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THE 2004 ELECTION

CRM Equals Electability
BY GALEN GRUMAN

CRM may have a mixed track 
record in the enterprise, but it has 
become a critical part of this year's 
presidential election. The 2004 
presidential campaigns have 
deployed both CRM software and 
Internet portals, connecting the two 
technologies to mobilize supporters 
and collect historic amounts of 
contributions from individual donors.

Campaigns and advocacy groups 
have used databases and campaign 
management software for years, for 
direct mail and telephone outreach. 
However, 2004 marks the first time 
such technology has been coupled 
with Internet portals, providing a 
way to attract supporters rather 
than hunt for them. "It lets people 
find the candidates easily," notes 
Carol Darr, director of the Institute for Politics, Democracy, and the Internet at George 
Washington University in Washington, D.C. The Internet is home to one of the most 
active communities of political citizens: Almost half of Internet-using supporters donate 
money (versus 10 percent of the population at large), and 66 percent forward 
campaign-related e-mails to others, according to a study the institute conducted in late 
2003 with NOPWorld and Nielsen/NetRatings. 

In 2004, Democratic presidential candidate Howard Dean's campaign figured out how to 
tap into that Internet-connected community. Dean's organization made its Web presence 
highly interactive and engaging as a way to retain supporters; it then used CRM software 
to analyze those supporters, tailoring messages and requests for support to ensure high 
relevance and thus ongoing engagement. "Nobody cared what the Dean campaign was 
doing until it raised $7.6 million in a quarter on the Internet," recalls Zack Rosen, a Web 
developer who created the DeanSpace online tools. Although Dean's campaign came to 
an ignominious end, other campaigns adopted its innovative approach to using 
technology, Darr says. 

Now the presidential campaigns and advocacy groups engage their supporters via news 
streams, e-mail alerts, talking points and donation requests, monitoring who responds to 
what, and gathering data on the voters' characteristics and interest areas. All of this 
activity is managed via CRM and delivered through the Internet. This mass customization 
approach produces messages that are personalized and yet stay within the agenda of a 
candidate or group. The more targeted the message, the more likely a person is to 
respond, says Paul Herrnson, director of the Center for American Politics and Citizenship, 
University of Maryland at College Park.
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Although campaign directors have long known that the process of selling candidates and 
managing voter relationships is fundamentally the same as selling products and 
managing customer relationships, this year marks the first time political operatives have 
adopted the tools of business to do so.

Why 2004? One big reason is that it worked so well for Dean. But 2004 may also be the 
right time to appeal to individual supporters: The extreme polarization among voters has 
created an energized electorate that seeks the involvement Internet portals enable, Darr 
and Herrnson say.

Despite the success of CRM-driven, Internet-mediated campaigning, there is a danger in 
relying on such a technology-based approach: It may gain candidates more resources, 
but it doesn't necessarily translate into votes at the polls, as Dean discovered. Enough 
people have to show up at the polls for support to translate into election wins. 

Still, expect the use of CRM and Internet portals to quickly move down into state and
local campaigns. One reason will be the introduction of open-source, campaign-in-a-box
software being developed by CivicSpace Labs, a project founded by DeanSpace's Rosen.
The CivicSpace Labs tools are meant to bring sophisticated campaigns—with Web portals,
interoperability with other sites, and hooks to database and campaign management
systems—to all levels of government.

Thanks in large part to targeted messages via 
the Internet, political donations of less than $200 
by individuals have soared during the 2004 
campaign. 

2004 
CAMPAIGN
(through Aug. 
2)

2000 
CAMPAIGN

2004 
CAMPAIGN 
(through Aug. 
2)

2000 
CAMPAIGN

Individual 
Contributions

George Bush George Bush John Kerry Al Gore

Total Raised $224,987,266 $193,088,650 $171,178,534 $132,804,039

Donations < 
$200

28% 10.5% 35% 10%

SOURCE: CENTER FOR RESPONSIVE POLITICS, BASED ON FEDERAL ELECTIONS COMMISSION 
DATA
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