25%  
100%  
100%  
100%  
80%  

  
0%  

57%  
86%  
71%  
71%  

Digital (Party produced)  
Twitter  
Facebook  
Instagram   
YouTube  
WhatsApp  

  
100%  
100%  
100%  
100%  
25%  

  
100%  
100%  
100%  
100%  
0%  

  N= 5  N=7  

*% differ as N changes when DK responses excluded   

  

Other items in the survey then sought to unpack the use of DDC 

relevant data and tools in more detail. The survey probed four 

dimensions of organizational adoption and use of DDC – data collection, 

analysis, internal activist adoption, and structural support. When we 

look first at the data collection stage, Table 2 reports the range of 

sources and type of data used by each of the campaigns in the 2021 

Federal election. The results show something of a two-fold divide. First 

there are areas of data collection appear to be ‘off limits’ across the 

board. Notably the use of ‘in house’ data, that parties themselves have 

collected and curated on voters is very limited. In addition, and as we 

might expect based on the legal framework highlighted earlier in the 

paper, while parties make use of more general aggregate types of voter 

data, they do not make use of more individual level information such as 

voters’ hobbies, political views and personality type, or their mobile and 
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phone contact information. This discrimination matches against the 

findings of Table 1, and the lower overall level of use of such channels 

to contact voters. There is a clear divide, however, between the larger 

and smaller parties in terms of the range of sources used to collect voter 

information, with the parliamentary parties being much more extensive 

in their activities. Opinion poll and focus groups are among the most 

commonly used ways of generating data on voters while more DDC-

relevant sources such as experiments and social media data are only 

slightly less popular. Notably, ‘other’ sources of online data on voters 

that the smaller parties added to the list included web registration 

forms and their own site activity logs. Of the types of data most 

commonly collected, the focus is primarily on harvesting voter contact 

details and demographic information.  

   
Table 2: Type and Source of Voter Data Used by Party  

 

   Parl  Non-parl  

Data Source        
Public records (e.g. Electoral register)   75%   14%  

Census    40%   0%  
Commercial company   40%   0%  

Local or National party records   0%   14%  

Party commissioned opinion polls (online)    80%   29%  

Party commissioned opinion polls (offline)   60%   29%  

Party commissioned focus groups   80%   0%  
Online experiments (A/B testing)   80%   14%  

Field experiments   40%   0%  

Social media platforms   60%   14%  

  
Data Type  

      

Location /contact information   75%   14%  

Online contact information   75%   14%  
Mobile no   25%   0%  

Landline no   20%   0%  

Demographic information   50%   14%  

Recreational interests and hobbies   0%   0%  

Political views   0%   29%  

Political activities    0%   0%  
Personality profile   0%   0%  

 
*DK excluded  

  

A second dimension of organizational adoption and use of DDC focused 

on the tools and methods being used to analyse the data collected. Table 

3 reports the percentages of use of five key DDCrelated tools according 

to parties’ status as parliamentary or nonparliamentary status - Voter 

Databases; Specially designed apps for mobile devices; Constituent 

Relationship Management Software (CRMS); Direct mailing software 

and Micro-targeting of voters. As table three shows, there was a clear 

divide with the bigger parliamentary parties typically making some or a 

lot of use of these tools. Voter databases and micro-targeting tools were 

less commonly used a finding that is likely to be a result of their 

avoidance of individual-level data. Looking further into specific party 
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differences, i.e. outside of the results in the table. We find that the 

Greens and the FDP were in fact among the more active of the 

parliamentary parties in exploiting these new digital and data-intensive 

campaign resources.  

   
Table 3 – Use of DDC Tools in 2021 Federal Election by Party Type  

     DDC Tools      

  

Party  

  

N*  

Voter 

Databases  
Mobile 

Apps  
CRMS  Direct mail 

software  
Microtargeting  

Parl  5  50%   100%  80%  60%  50%  

Non-parl   7  14%  0%  14%  15%  29%  

*DK excluded Note: DK excluded and % differ as N changes when DK excluded  

  

In a follow-up to the use of micro-targeting we probed what parties 

perceived as the main value of micro-targeting in the 2021 Federal 

Elections in regard to a range of core campaign activities. Table 4 

reports these results. Despite some of the parliamentary parties stating 

they had not made use of micro-targeting in the election to target 

individual voters, they all appeared to see some value in the use of these 

techniques, with their greatest utility attributed to their capacity for 

raising money. For the smaller parties, the financial rewards of micro-

targeting were far less important with the capacity to reach undecided 

voters seen as the main benefit. Overall, however, the smaller parties 

were much more likely to see micro-targeting as having been of no 

importance in the election effort in 2021.  

  

Table 4 - Importance of Micro-targeting in 2021 Federal Election for 

different campaign tasks by Party Type  

  Not 

important  
Quite 

important**  
Highly 

important**  

Parliamentary (N=5)  
Mobilizing new voters  

 -    

60%  

  

40%  

Mobilizing non-voters  -  80%  20%  

Persuading undecided voters  -  60%  40%  

Persuading opposition party voters  -  80%  20%  

Reaching voters in marginal dist.  -  60%  40%  

Reaching volunteers  -  60%  40%  

Raising money   -  40%  60%  

Non-parliamentary (N=7)        

Mobilizing new voters  43%  14%  43%  

Mobilizing non-voters  43%  29%  29%  

Persuading undecided voters  29%  14%  59%  

Persuading opposition party voters  43%  29%  29%  

Reaching voters in marginal dist.  43%  29%  29%  

Reaching volunteers  43%  14%  43%  

Raising money   43%  14%  14%  

*DK excluded; **Quite important = somewhat/quite; Highly important = of major/most 

importance. Due to rounding % can exceed 100  
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In addition to identifying the range of DDC-relevant tools campaigners 

were using, we also investigated the level of sophistication in the 

methods and software used by parties to analyse voter data. Table 5 

shows a clear divide the majority of parliamentary parties stating they 

made some of these methods and only a minority of the non-

parliamentary parties doing so. Notably the methods used by the 

smaller parties were among the more basic and non-computationally 

intensive.  

   

Table 5: Data Analytics Tools Used by Party   

  Parl  Non-parl  

Descriptive Statistics  100%  29%  

Statistical analysis techniques  75%  14%  

Forecasting vote outcomes in aggregate   66%  0%  

Computer modelling of individual voter behavior  50%  0%  

Behavioral insights/Nudge theory  66%  14%  

Machine Learning and AI   66%  14%  

Qualitative textual methods  75%  29%  

*DK excluded  

The third dimension of DDC adoption we investigated looked at the way 

in which parties engaged in communication with their activists and 

supporters. Here we compare a range of older legacy channels and tools 

against newer more DDC relevant options. Table 6 shows that the larger 

parties engage with their activists in a wide range of ways, with 

WhatsApp proving to be the only channel that is infrequently used. The 

nonparliamentary parties again have a somewhat more limited range of 

communication channels, and typically those modes and tools that 

have less DDC capacity i.e. a bespoke volunteer online hub for signing 

up and reporting progress, mobile apps for logging voter interactions, 

and use of mobile text messaging are a lot less frequently used.  

In terms of the fourth dimension – structural support – for DDC, 

we investigated this in three main ways. First, we looked simply at the 

organizational capacity devoted to DDC relevant activities. This was 

measured by the size of the digital team within the party, divided into 

paid and voluntary staff. Table 7 reports the findings. Here we can see 

as one might expect, the larger parties have more people engaged in 

digital campaign operations, and a greater number are in paid roles, 

compared to the non-parliamentary parties. While most of the latter 

have no paid staff, most of the former have at least six people supporting 

their online election activities. Interestingly there are a significant 

number of staff on the digital side in the parliamentary parties are also 

working on a voluntary basis.   
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Table 6 – Tools & Modes of (Internal) Activist Communication by Party  
Type  

  Parl  Non-parl  

Personal  
In person meetings online  
In person meetings f2f  

  
100%  
100%  

  
57%  
86%  

Volunteer database  100%  28%  

Printed material  100%  43%  

Mobile apps to log voter 
interactions  

100%  0%  

Digital (Web 1.0)  
Main party website  
Local party websites  
Activist hubsite  
Email  
SMS / text messages  

  
100%  
100%  
100%  
100%  
100%  

  
86%  
57%  
14%  
86%  
57%  

Digital (Party produced)  
Twitter  
Facebook  
Instagram   
YouTube  
WhatsApp  

  
80%  
100%  
100%  
100%  
33%  

  
66%  
83%  
33%  
33%  
42%  

  N= 5  N=7  

*DK excluded  

  
Table 7 - Internal Resources to support DDC by Party Type  

     Size of Digital team - paid    

  
Party  

  
N*  

  
Zero  

 Between 3 1 or 2 
and 5  

Between 6 
and 10  

More than 
10  

Parl  5  0%   0%  0%  50%  50%  

Non-parl  
  

7  
  

57% 
Siz 

 14%  29%  
e of Digital team – volunte 

0%  
ers  

0%  
  

  

  
Party  

  
N*  

  
Zero  

  
1 or 2  

Between 3 
and 5  

Between 6 
and 10  

More than 
10  

Parl  5  0%  0%  20%  40%  40%  

Non-parl  7  14%  57%  0%  0%  29%  
*DK excluded  

  

 If we disaggregate these findings to look more closely at the individual 

party profiles, we see the further divide between the major and minor 

parliamentary players emerging. Specifically, the CDU and SPD report 

both the largest number of paid and voluntary digital staff, the Greens, 

Die Linke and the FDP typically reporting numbers in the single digits. 

When asked about sub-teams dedicated to different areas of digital 

operations. Looking more closely at the variance among the fringe 

parties, two parties stand out in their commitment to the resourcing 

their digital efforts – the Humanist and Pirate Parties. Both reported 

over 10 voluntary workers dedicated to their digital efforts. Given the 
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more recent digital origins of both parties – the Humanists were 

established from a Facebook group prior to the 2017 Federal election, 

and the Pirate party was founded a decade earlier on a manifesto to 

promote digital freedoms – this stronger resource commitment to the 

digital campaign is understandable. While most of the parties did not 

divulge the internal structure of their teams in the questionnaire, or in 

the case of the die Linke explicitly stated they did not create divisions 

in this way, the Pirate party described a highly structured division of 

labour among their digital operatives. The main sub-teams focused on 

design and content of the party’s social media profiles and developing 

a tool for supporters to crowd-generate partisan content (4 members), 

and content moderation (4 members). Smaller teams were devoted to 

YouTube Post Production und Upload team (2 members), the party 

website (2 members), and Twitch (two members), the live streaming TV 

service, to promote particular aspects of the programme. While this 

high level of specialisation signals the importance now attributed to 

the digital campaign by some parties, arguably none of the roles are 

directly linked with DDC. Most of the tasks centre on ‘standard’ 

aspects of the parties public presence and ‘interface’ with the online 

sphere, rather the less visible ‘back-end’ tasks of data infrastructure 

management and use of analytics to drive message construction.  

A second approach to understanding the structural support and 

potential changes occurring as parties moved to adopt a greater DDC 

emphasis can be seen in the extent to which they made use of internal 

or external expertise to carry out a range of tasks. Table 8 compares the 

use of external agencies versus internal staff to carry out a range of 

campaign communication services. The first two columns focus on more 

basic web provision (website design and day-to-day management); the 

following two columns focus on DDC relevant activities. The final two 

columns feature more ‘standard’ digital services that are more 

commonly outsourced to private firms, at least by the larger parties.  

  

  
Table 8 - Use of external and internal organization for campaign 

communication services by Party Type  

  
Party  

Website 

design  
Day to day 

site mgt  
Database 

mgt  
Data 

Analytics  
Opinion 

Polls  
Media / 

PR   

Parl  
External  
Internal  
NA  

  

100%   
0%   
-  

  

25%  
75%  

-   

  

0%  
75%  
25%  

  

50%  
50%  

-  

  

100%  
0%  
-  

  

0%  
100%  

-  

Non-parl 
External  
Internal  
NA  

  
29%  
71%   

-  

  
0%  

100%  
-  

  
14%  
42%  
42%  

  
0%  

57%  
43%  

  
29%  
29%  
43%  

  
0%  

100%  
-  

*DK excluded  
Due to rounding % can exceed 100  

The findings, as one might expect, are that parliamentary parties most 

likely to use external agencies, particularly for their website design and 

conducting opinion polls. DDC related activities tend to be handled 
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internally, although somewhat surprisingly one party, (the SPD) 

claimed neither internal nor external support was provided. There is 

overall, however, an openness to engaging outside companies to help 

with analytics tasks. Interestingly, none of the parties employed any 

outside agencies as consultants for their media and PR activities, 

preferring to keep this entirely in-house. Among the smaller parties, the 

norm was for the services to be provided internally by the party 

organization, or not to be performed at all. This lack of provision was 

most common in relation to data collection and management tasks.  

In a final step to explore the internal configuration of DDC within the 

party, and particularly the prominence it achieved in directing 

campaign strategy we asked a set of questions about the extent of 

influence of different actors on the parties’ election message. Table 9 

reports the results for each party type. Looking first at the 

parliamentary parties, it is clear that central organizational elites play 

the strongest role in shaping their message along with pollsters and 

media and PR advisors. The role of data analysts is evident but 

considerably less prominent. For the small parties the picture is almost 

a mirror image, with local forces of the grassroots and candidates 

assuming a key role in deciding the party message. Data analysts, 

pollsters and media advisors by contrast have much less or no influence 

at all.  

  
Table 9 - Influence of External and Internal Actors on Campaign Message 

by Party Type   

  No influence  A little 

influence  
A lot of 

influence**  

Parliamentary (N=4)  

Grassroots and ordinary supporters  
  

75%  

  

0%  

  

25%  

Big tech / Social media companies  75%  0%  25%  

Pollsters  0%  50%  50%  

Media and PR advisors  0%  50%  50%  

Data analysts   0%  50%  50%  

Local party staff  50%  25%  25%  

National party staff  0%  25%  75%  

Mainstream media  25%  75%  0%  

Candidates   0%  75%  25%  

  
Non-parliamentary (N=7)  

Grassroots and ordinary supporters  

  

0%  

  

14%  

  

86%  

Big tech / Social media companies  57%  29%  14%  

Pollsters  71%  29%  0%  

Media and PR advisors  86%  14%  0%  

Data analysts   100%  0%  0%  

Local party staff  71%  14%  14%  

National party staff  43%  14%  43%  

Mainstream media  57%  29%  14%  

Candidates   14%  14%  73%  

*DK excluded; **Lot of influence = quite a lot / a lot. Due to rounding % can exceed 100  
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Findings from Campaign Expert Interviews  

In parallel to the campaign survey, we conducted semi-structured 

interviews with seven campaign experts involved centrally in the 2021 

German Federal election campaigns of five major German parties (CDU, 

FDP, GRUENE, LINKE, and three from the SPD). The campaign staff of 

the Alternative für Deutschland did not respond to our requests. The 

interview topic guide is included as Appendix B. We translated the 

interview transcripts into English and thematically coded them in a 

multistep and open procedure to enable the detection of themes that 

were not anticipated before or were not part of the interview questions. 

During the analysis we noticed that answers may vary also within 

parties depending on which function an expert had in the campaign. 

We took a critical distance to the evaluations of individual experts and 

compared their assessments to other experts from the same party or 

experts from similar teams in other parties. A list of the core themes 

which we extracted from the analysis of the interviews is included as 

Appendix C.  

Digital technology has become mainstream in political election 

campaigns (Gibson, 2020). Compared to the United States, we expect 

German campaigns to be less advanced in data-driven or data-informed 

campaigning practices. This may have multiple reasons related to the 

mixed-member proportion system, lower openness to digital 

technologies among politicians and the population and lower campaign 

budgets compared the US. In the German party system, the party 

headquarters work together closely with campaign agencies with more 

or less direct party ties. Moreover, Germany and German parties have 

a federal structure. Whilst a lot of campaigning activities happen within 

the states and constituencies, the federal party campaigns have gained 

in influence, which was for instance underlined by the fact that the 

Federal Green party campaign produced their own posters for the first 

time. Moreover, campaigns have become more centralized and deliver 

advertisement materials and content to the organisationally lower levels 

of the campaign on the state and constituency level.  

Separating analogue and digital campaign areas: the hybrid 

campaign?  
The interviewed campaigners underline that separating analogue and 

digital methods would be difficult because digital tools and data have 

become part of any campaign area. For example, SPD Interviewee 1 

explains that “people used to think in these silos [but] nowadays, people 

think about the campaign goals, and how do [they] hit the target group” 

when they have a set budget. The CDU campaigner likewise argues that 

“there is no longer any need to distinguish between analog and digital” 

because it’s now just “one larger unit that deals” with the campaign, 

and the FDP interviewee explains:   

“a CRM1 could of course also be sent as a letter. In this respect, 

you can no longer separate things in the same way as… things 

are now  

  

 
1 Here CRM is interpreted to refer to customer relationship management.   
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cross-media, and everything has to be interlinked, also in order 

to have the corresponding scaling effects. So, if we get a fantastic 

poster designed for a lot of money that is visually appealing, and 

it only hangs on the street and we don’t do anything more with 

it, for example in the digital arena, then that would ultimately 

be stupid. In this respect, you can no longer separate them. 

Ultimately, everyone works across channels and 

infrastructures.   

For the same reason, the interviewees do not believe that the digital 

medium is necessarily the dominant campaign medium. While they 

recognise the increasing importance of digital channels like social 

media or messenger services, they do not believe that these displace 

analogue media channels. Digital platforms are helpful for daily 

communication (SPD Interviews 1 and 4), but they do not achieve the 

same impact as talk shows on TV like Anne Will (LINKE) and they do 

not reach the older segment of the population (GRUENE). Thus, within 

the context of the German political campaigns sphere, we find evidence 

for the hybridity of media systems, where digital offers complement but 

do not fully substitute traditional media channels Chadwick (2017).   

A good example of this hybridity of digital and data-driven 

approaches regarding campaign tools is their role in the use of classical 

analogue campaign tools like posters (out-of-home) and door-to-door 

campaigning. To reach a still car-loving German population, posters are 

important to communicate publicly with people "on the streets" and 

communicate short and catchy campaign messages. The decision of the 

location and content of posters are informed by an empirical data 

analysis based on linking surveys of issue preferences among the 

electorate with publicly available population statistics.   

This hybridity of the digital and analog campaign is also reflected in 

the organisation of the campaign teams: the analog and digital media 

and media teams are intertwined and, as mentioned by one of the 

interviewees, “a campaign is a campaign” (SPD Interview 5). In the 

interviews, the campaigners, therefore, did express some difficulty with 

giving a rough estimation of how many people worked on the digital 

campaign. In some cases, a percentage was given, in other cases a 

number or a description of the overall size of the campaign team. Two 

interviewees conclude that in the end it is impossible to say how many 

were on the digital campaign team, because everyone was involved in 

all aspects of the campaign (SPD Interview 5, FDP).   

The digital campaign staff does appear to oversee specific digital 

tasks, however, such as video production, digital storytelling, and 

emailing campaign messages, and so forth. In terms of their 

professional background, the digital campaign staff of the SPD has 

experience in community management, editorial qualities, video 

production, a background in journalism or agency work, and a 

newsroom attitude (SPD Interviews 1 and 5). They are “like a formula 1 

team” (SPD Interview 1). In the case of the GRUENE, the digital officer 

is also the data protection officer.    
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Digital campaign communication: digital ads, social media 

and encrypted messengers  
The centre or core of any (digital) campaign is the campaign or party 

homepage. For most German parties this is a remodelled party landing 

page that then leads into subcategories of the program and aims to 1) 

communicate a clear campaign message, and 2) motivate people to sign 

up for email newsletters to enable repeated communication and 

extended measurement capabilities via email-marketing tools (e.g., 

conversion rates with respect to different topics or political issues).   

Furthermore, digital ads and social media community management 

are becoming more important for all interviewed parties. GRUENE 

specifically points out that they use Conversario as a tool to expand the 

discussion under their posts to go beyond just comments expressing 

loyalty and that they currently have “a very strong community 

engagement among the Greens, [where they] interact very strongly with 

their communities via digital platforms”.   

Whereas the use of the traditional social media platforms such as 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and even TikTok by the parties is 

wellestablished, relatively new is the use of encrypted messengers such 

as Signal or Telegram to organise and mobilise party members and 

likeminded supporters. The SPD specifically used Telegram as a place 

for “classic newsroom thinking”, dissemination of the campaign 

message and mobilisation:   

“…Interesting was that Telegram had a certain mediator 

function. Namely, to address rather the multipliers of the SPD. 

We also had one or two streamer groups where we actually had 

direct exchanges with some actively recruiting party members, 

who then served as multipliers for us. This interaction worked 

very, very well.” (SPD Interview 1).  

  

Campaign Organisation: budget allocation  
Whilst interviewing the campaign experts, costs relating to digital 

campaigning, canvassing and posters were mentioned. Based on the 

survey findings and these interviews it appears that to this day, at least 

a third and usually much of the campaign budget of the German parties 

is spent on posters and traditional billboard advertising. Posters were 

described as ‘visible’ even in times of Corona (FDP) and when people 

drive on the road (SPD Interview 1). Furthermore, posters are unable to 

be “swiped away in an increasingly volatile world” (SPD Interview 1). In 

this election, the SPD also dedicated more funds to canvassing: they 

used a newly developed election campaign app to better coordinate the 

door-to-door campaign (SPD Interview 3). Interestingly, whilst all 

parties did increase their digital communication activities, this is not 

always reflected in the budget allocation. A reason for this could be the 

fact that organic communication on social media is free2, and another 

is that digital tools decrease the cost of content production, and that of 

videos in particular. One campaign expert summarises this as follows:   

"Thanks to digitalisation, we probably made thirty more films 

than in 2017, so the number of moving images has multiplied, 

 
2 Here ‘organic’ refers to non-paid communication on social media (so this excludes paid 
advertising on these platforms, for example).  
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but the costs have become significantly lower" (SPD Interview 

1).   

 

That being said, a large share of digital advertisement is spent on ads 

on web pages of online news outlets and newspapers. For example, Die 

Linke spent “around three million [euros] on [advertising] on [digital] 

media alone”. For paid advertising, the parties mentioned using 

Facebook and/or Instagram (SPD Interview 4, FDP, and CDU), Spotify 

and other audio platforms (SPD Interview 4), and Google ads (SPD 

Interview 3).   

  

Data driven campaigning (DDC): Targeting, testing, and 

campaign innovations  
The literature and our survey findings show that parties in Germany do 

now use a plethora of data sources and analytic tools to inform their 

campaign messaging. The interviews allowed us to have a closer look at 

these aspects of the most recent Federal Election campaign. Parties 

used service providers to collected data (that was not purchased), and 

the FDP, SPD and CDU specifically indicate that they stored this data 

in databases which were managed internally (‘in-house’). Data is 

obtained from secondary sources like election research, ‘statistics’ 

(SPD), or previous voting results (i.e., vote share by constituency). In 

some cases, the parties also use the information that they obtain when 

voters opt-in or register on the party websites, such as email addresses 

for contacting them with campaign messages.   

While data is, therefore, used by the German parties, at the same 

time they indicate that they do not desire to have (much) more data from 

their voters: this is undesirable for democracy, compared to countries 

like the US, they “wouldn’t be able to finance [the use of it] at all” and, 

besides, when you have a “1000 data points per voter”, there’s “a lot of 

hocus-pocus involved” (CDU). One of the interviewed campaigners 

specifically explains that their party, the SPD, is “not Cambridge 

Analytica or the like” (SPD Interview 1). On the topic of collecting data, 

the parties mostly referred to their (lack of) use of focus groups, 

experiments and ‘data points’, although some A/B testing is involved 

when deciding on the campaign message. They explain that the latter is 

nothing new: deciding what message to use, which community or voters 

it will appeal to, has been around offline (i.e., used by the Deutsche 

Post), but digitally it is easier to check the result or success of using a 

different message, for example by looking at the number of clicks 

(GRUENE). Targeted groups mentioned by the campaigners are the 

German Russian community and the Turkish community, different 

interest groups and voters in specific geographic areas. Some of the 

campaigners think targeted messages are useful (e.g., GRUENE; LINKE, 

interviewee 4 from the SPD), although the parties do not necessarily 

have enough technical expertise of funds to use some forms of targeting 

like the use of ‘Facebook profiles’ (e.g., SPD, Interviewee 4). Interviewee 

1 from the SPD is, however, specifical of the persuasive success of 

targeted messages:  

“As a people’s party, as a people’s brand, I think you can look to 

address the individual topics individually in the target groups 
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and thereby make yourself very small. So, you suddenly have 

20 images of a party with 40 messages, with 60 stories, etc., and 

you’re actually just multiplying the effort. But not the success.”  

While the parties, therefore, do use targeting and micro-targeting 

practices, they are well-aware of how these practices are regulated in 

Germany: the Data Protection Ordinance and/or GDPR are mentioned 

or implicitly referred to in the interviews. Whilst they experience this 

data protection regulation as stringent, they generally have no desire 

for it to be less so. For example, Interviewee 4 from the SPD explains:  

“As a party, as the SPD, we have not even exhausted the legal  

framework. So in many places we limit ourselves below what would have 

been legally possible in order to minimize risks. Simply to minimize 

communicative risks that could arise if, in the course of the lection 

campaign, it comes out that the ‘SPD is doing micro-targeting, the SPD 

is setting cookies, I’m being tracked by the SPD’.” Some parties, like Die 

Linke, commit to stricter data protection guidelines than others. Die 

Linke goes “beyond the legal regulations with [their] party conference 

resolutions”, by even banning the use of custom groups or custom 

audiences.   

With regards to campaign innovations, some referred to the use of 

encrypted messengers and extended community management to engage 

and coordinate supporters on- and offline. Apps are often mentioned by 

the parties’ campaigners. They use apps to innovate their campaign 

practices. For example, almost all parties use campaign apps for the 

organization of door-to-door campaigning. Whilst the CDU used an 

advanced app called CDU Connect in 2017 and collected data on 

hundreds of thousands of households, the data was insecurely stored 

and could be accessed easily by social activist hackers who made the 

vulnerability public (and were subsequently sued by the CDU). Due to 

the vulnerability and negative publicity, the CDU Connect App was not 

used any more in the 2021 campaign.3 The Green party includes data 

from door-to-door campaigning in a so-called Knowledge Network that 

also entails information on poster positions and other relevant 

campaign data. The Knowledge Network as well as other digital tools 

such as a chat software are developed via a party affiliated IT company 

and a party-affiliated association called  

Netzbegruenung.4   

In general, regarding this door-to-door-campaigning, the parties 

increasingly activate members and supporters to collect data on 

households usually aggregated to a multi-household-level, e.g., door-

opened or not opened, party preference etc., into campaign 

apps/platforms so that results can be analysed and inform future 

campaigns and prevent knocking several times on someone’s door.  

These innovations and the current and future use of DDC will be 

affected by regulation: “right now, it’s sort of a battle against regulation, 

if you will” (CDU). The interviewed campaigners are not sure of what the 

future of DDC will look like. One SPD interviewee believes that the use 

of DDC may become ‘more decisive’ (SPD Interviewee 4):   

 
3 https://netzpolitik.org/2021/cdu-connect-ermittlungsverfahren-

gegensicherheitsforscherin-lilith-wittmann-eingestellt/  4 

https://blog.netzbegruenung.de/verein/   
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https://blog.netzbegruenung.de/verein/
https://blog.netzbegruenung.de/verein/
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“…because the increasing data-ization – so to speak – of the 

target groups and audience will also mean that we will know 

much more precisely who we can address with what in order to 

persuade them to take action”.     

There is no consensus of what the future of DDC will look like: in 

Germany, the development of DDC may very well follow its development 

in the UK and in the US (FDP), or be fragmented, with guidelines for 

DDC that are specific to different platforms, such as Facebook (CDU), 

or to be implemented on an even more individual basis, where 

individual voters receive targeted messages through one-to-one 

contacts or messenger apps (SPD Interview 5). Future campaign jobs 

will, therefore, require ‘expertise with strategic communication’ (SPD 

Interview 4), instead of ‘political expertise’ (CDU), an ability to facilitate 

‘individualized communication’ with potential voters (SPD Interview 5), 

and the ability to “have their finger on the pulse of the times” (FDP).  

  

The dark side of campaigning: Increasing negative 

campaigning, misinformation and hate speech in German 

election campaigns  
Many parties and party candidates have been subject to misinformation 

or hate speech during the election campaigns for the 2021 German 

Federal elections. In our interviews, Die Linke mentioned that the lack 

of oversight of conversations on messengers is problematic, since 

“[these are] an absolute black box, and that’s actually also partly 

dangerous for democracy”. They elaborate, that when it comes to the 

information communicated through these messengers:   

“[This information is] hard to control, you can’t identify where 

it’s coming from, you have to have everything deleted 

individually. It’s super annoying, a total disaster. And you don’t 

know anything about what’s going on with the messenger 

services. And that, I think, is actually the most dangerous 

thing”.  

In our interviews, the campaigners also pointed to the influence of third 

party actors that act of behalf on interest groups and in some cases 

these have high campaign budgets of an estimated several million 

Euros. Parties react by increasing their own community engagement 

efforts and having agile teams that can react quickly and take a position 

when an opposed narrative or false information on candidates or the 

party emerges.  

Also, negative campaigning, as evoking negative emotions or directly 

attacking political opponents was present during the ‘hot campaign 

phase’ of the 2021 Federal Election campaign. A TV spot by the social 

democratic party SPD called the matryoshka spot, for instance, directly 

attacked or criticised the conservative political competitor CDU and 

some of the parties’ main figures, as well as an advisor to chancellor 

candidate Armin Laschet.4   

 
4 The two matryoshka spots function as a dualism contrasting the "positive" program of 

the SPD constructing a puppet from small, people in Germany who the SPD program 
benefits, to large showing the candidate Olaf Scholz’s counter-fait (Link:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y8JWqzIEkYg) vs. deconstructing from large to 

small the "negative" CDU’s puppet starting with Armin Laschet’s face on the largest 

puppet and problematising party figures and the party’s program (Link:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y8JWqzIEkYg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y8JWqzIEkYg
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Finally, the parties are split on whether foreign interference has 

played a role during the 2021 Federal Election campaign: while the SPD 

(Interview 4) believes that foreign actors and government played “as 

good as no” role in the campaign, the CDU observed “a clear Russian 

commitment against the Greens and against the CDU”, referring to “troll 

factors in Saint Petersburg” and ‘anti-Ukraine postings’.  

Discussion  
Political campaigns now take place in hybrid and very different 

campaign environments compared to 20 years ago. Today, whilst 

television and news outlets remain important, social platforms and 

online search engines, as digital campaign environments, determine 

much of the possibilities that campaigns have to target their ads to 

Internet users online (besides "organic communication" via the party’s 

and candidate’s social media channels). With regards to data-driven 

campaigning, these large online platforms are enabling factors that 

supply access to analytical tools and support ads roll-out and the 

specification of custom or target audiences. As such social platform and 

online search engine provide an infrastructure and tools for digital and 

datadriven campaigning and are thus enablers of DDC. These are 

accompanied by digital tools developed by the parties or contractors 

such as campaign apps and further data sources that allow for 

sophisticated analysis on a street or household level. However, German 

data protection laws and norms of privacy and data protection 

constitute a limiting factor for the use of datadriven techniques in 

election campaigns, which makes some campaigners look enviously to 

the use of individual data in US campaigns. Self-restriction is of parties 

and restriction of targeting is common among left-leaning parties such 

as for Die Grünen and Die Linke.  

Overall, if we consider our survey and interview findings, we can offer 

the following insights into our four core research questions. First, 

whether DDC can be seen to have gone ‘backward’ in 2021 compared 

with the evidence from 2017? This is difficult to precisely answer this 

question given we lack comparable data for 2017. Arguably, however, it 

does not seem that German parties have made any dramatic advances 

on their capabilities since 2017, except for their increased use of apps 

as indicated in the interviews. Generally, one might consider them to 

have remained in a condition of ‘stases in terms of their adoption of 

DDC. According to Kruschinski and Haller (2017) in 2016 German 

parties used “geographical targeting based on the analysis of precinct-

level results from past elections to identify auspicious electoral 

constituencies for their canvassing efforts.” These “rudimentary” 

techniques according to Nickerson and Rogers (2014) in the U.S. 

context appear to remain the dominant modus operandi for parties 

targeting practices in the 2021 German Federal election. That said, as 

the results relevant to research question 2 reveal, within the 

‘datacentered’ aspect of DDC, i.e. collection and analysis there is greater 

interest and emphasis given to newer forms of digital trace and online 

behavioral data, compared with more conventional offline sources of 

personal data. Our survey and interview evidence support this 

discrepancy, to the extent that parties very clearly see any personally 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TOG7WPUQuIk) 
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identifying information to be ‘off limits’. By contrast are more open to 

using web-based and social media sources. In addition, it appears 

parties are more at ease with using DDC resources such as volunteer 

databases, tracking apps and mobile phones/SMS to communicate with 

their activists. Furthermore, the bigger parties in particular are clearly 

not averse to deploying advanced data analytics and almost all parties 

and interviewees seemingly recognize the value of micro-targeting, even 

if they do not deploy it.  

Turning to RQ 3 - how ‘normalized’ is the German party system in 

adoption of DDC tools and techniques in 2021? Our findings clearly 

show a clear disparity in take-up of DDC relevant tools between the 

larger and smaller parties. This is also apparent in the greater 

commitment to staff recruitment with relevant expertise and to external 

agencies that can support DDC by the larger parties. Finally, while not 

of huge importance, there is some role attributed to data analysts in 

deciding of the campaign message by the parliamentary parties. As 

such, it would appear that DDC constitutes a new fault line or digital 

divide in party systems. That said, however, we also observe more parity 

in relation to what we might see as the broader public face of digital 

campaigning, which prior research in Germany and elsewhere had 

always found to be a basis of normalization (Gibson et al. 2003). 

According to these data, the smaller parties have caught up and become 

much more competitive in regard to the outward-facing or ‘front-end’ 

element of web and social media campaigning.  

Finally, with regard to the intra-party dimensions of DDC we 

investigated, in response to RQ4, which asked whether, given its 

stratarchical internal structure, the CDU emerges as the most DDC 

compliant or ‘ready’ party in the German 2021 election? Diving below 

the aggregation of findings for parliamentary parties it does not appear 

this expectation not supported in that although the two main parties 

typically perform best on the DDC measures, the CDU does not appear 

to have taken a leading position in regard to those activities or 

resources. More often, the SPD expresses a stronger commitment or 

interest to the use of these practices. Notably, where interest among the 

Greens and the FDP also appears to exceed the CDU, indicating it has 

lapsed from it earlier more dynamic and progressive outlook with regard 

to digital adoption. Among the fringe parties, the Pirate party emerges 

as the most tech-savvy which is not perhaps too surprising given its 

foundations as an organization designed to protect and promote 

internet freedoms. Based on this more disaggregated understanding of 

the survey responses, therefore, we might argue that internal structure 

at least does not appear to be such a driving or determining force in 

regard to the uptake of data-driven techniques, and we need to now look 

to other factors as explanatory variables.  

RQ 5 focused on the extent to which it is leading to a role for new 

external and internal actors in the decision-making processes of the 

party, particularly around campaign strategy and communication of the 

party message? Here there does appear to be some evidence of a shift 

with more established PR and media functions being now largely 

handled internally, while web design and DDC tasks connected to data 

analysis are more likely subjected to external agency expertise. That 

said, these newer actors are not as influential compared to their more 
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conventional polling and PR counterparts, in terms of deciding key 

aspects of party communication strategy, at least for the bigger parties.  

Conclusion  

This paper has sought to examine the adoption of DDC across German 

parties during the 2021 Federal Election. In particular, it has focused 

on answering five main research questions that are both specific to the 

German case but also have wider generalizability. The answers have 

revealed an interesting pattern of adoption but also clear gaps in the 

use of DDC. Taking a bird’s eye view across parties’ use of a range of 

voter communication tools it is clear that the established print and 

media channels have not lost out to new digital methods. However, 

there is a distinction that emerges between digital techniques and data-

driven. While the former are now ubiquitous, the latter are not. Overall, 

the findings strongly reinforce the argument that regulatory context 

matters with the parties overall proving to be far less advanced in their 

embrace of DDC techniques, particularly with regard to the acquisition 

and interrogation of individual-level data. This appears to be something 

of a ‘no go’ area, with the consent requirements of GDPR clearly 

imposing far stricter controls on the extent to which parties are able 

target their messages at the granular level possible in the U.S. The use 

of personal information such as hobbies and more recreational 

activities as well as political and personal views are particularly avoided. 

That said, the parties do not dismiss the merits of micro-targeting, for 

fund-raising in particular and are appear to be distinctly more at ease 

with using DDC relevant resources such as volunteer databases, 

tracking apps, and personalized mobile messaging to communicate with 

their activists. Furthermore, there is evidence that parties are interested 

in mining social media data. Whether this is to engage in individualized 

appeals to voters as the work of Papakyriakopoulos et al. (2018) suggest 

is now possible, is not clear from these data and requires closer follow 

up with more qualitative data.  

Below this legal framework, and the reluctance it induces in parties 

to engage in unsolicited contact with voters, there is also a story of 

normalization that emerges. Resources matter in that the bigger parties 

clearly dabble more with DDC and have a larger staff base to support 

this work. Beyond resources, however, it does not appear, at least from 

this evidence, that the CDU has retained its prominence in relation to 

professionalization. A finding that leads us to infer that intra-party 

structure plays a less influential role than it might previously have 

done, in explaining adoption or interest in incorporating some of the 

new ‘big data’ tools and analytical methods. Indeed, beyond the 

Volkspartei, the smaller parliamentary players – the FDP and Greens – 

as well as the more fringe Pirate Party emerge as among the most 

positively disposed toward DDC. Further analysis using more 

qualitative data is thus now needed to probe and draw out what 

alternative aspects of party organization are important to consider in 

explaining variance in parties’ orientation to DDC.  
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Appendix A: The Campaign Organization Survey  
  

Preamble: ID questions  

  (open question entry)  

Party    

Name (optional)    

Official Title/Role in 

Party  
  

Section 1: Campaign Communication Channels  
Q1:  
There are a range of different tools and channels that parties can use when they 

communicate with voters during elections. For each of those listed below could you tell 

us whether your party made use of them in this election? Just leave the item blank if it 

wasn’t used.  

Tools  

Item  Response options  

Voter Databases  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Specially designed apps for 

mobile devices  

Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Constituent Relationship  
Management Software (CRMS)  

Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Direct mailing software  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

  

Q1:  
There are a range of different tools and channels that parties can use when they 

communicate with voters during elections. For each of those listed below could you tell 

us whether your party made use of them in this election? Just leave the item blank if 

it wasn’t used.  

Communication channels: TV, Radio and Phone  

Item  Response options  

TV: Paid advertising on regular public or commercial  

channels  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  
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  DK/Not sure  

TV: Paid advertising using Over The Top (OTT) or 

connected TV advertising  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

TV: General news coverage (free)  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

TV: Public broadcasting slots (free)  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Radio  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

General news coverage online/offline (free)  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Posters  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Leaflets – delivered by hand  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Leaflets – delivered through the postal service  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Face to face canvassing  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Public meetings  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Landline calls /telemarketing  Did not use  

  Used a little  
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  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Mobile phone calls  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

  

  

Q1:  
There are a range of different tools and channels that parties can use when they 

communicate with voters during elections. For each of those listed below could you tell 

us whether your party made use of them in this election? Just leave the item blank if 

it wasn’t used.  

Communication channels: Web, Email and SMS  

Item  Response options  

Main party site / homepage  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Local party sites /homepage  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Activist /Volunteer sign up site  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Direct emails to individual voters  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

E-newsletters  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

SMS/Text messages  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

  

Q1:  
There are a range of different tools and channels that parties can use when they 

communicate with voters during elections. For each of those listed below could you tell 

us whether your party made use of them in this election? Just leave the item blank if it 

wasn’t used.  

Communication channels: Social media (paid)  
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Item  Response options  

Google /Search engines  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Facebook  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Instagram  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

YouTube  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

  

Q1:  
There are a range of different tools and channels that parties can use when they 

communicate with voters during elections. For each of those listed below could you tell 

us whether your party made use of them in this election? Just leave the item blank if 

it wasn’t used.  

Communication channels: Social media (own)  

Item  Response options  

Twitter  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Facebook  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Instagram  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

YouTube  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

WhatsApp  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  
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Q1 – Other:  
Other (please use this space to add in other communication tools and channels that 

were important for the party that are not listed above).   
Q2:  
If you have indicated that the party promoted itself through paid online advertising, 

could you say approximately how much the party spent on this during the campaign? 

(If unable to give precise figures please indicate as a proportion of the overall campaign 

expenditure)   

  

Section 2: Data generation/collection  
Q3:  
Could you tell us from the list below which (if any) of the following types of data were 

collected about voters?  Responses YES /NO/ DK  

Types of data collected  

Item  Response options  

Geographic information  i.e. postcode, home address  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Online contact information i.e. email address  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Mobile phone numbers  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Landline phone numbers  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Demographic information e.g. sex, age, education, etc.  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Social and recreational activities and interests e.g.   
community or voluntary organisation membership, hobbies  

No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Online activities e.g. purchasing, apps downloaded, sites 

visited  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  
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  Missing  

Political outlook e.g.  likely to vote, party preference etc.  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Political activities e.g. if voted in the past, if donated, 

volunteered, joined an event or rally, contacted the party  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Psychological or some type of personality profiling 

information.  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

  

Q3 – Other:  
Other (please use this space to add in other types of voter data  that were important for 

the party that are not listed above).  

  

Q4:  
As well as using tools to communicate their message out to voters, parties can also 

make use of a range of methods and tools to collect information on voters. Looking at 

the following list, can you please indicate which of the following (if any) sources of 

voter data were used by the party? Responses: YES / NO / DK, not sure  

Sources of voter data  

Item  Response options  

Public records i.e. information from the electoral or voters 

register  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Census data  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Companies supplying consumer / marketing data on 

individual voters e.g. Experian  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Local or national party recorded data  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Online opinion polls conducted or commissioned by the party  No  
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  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Offline (face to face /phone) opinion polls conducted or 

commissioned by the party  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Focus groups conducted or commissioned by the party  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Experiments (online i.e. A/B testing of messages)  No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Experiments (offline or field-based i.e. testing the impact of 

GOTV messages  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

Social media platforms e.g. Twitter,  Facebook, Instagram 

profile information  
No  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  Missing  

  

Q4 – Other:  
Other (please use this space to add in other sources of voter data that were important 

for the party that are not listed above).  

  

Q5 – Microtargeting:  
Finally for this section, thinking about the sources and types of data your party made 

use of in this election, to what extent were they used to engage in the practice of 

‘micro-targeting’ of messages to voters? By micro-targeting we mean designing and/or 

delivering messages to appeal to individual voters specifically, rather than broader 

groups of voters e.g. those living in a certain area, or that shared certain traits such as 

age or being male/female.    

0  The party did not use micro-targeting  

1  The party has used micro-targeting to some extent  

2  The party has used micro-targeting to a considerable extent  

12  Don’t know  
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Section 3: Data analysis  
Q6:  
As well as understanding more about the nature of the data the party collects on 

voters we are also interested to learn more about how those data are analysed during 

the campaign. Looking through the following list could you tell us whether your 

campaign made use of any of the following techniques or tools of analysis?  

Data analysis techniques and tools  

Item  Response options  

Descriptive statistics e.g. averages, frequencies, cross-tables  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Statistical analysis techniques e.g. regression  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Computer modelling to forecast outcomes in key 

constituencies.  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Computer modelling to predict individual voter behaviour, 

e.g. likelihood to vote, donate etc.  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Behavioural insights /nudge theory  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Machine learning (e.g. natural language programming (NLP) 

tools) to examine sentiment or topics of voter conversations 

/discussions online  

Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Qualitative analysis of text-based data  e.g. manual content 

analysis of focus group discussions  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

  

Q6 – Other:  
Other (please use this space to add in other methods to analyse voter data  that were 

important for the party that are not listed above).  
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Section 4: Internal organization and decision making  
Q7:  
Established and newer digital tools can also be used for internal party communication. 

Again, looking through the list below, could you tell us whether your party made use of 

them during this election campaign to communicate with, and manage the activities of 

local party staff and volunteers/activists  

Internal Communication Tools  

Item  Response options  

In person meetings online (e.g., Zoom)  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

In person meetings offline  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Volunteer database  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Printed material e.g. newsletters  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Mobile apps/devices specially designed for 

volunteers to log voter interactions  
Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Main Party Website  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Local party websites  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

Email  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

SMS/text messaging  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  
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  DK  

Online Supporter Hub / Resource centre  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK  

  

Q7 (Continued):  
Established and newer digital tools can also be used for internal party communication. 

Again, looking through the list below, could you tell us whether your party made use of 

them during this election campaign to communicate with, and manage the activities of 

local party staff and volunteers/activists  

Social Media for Internal Communication  

Item  Response options  

Twitter  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Facebook  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

Instagram  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

YouTube  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

WhatsApp  Did not use  

  Used a little  

  Used a lot  

  DK/Not sure  

   

Q8 (part 1):  
At the national/central headquarters did you have staff and/or volunteers who were 

allocated to work on the party’s digital campaign? If yes, then: How many of them were 

paid staff (a rough estimate in numbers or a % is fine).  

0  0 (Zero)  

1  1 or 2  

2  Between 3 and 5  

3  Between 6 and 10  

4  More than 10  

  

Q8 (part 2):  
At the national/central headquarters did you have staff and/or volunteers who were 

allocated to work on the party’s digital campaign? If yes, then: How many of them were 

working on a voluntary basis (a rough estimate in numbers or a % is fine).  
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0  0 (Zero)  

1  1 or 2  

2  Between 3 and 5  

3  Between 6 and 10  

4  More than 10  

  

Q9:  
Was the digital team further divided into sub-teams? e.g. some people were 

responsible for the website, and social media profiles, others for the database, or 

analysis of the data?  

[Open Question]  

  

Q10:  
Did the party make use of any professional companies or external consultants for:  

Use of professional companies or external consultants  

Item  Response options  

The design and content of party websites / social 

media profiles  
Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

The day to day maintaining and updating of party 

sites and profiles  
Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

Construction / maintenance of party databases  Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

Public opinion and voter surveys  Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

The analysis of voter data  Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

Media and PR  Not used by the party or 

external agency  

  No, used internally  

  Yes  

  Don’t know  

  



39  

  

  

Q11:  
Thinking more broadly about the role of internal and external actors in the running of 
your election campaign, and particularly messaging of voters, we are interested to find 
out about how important various groups were in the decisions over the content of 
those messages, and how these were communicated to voters.  Looking through the 
following list how much influence would you say each of the following groups had 
firstly in deciding on the message?   
  
A great deal of influence, a fair amount of influence, a little influence, no influence at 

all. DK/Not sure  

Influence on deciding the message  

Item  Response options  

Grassroots activists and ordinary supporters  

  

No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Big Tech and Social media companies such  
Facebook, Google, and Twitter   

  

No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Pollsters and opinion research companies    

  

No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Media advisors and PR consultancy firms  No influence at all  

   

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Data analysts and experts in computing and AI  No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Local/Wahlkreis party organizational staff, and 

people with fieldwork training and experience  
No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  
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  Don’t know  

National party organizational staff  

  

No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

Mainstream media organizations and journalists  No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

The individual /local party/list candidates 

themselves  
No influence at all  

  A little bit of influence  

  Quite a bit of influence  

  A lot of influence  

  Don’t know  

  

Q12:  
Finally, based on your experience of this election, how important do you think some 

of the new voter targeting techniques using data analytics and computer modeling 

are for your party in relation to the following tasks:  

Perceived importance of PMT  

mobilizing new voters (those who have never voted 

before) to turnout  
Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  

mobilizing non-voters (those who have decided not 

to vote/have withdrawn) to turnout  
Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  

converting or persuading voters who are 

undecided to support the party  
Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  

converting or persuading voters who are 

supporting the opposition to support the party  
Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  
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  Extremely important  

reaching undecided voters in marginal 

constituencies  
Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  

reaching new volunteers and supporters  Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  

raising money and appealing for donations  Not important at all  

  A little bit important  

  Somewhat important  

  Very important  

  Extremely important  
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Appendix B: The Interview Topic Guide  
  
Date; Time; Place; Party;  

Job title:   

Interview Code:   

  

- Thank you for agreeing and taking the time to 

support me in my research  

- Briefly explain the research project  

- Outline of the conversation  

- Anonymity/Consent Preferences  

- Questions about the interviewee's job and main 

tasks  

  

General questions about the digital campaign  

• How extensive was the use of digital technologies 

in the last election campaign compared to previous 

election cycles?  

• Which parties/candidates were particularly 

intensive/progressive/innovative in their use of 

digital tools?  

• What were the most important innovations? Were 

these innovations more internal, i.e. related to 

databases and new methods of targeting voters? 

Or were these innovations more "external", e.g. in 

terms of voter/public interface and experience?  

• What do you understand by the term "data driven 

campaigning"? Is this kind of campaigning 

characteristic of this election?  

• To what extent is this form of campaigning a real 

change in practice, or something new in the world 

of elections and campaigns?  

  

Management and organisation of the digital campaign team 

(central)  

• How big was the digital campaign team within the party 

headquarters - e.g. in terms of staff; budget. o  What 

did the digital campaign resources look like for national, 

state and local organisations? o  Was there a clear 

demarcation of tasks regarding the digital campaign between 

the party headquarters, the national headquarters and the 

local headquarters?  

o  How were the activities and achievements of the state 

and local teams managed or monitored? o  Did the 

campaign use volunteers to support digital mobilisation 

or software development? Were there crowdsourcing 

initiatives?  

• How much influence did the digital campaign team have on 

the overall direction and decision-making of  

the campaign?  
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• How integrated was digital into the campaign and how 

closely did the digital team work with the campaign manager 

and the candidate?  

• How was the digital component of the campaign structured - 

e.g. in terms of analytics, IT and hardware/software support, 

social media content, online advertising? How many people 

were in each team?  

• How integrated were the sub-teams? Did these teams 

communicate regularly and meet in large groups?  

• Was one of the sub-teams particularly influential and if so, 

which one and why?  

• How long beforehand were the key members of the digital 

team recruited?  

• When did serious strategic planning begin regarding how the 

campaign should be conducted?  

• What systems were in place for internal decisionmaking 

about the digital campaign? Were there regular meetings 

with the general campaign manager and the candidates?  

  

Digital connectivity and communication between national, state 

and local campaign organisations  

• Was there an intranet or internal online communication 

network that national country and / or local party 

activists could access?  

• If so, who can access it? o  National staff o 

 State and local staff (paid) o  State/local 

volunteers (unpaid)  

• What was it used for?  

• Was there usually a way for the head office to reach the 

staff on the ground, i.e. "top-down", or was it perhaps 

"bottom-up"?  

  

The parties' approach to technology  

• Do the political parties you work with have a strong orientation 

or understanding of the role of technology / digital technology in 

politics and how it is best used for organising?  

• To what extent do you think the following issues influence the 

way digital technology is used within the party?  

o Elected politicians o  Simple representatives  

o Campaign managers, national party workers 

and organisational leaders  

o Local party workers o Membership/Basic 

Volunteers and Supporters o Historical heritage 

(former use)  

  

Platform presence/voter interface  

• Main website: In your opinion, did the campaign you 

worked on have a main or central website or internet 

presence?  

• If so, what was it? When was the current version created?  
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• In your view, what would be the party's first digital 

campaign?  

• Is the main website managed internally or outsourced?  

• What resources are available "internally" to manage the 

website?  

• Is there an official policy or expectation regarding the 

presence/design of the websites?  

• Specific campaign mobilisation website: Did the campaign 

have a website specifically dedicated to campaign 

mobilisation, i.e. a hub or activist website?  

• Approximately when was the website created?  

• When was the website officially launched?  

• Is the website managed internally or is it outsourced?  

• Which resources are used?  

• How many people have registered on the website? Do you 

have a breakdown of region and demographics?  

• How many of those who registered were active users of the 

website?  

• What were the most common activities they did as 

members of the site?  

• Official blog of the party/leader: Was there an official blog 

during the election campaign or was a microblogging site 

used?  

• Approximately when was the blog created?  

• When was the blog officially launched?  

• Is the blog managed internally or is it outsourced?  

• Who produces the content of the blog - mainly candidates, 

mainly staff or both together?  

• What other platforms did the campaign use, i.e. did it have 

an official profile? e.g. Facebook, Twitter, sms, Youtube, 

Instagram? o Did the campaign have a plan for each 

platform and in particular for the use of each platform? 

For example: are certain platforms better for informing, for 

mobilising (internally mobilising members and externally 

mobilising voters), for participation or for organisational 

networking?  

o Were there particular platforms that were best suited for 

addressing specific target groups, and if so, which target groups?  

o How useful were they overall? Which platforms were particularly 

effective or successful for the campaign, and why?  

o To what extent was the work of staff at these sites "shared" or 

coordinated?  

o Was there an attempt to enforce consistency and uniformity 

across platforms?  

• Were there any apps developed for the campaign? If so, what were 

they for?  
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• To what extent has the campaign drawn on examples or practice 

from other campaigns in designing these pages/profiles/apps? o 

Other campaigns in Germany? o Other campaigns worldwide? Has 

this changed over time?  

o To what extent are local branches and supporter groups 

encouraged to follow a standardised design/model?  

  

Data use and micro-targeting  

• Did the campaign use voter files/databases for canvassing and/or 

outreach?  

o Were these files/databases managed and operated "in-house" 

and created using externally provided software, e.g. voter 

relationship management platforms (VRMs)? (Example: 

NationBuilder) o What kind of information do these databases 

contain?  

 Freely published data (e.g. electoral roll, flagged 

registers, FEC donations).  

 Purchased data disclosed by individuals (e.g. email 

addresses, data from social media platforms, consumer 

data, commercial data)  

 Free derived data (canvassing conferences, contact 

history, email lists, digital trail data).  

 Purchased, "pre-processed" data (e.g. look-a-like 

audience, data modelling)  

o What kinds of more "traditional" social science methods do the 

parties themselves use to collect some database data (e.g. 

surveys, focus groups)?  

o Approximately how many "data points" does the campaign 

have on individual voters and how many voters are included in 

these databases in total?  

o At what level was the campaign able to target voters? Was 

targeting based mainly on demographics and location or were 

more individual psychometric measures used?  

• What are the databases used for? o  to address voters 

directly with campaign messages o  to support advertising 

decisions  

o to make decisions on locations for fieldwork and canvassing o 

Could election canvassers, when deployed on the ground, use 

mobile devices to access the databases and download up-to-

date "live" information?  

• What data (or combination of data) do you think is needed to 

create the best and most accurate picture or perception of the US 

electorate for mobilisation purposes in a presidential campaign? 

In your opinion, which party/campaign had the most accurate 

perception and why?  
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• In relation to the survey and use of databases, which of the 

following tools/methods were used in the campaign, either 

"inhouse" or with the help of external companies and consultants?  

o Data analytics  

o Propensity scoring o  Algorithms/Prediction Models  

o Clustering - to find users with similar attitudes and behaviours 

using machine learning.  

-  To what extent do you think campaigns/political parties in your  

country are aware of/address privacy and ethics 

issues related to the use of micro-targeting?  

• Are there industry guidelines, standards or more general norms 

shared among political campaigns and parties regarding: o A 

definition of the term "personal data  

o The way in which personal voter data is to be used and how it 

can be shared.  

o The types of data collection and data analysis methods that 

are appropriate.  

o A description of the data protection and security measures 

required to protect personal data.  

o How voters can request the deletion of their personal data 

from election campaign databases.  

• If codified or formalised, where are these set out? What are the main 

reference points for campaigns when collecting and using personal 

data?  

• How much money has the party invested in data infrastructure and 

data curation? Are the current systems fit for purpose?  

• Does the party provide training for staff or volunteers on data 

collection, data analysis or data storage? Is this training mandatory 

or voluntary? What does it focus on?  

  

Advertising & Experiments  

• Have you targeted your advertising online, e.g. by using FB profiles, 

by creating Custom Audiences (sophisticated target groups) or 

Lookalike Audiences?  

• Did the campaign conduct any kind of experiments?  

o Were these done by email, via social media ads or on site, i.e. 

GOTV?  

o What types of activities were they trying to promote? Were 

they designed to increase voter turnout, to increase donations 

or to mobilise offline or online?  

• Who conducted the experiments? How was it decided which ones 

should be carried out?  

• What was the nature and focus of the experiments? Was A/B testing 

used, i.e. were different versions of the same ad tested?  

• What was the focus or content of the experiments? Were they targeted 

at different groups in terms of geography, demography or individual 

attitudes, behaviours and values?  
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• How was their success or effectiveness measured?  

  

Return on investment/costs and benefits of digitisation  

• Taking together the activities discussed so far, how 

much do you estimate the digital campaign will cost in 

2020, taking into account the following 

elements/features?  

• Hardware (database)  

• Software  

• Main page  

• View  

• Subpages  

• App development  

• Experiments  

• Personnel costs  

• Could you rank these elements/features, from most 

expensive to least expensive to operate?  

• Is the digital campaign worth the investment? What 

metrics has the campaign used to monitor the 

effectiveness or success of its digital campaign 

activities? e.g.  

o External audience - number of friends, followers, 

comments, shares, hits  

o Online donations - how many were made, total amount of 

donations. Was this different from previous years?  

o Members/volunteers have registered online. Was this 

different from previous years?  

o Sent SMS messages, recorded mobile phone numbers o 

 Scope of the email list  

•  What did not go as planned? - What are the lessons for the next 

campaign?  

  

The role of external actors/ non-official third party campaigns  

• In your opinion, what role did non-official campaign actors play in the 

digital campaign in the last election? (e.g. in terms of political social 

media content, how much was produced by candidates compared to 

campaign groups, lobby groups and influence groups)?  

• Was any of this content or were any of these groups particularly 

influential? If so, why?  

• Do you think foreign actors and governments played a prominent role 

in the digital campaign? Were voters exposed to content created 

outside the country?  

• To what extent was this content diverse? Was a range of views 

covered? Was the content more focused on particular candidates, 

particular parties or a particular party political viewpoint?  
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Finally . The big questions  

• Is the digital medium now the dominant campaign medium? Has 

this medium displaced print, radio and TV media? Does it largely 

complement and extend the traditional media? Or are the various 

media now so interwoven that it is impossible to isolate the "digital"?  

• To what extent do you think the use of big databases, data analytics 

and "micro-targeted advertising" actually contributes or works? In 

other words, does it reach the "right" voters? Does it produce the 

desired result? Is it overkill?  

• How do you expect the industry enabling data-driven campaigning to 

evolve? Will the industry consolidate or fragment in terms of  

service providers? Will the specialisation of expertise in certain key 

functions increase?  

• How do you think data-intensive campaigning methods and the 

increasing use of digital platforms for this campaign will affect 

democracy and voter engagement in the long run?  

• What does the future hold in terms of regulating the use of 

individual/personal voter data by parties and campaigners? Do you 

expect more controls or a move towards a voluntary code of conduct 

regulating data use? Is this something your party would subscribe 

to?  

• Are these trends impacting the traditional role of the campaign 

manager? Will their role come under increasing pressure and be 

challenged as data, analytics and modelling increasingly drive 

decision-making?  

• Are there questions we haven't asked that we should be asking 

about the impact of these new campaign tools?  

• And finally, is there anyone else we should talk to?  
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Appendix C: Core themes extracted from the 

interviews  
  

1. Use of platforms for political advertising: FB and/or Instagram, 

Spotify or other audio platforms, and Google Ads  

2. Use of influencers or third-party actors, members or volunteers in the 

campaign  

3. Analog versus digital campaigning  

4. Campaign budget and reasons for budget allocation  

5. Communications infrastructure and campaign infrastructure  

6. Data-driven campaigning  

7. Innovation  

8. The professionalisation of campaigning: web 2.0, blogs and websites  

9. The dark side of (digital) campaigning: competition, negative 

campaigning, fake news and hate speech  

  

  


