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Based in Ottawa, Ontario and Boston, Massachusetts, Hillwatch Inc. e-Services provides 
comprehensive e-strategies built around issues and communities and unique performance 
evaluation products for the public, private and non-profit sectors.  We help organizations 
develop web strategies that integrate and complement all aspects of their business, 
advocacy and communications objectives.  

 

Find out more about Hillwatch by visiting our site, www.hillwatch.com. 

����	���������	������

First Contact: 
Alex Langshur, Principal 
Hillwatch Boston Office 
Tel: 781 874-0250 
Email: alangshur@hillwatch.com 

 
 

Second Contact: 
Scott Proudfoot, Principal 
Hillwatch Ottawa Office 
tel: 613 238-8700 
email: proudfoot@hillwatch.com 
 

 

 

 

© Copyright 2006, Hillwatch, Inc. all rights reserved.  No part of this report may be 
reproduced in whole or in part by any party other than the client without the written express 
permission of Hillwatch. Inc 

 

 

 



Still virtually lawn signs:    
Benchmarking the 2006 Canadian online political campaigns 

 

Hillwatch Inc. Suite 200, 334 MacLaren St., Ottawa, ON K2P 0M6 tel: (613) 238-8700 fax: (613) 234-9823 www.hillwatch.com 
 

 

 

 

Table of Contents 
 

 

Executive Summary.................................................................................................................... I 

Analysis.......................................................................................................................................1 

Introduction ..........................................................................................................................1 

Overall results......................................................................................................................2 

Situational Awareness Report – Positioning......................................................................4 

Political content typology.....................................................................................................6 

What Canadian Political Parties can learn from UK political web sites............................9 

Report Methodology.................................................................................................................19 

 



Still virtually lawn signs:  Page: I 
Benchmarking the 2006 Canadian online political campaigns 

 

 

Hillwatch Inc. Suite 200, 334 MacLaren St., Ottawa, ON K2P 0M6 tel: (613) 238-8700 fax: (613) 234-9823 www.hillwatch.com 
 

��������������	�
�

������������������������������������������������� ���
 

This is our second analysis of the use of the internet by Canadian political parties.    Our 
previous report: “Political web sites: strategic assets or virtual lawn signs?” found that the 
web sites of the major Canadian political parties were little more than virtual lawn signs – 
they informed but did not engage users.  This was in stark contrast to the 2004 election 
web sites in the US which provided extensive opportunities for politically engaged visitors 
to become active and involved.   

For this election, we have updated our benchmarks of the Canadian party web sites to 
evaluate their evolution from 18 months ago.  In addition, we are including for comparative 
purposes web site benchmarks of the 2004 US Presidential candidates, as well 
benchmarks of the web sites from the spring 2005 election in Britain (UK).  We have 
included the UK party sites in order to provide Parliamentary system-based peers. 

In this election we find that Canadian party web sites have added interactive features such 
as blogs, podcasts and Real Simple Syndication (RSS), and are using email (and their 
sites) to more aggressively disseminate their messages and rebut those of their 
opponents.   However, despite this improved interactivity, visitors to Canadian election 
web sites are considered largely as passive information consumers.  None of the 
Canadian web sites examined seized the opportunity to tap the wisdom of the crowd, 
leverage the social networks of visitors, or help issue-focused voters reach and connect to 
one another.   

It is clear Canadian political parties looked at the online experiences of political parties 
elsewhere and adapted new practices to their current campaigns.  In many cases, it is the 
right idea but often a case of poor execution – particularly in areas such as use of e-mail 
for outreach, online donations, messaging and usability.  The study results suggest that a 
certain level of sophistication is missing in the implementation of the parties online 
strategies. 

Our final analysis is that Canadian electoral web sites deserve credit for some significant 
improvements between the current and previous election.  However, they continue to be 
very much like lawn signs – they still inform, but don’t engage.  Hence the title of our 
report: “Still virtually lawn signs: Benchmarking Canadian political web sites during the 
2006 election”. 
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Benchmarking the election web sites of the major political parties in Canada, the United 
Kingdom and the United States reveals substantive differences in their strategic focus and 
tactical execution.  The key benchmarking findings include: 

�  Canadian political web sites lag their US and UK counterparts.  Canadian party web 
demonstrate a more strategic use of the internet relative to their efforts in the 2004 
election.  Nevertheless, their online strategies do not appear as ambitious as their UK 
or US counterparts.  This is particularly underscored in the way the UK and US make 
use of the channel to deliver highly targeted, regionally specific content, support 
grassroots initiatives, and raise funds.  
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�  US sites are still the only ones to leverage the wisdom of the crowd.  By posting 
multiple ads to the web site and asking visitors to vote on which one was the 
strongest, US sites created online events that drew visitors and often garnered the 
attention of the press.  This wisdom-of-the-crowd approach used web site visitors as a 
defacto focus group to identify ads which had the greatest impact, while 
simultaneously broadening the viewing audience for all ads produced by the 
campaign.   

�  The US still leads in using the web to engage and empower the grassroots.  Both the 
Kerry and Bush campaigns provided online tools to allow supporters to create and 
connect with their engaged peers (e.g. Democratic “Meet-ups” and Republican 
“House Parties for the President”) with minimal party involvement.  No such tools are 
available on Canadian or UK party web sites.  This adherence to a more centralized 
model (managed and coordinated at the national or riding levels) may to some extent 
reflect the differences between the Republic vs. the Parliamentary electoral systems.  
Regardless, such tools may make the difference in tight campaigns such as the 
current election.  

�  Canadian sites improved but lag significantly in online fundraising practices.  US and 
some UK sites directly link fundraising appeals to measurable (and realizable) goals1, 
and actively encourage micro-donations.  Despite well documented best practices in 
this area, the online contribution/donation sections of Canadian party web sites fail to 
make linkages to each campaign agenda, discourage micro-donations and have 
weak messaging that is rarely compelling and difficult to feel passionate about.  One 
party’s donation process even failed to send an acknowledgement/thank you note! 

�  Content richness: USA is number 1; the UK number 2; and Canada number 3.  
Despite improvements from the 2004 election, Canadian election web sites have less 
content than their UK counterparts, and substantially less than those in the US.  In 
detail we noted the following key differences: 

�  Community specific content: Other than the youth, party web sites are silent with 
respect to identifying or speaking to any other community (although the Liberals 
do have a section devoted to Aboriginals).  In contrast, both the US and some UK 
sites specifically addressed the interests of various demographics, communities 
and/or regions.  It is surprising is that no party has tailored content to the interests 
of older Canadians who vote in far greater numbers than their younger 
counterparts. 

�  Region specific content: In a country of regions like Canada, it is surprising to see 
so little content that is regionally focused, i.e. what the policy means to voters in 
the area they live.  In contrast, the UK Labour party enabled electors in the 
Midlands, Scotland, or Central London to drill down and see the specific actions 
that the government had taken to improve public services or schools or hospitals 
in their area.  

�  Team politics: The US highlighted extensively both halves of each ticket (as well 
as their spouses).  In the UK Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the 
Conservatives all highlighted Cabinet members (Labour) or their shadow Cabinet 
counterparts.  The policy pronouncements and participation of these high profile 

                                                      
1 The classic example was the “Cheney Challenge”.  Upon learning of an upcoming $2000-a-plate fundraising 
luncheon featuring the Vice President, the Dean campaign challenged its supporters to raise more money before it 
took place.  9,700 people responded to the appeal and contributed a total of $500,000, compared to the $250.000 
raised by 125 guests at the Cheney function.  
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candidates (i.e. Cabinet or shadow Cabinet members) in the campaign were 
highlighted in both words and pictures. The Labour Party even had a special 
section of the site devoted to the day-to-day campaign of their Deputy Prime 
Minister.  Although Cabinet is ostensibly government-by-team, this is not apparent 
when Canadian party web sites.  

�  Leaders are regular people: The UK Labour party posted short 3 minute video 
diaries featuring Tony Blair every few days.  Using a standard format each 
focused on a single issue with Mr. Blair attending an event, making a clear and 
compelling statement which was then picked up and reinforced by event 
attendees.  The wife of Conservative Leader John Howard filed a light, quick-
reading campaign blog that went a long way towards demystifying the Opposition 
leader by presenting his more personal, human side.  In Canada, only the Bloc 
Quebecois has a blog written (purportedly) by the leader and none have content 
from candidate spouses.   
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This is our second analysis of the use of the internet by Canadian political parties.  Our 
first report, “Political Web Sites: Strategic Assets or Virtual Lawn Signs” released during 
the June 2004 election, reviewed how each election cycle continues to push the web 
envelope as new and more sophisticated approaches and tools become available.  From 
the online brochures of less than ten years ago, political web sites have mirrored the 
progression from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 in their degree of sophistication, use of interactive 
elements, extension of e-mail for customer outreach, and integration of additional formats 
and channels (e.g. RSS, blogs, audio and video).  

The fall of the Liberal government so soon after the last election presented a unique 
opportunity for Hillwatch to undertake a second benchmarking of the web sites of the 
major political parties.  Our goal was to evaluate how each party has evolved its use of the 
medium in support of their specific campaign objectives.  Despite the relatively short time 
span of only 18 months since the last election cycle, significant developments have 
occurred in use of the web for campaign purposes.  Perhaps one of the most important of 
these has been the publication of an inside look at the Howard Dean campaigns’ 
groundbreaking use of the internet by Dean Campaign manager Joe Trippi (The 
Revolution Will Not Be Televised, Regan Books 2004).  

Our first report, “Virtual Lawn Signs”, concluded that the web sites of Canadian political 
parties largely acted as broadsheets – they informed but failed to engage.  This was 
particularly evident when benchmarked against the 2004 election web sites of both the 
Republican and Democratic parties, both of which went to great lengths to engage the 
voter at the issue level and create avenues for direct participation in the political process.  
We concluded that this disparity was due to many factors, including: much higher levels of 
investment in the US; different political structures; the length and nature of the campaign 
process; and cultural differences.   In order to determine to what extent the campaign 
process and Parliamentary political system may have an impact on use of the internet, we 
seized the opportunity to benchmark election web sites of another Parliamentary 
democracy when the UK went to the polls during the summer 2005.  

This report therefore presents the results of a Hillwatch e-Benchmark undertaken between 
December 18th and 30th 2005 on the web sites of five Canadian political parties engaged in 
the federal election (the Liberals, Conservatives, New Democrats, Bloc Quebecois, and 
Greens).  In addition, it includes benchmarks on the web sites of the major UK political 
parties (Labour, Conservative and Liberal-Democratic) done in May 2005 as well as 
historical data from the Kerry and Bush web sites (completed in June 2004) in the United 
States for comparative purposes.   

Hillwatch uses a benchmarking methodology that checks for the presence or absence of 
best practices.   These best-practices are drawn from a mix of published research, third -
party publications and internal research and are given a weighted score relative to their 
importance.  This approach yields rigorous comparative analysis based on objective and 
quantifiable criteria.  Hillwatch has completed hundreds of online benchmarks for clients 
across a range of industry sectors, government departments, and non-profit organizations.   
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Table I below presents the overall results from the benchmark.  Each focus area has been 
assigned a colour code based its underlying result.  Green indicates a result of 60% or 
more (highly competitive with peer sites and strong adherence to best practices), yellow a 
result from 50% to 59% (some things need to be fixed) and red a result of 49% or less 
(serious deficiencies).   

 	�����������	���������	�!������
���
�"�	�	��	��#$$ %�����������
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 Canadian web sites (2006) UK web sites 2005 US web sites (2004) 

Focus areas Liberals Conser-
vatives 

NDP BQ Greens Labour Conser-
vative 

Liberal - 
Democrats 

Democrats Republicans 

Awareness & Profile �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Media friendliness �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Transparency �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Content �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Web site policies �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Usability �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Design �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  
Interactivity �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  �  

 
Colour legend: 
 

         = Site has multiple best practices             = Site is problematic          = Site has multiple issues 

��
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Results across all the focus areas in Table I indicate: 

�  The Presidential candidate web sites from the 2004 US election cycle exhibited more 
'best practices' relative to the current crop of Canadian or UK election web sites. 

�  Overall, the Green Party site fared best among the Canadian sites, followed by the 
Liberals.  The Green web site fared very well across a number of focus areas: it is well 
optimized for issues-based searches; it offers a broad range of well defined content; it 
remains the only web site with a “real” Blog (enabling visitors to comment on any party 
issue, news release or other information item); the leadership team is well featured; 
and it includes a strong regional perspective to site content.   

�  With the exception of the Green Party and Bloc Québecois, media sections continue 
to fare relatively poorly overall.  As before, we believe this reflects the direct and 
ongoing contact between the media and each of the major campaigns (i.e. traveling 
with the candidate and their press secretaries on the campaign trail), which mitigates 
the value of the web site as a tool to connect with journalists.  The absence of such 
close coverage of the Green party may in part explain their better performing media 
sections – they must work harder to get their message out.  

�  From a technical standpoint, the major Canadian party web sites are not well search 
engine optimized.  Nevertheless, they consistently rank at the top of the search results 
list simply due to their size, role and uniqueness.  Where search engine optimization 
becomes an issue is how the sites rank when undertaking a search using a platform 
or news issue as the keyword.  For example, a search on “Gomery inquiry” fails to 
bring up any of the major parties in the top 20 results.  Similarly, “national daycare 
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Canada” yields many results to advocacy groups, but none to any of the major parties, 
despite this being a major policy issue.  Note however, that “cut GST” yields a first 
rank search result for the Conservatives, which is appropriate given the role of this 
issue in the Conservatives economic agenda.    

�  It appears that this is the year that each Canadian political party “discovered” email.  
Email is the most powerful single tool to reach out and engage people to get involved, 
donate and carry your message.  An exhaustive body of marketing research 
demonstrates that the tool must be used discriminately and that it is critical to align 
messages (i.e. content) to the interests of recipients, lest the email be construed as 
spam.  In the US and the UK there was a concerted attempt to tailor the messages to 
the specific audiences.  However, this was not the case in Canada in which the 
messaging tends to be overwhelmingly generic. In the case of the Liberal Party, 
signing up to a listserv resulted in an almost immediate, daily and indiscriminate 
barrage of email.  This intensified as the year drew to a close and requests for 
donations increased in frequency.  Ultimately, this indiscriminate approach to the use 
of email is dangerously close to being spam, with the unintended consequence of 
reduced “opens” and increased unsubscribe results.  Although email is one of the 
most effective tools available to online political campaigns, it can alienate as easily as 
it can engage.  It would appear that Canadian political parties have discovered the 
tool, but not the instruction manual. 

�  As was found in the 2004 election cycle, transparency remains a shortcoming for 
many of the political sites.  Although all identified their sites as being authorized by 
their respective Agent, information about the Agent, the party structure or key staff 
contacts did not reflect best practices.  Given the importance of accountability in the 
Canadian election, far more information about party fundraising and spending would 
have been appropriate.  

�  Interactive elements were significantly enhanced relative to the previous election.  In 
particular, the number of streaming video and audio files available on Canadian sites 
showed a marked increased, bringing them in line with their US counterparts.  UK 
sites similarly made extensive use of streaming video, with the Labour party even 
providing a daily 3 minute video blog featuring Tony Blair. New to this election is the 
complete acceptance and integration o of podcasting, blogs and RSS. 
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This three dimensional graph determines the sites’ position relative to one another using 
the following focus areas: Awareness & Profile, Content & Interactivity and Transparency 
& Policies – over 100 criteria in total.  This graph provides a quick overview of the site’s 
ability to pull  in an audience, engage  its attention and present itself in a forthright manner. 

This is a single snapshot of the relative positioning of all the analysed sites using these 
three key objectives and helps suggest how to focus future communication investments.  

  

Online political web site relative positioning

Transparency & Policies 
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Graph I: Relative positioning of the peers sites wi thin the campaign issue-space 
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The size of the bubble is based on results from the Awareness & Profile focus area.  The 
strength of the score is indicated by the size of the bubble (the higher the score, the larger 
the bubble), which reflects the ability of the site to attract an audience. Content and 
Interactivity, important to engaging an audience are measured along the vertical axis.  
Transparency & Policies, which reflect the organizational and managerial elements of the 
site, are measured along the horizontal axis.  Each site on this three dimensional graph is 
colour coded and separately identified.   



Still virtually lawn signs:  Page: 5  
Benchmarking the 2006 Canadian online political campaigns 

 

Hillwatch Inc. Suite 200, 334 MacLaren St., Ottawa, ON K2P 0M6 tel: (613) 238-8700 fax: (613) 234-9823 www.hillwatch.com 
 

+������
�

The key observations from this graph are: 

,& Both US sites fall within the best practice quadrant, reflecting their overall strong 
performance across all best practice indicators.  They are clearly in a class apart 
from their Canadian counterparts;  

#& Similarly, UK sites on the whole perform stronger than their Canadian peers, 
particularly in the area of Transparency and Policies.  Overall, the UK Conservative 
site was third best in performance.  

-& The Canadian peer group shows a wide variation, with Conservatives, Greens and 
Liberals site falling within the best practice quadrant; 

.& The Liberals and Conservatives sites scored more strongly on the Transparency 
and Policies relative to the other Canadian sites.  

/& Canadian sites also distinguish themselves from one another by their level of 
Richness, with the NDP and Greens being somewhat higher in this regard; 

%& US sites are more effective at building their Awareness and Profile – they are well 
optimized and have extensive links from third-party sources that drive traffic.  

��(���	����
�

�  Similar to our previous analysis, we find that US campaign sites remain more 
competitive with respect to best practices relative to their Canadian or UK 
counterparts.  They have a greater ability to reach and attract audiences, engage their 
attention, raise their comfort level with the medium, eliminate barriers to action, and 
ultimately convert visitors to active supporters through compelling calls to action.  Our 
experience is that sites that fall within the best practice quadrant inevitably deliver 
upon their strategic objectives and yield a high return on investment for the owners. 

�  Canadian election web sites on the whole improved their positioning relative the 2004 
election.  However, there is still a clear gulf in terms of Richness relative to the US 
web sites.  For the Canadian political parties, this is manifested by web sites that do 
not present many opportunities for visitors to engage with the web site (e.g. providing 
feedback on ads or content messaging) and through the web site (e.g. promoting 
social networking in support of grassroots organization efforts, making targeted micro-
contributions).  Not exploring these options lowers the potential of the web site to 
support the strategic goals of each party, which in turns equates into an opportunity 
missed.  
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In addition to applying our Benchmark methodology, Hillwatch finds it useful to create 
content typologies that deconstruct a web site's content ‘offerings’ based on sector-specific 
content taxonomies.   This allows our clients to use a structured framework to compare 
and contrast the content available on their web site against those of their peers or 
competitors.  We believe this is a useful exercise given the key role of content in 
establishing a web sites’ value proposition.  

During any given election cycle we continue to observe a convergence in the types of 
content found on political web sites.  In order to fully explore this content convergence, 
Hillwatch has deconstructed the content types found on the political web sites that were 
benchmarked in this study, as well as a series of political sites from other jurisdictions 
worldwide.   We were able to identify 99 distinct content types that fall within any one of 9 
different content taxonomies. These are:   

�  Platform information  – Content ranges from short issue briefs to detailed platform 
documents.  A standard feature now is Opposition Research (e.g. the Liberals “Fact 
Check” or the Conservatives “Reality Check”) in which the opponent’s policies, 
statements, history, and biography are refuted or attacked.  

�  Candidate information  – Static biographical information is being supplemented with 
photo galleries, 3rd party materials, Web media interviews or mini-documentaries, 
audio clips and even personal blogs. US sites tend to duplicate this pattern for the 
Presidential candidate, their running mate and their respective spouses.  Canadian 
sites are more circumspect about selling the candidate (and his/her family).  

�  Media centre  – Journalists are a key audience and as such they receive their own 
web site section in which all press releases, media advisories, candidate statements, 
story lines, targeted issues briefs, speeches and 3rd party endorsements are housed. 

�  Grassroots/engage volunteers  – Political parties attempt to engage visitors by 
promoting interaction with various tools, features and elements of the web site.  The 
ultimate goals are to either have visitors volunteer their time or make a contribution.   
Specific types of interactivity range from viral tools (send to an article or e-card to a 
friend, which enables the party to capture e-mail and possibly contact information) to 
social networking tools such as Meet-Ups.  Other tools observed include campaign 
polls, detailed volunteer segmentation, options to take individual action on an issue 
(e.g. call talk shows, write letters to the editor, etc.). Voter registration is a US and not 
Canadian preoccupation. 

�  Community support/target voters – Political campaigns often target certain 
communities for support (e.g. new immigrants, fishers, women, etc.).  They do so by 
creating sections with content that is devoted to the interests of the identified 
community.  In some cases, we note endorsements form prominent community 
spokespeople, and specific issues/press releases of interest to that community or 
non-official language sites. Interactive features include targeted blog strategies, 
forums and chat centres 

�  Donations/raise money  – The Internet’s value as a fundraising tool is now well 
established, particularly in the US context.  Sites distinguish themselves by how many 
different ways they can ask for donations, establish viral donation options or sell 
‘campaign’ goods and even offload the cost of campaign material on to volunteers. 
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�  Web site policies  – Virtually all web sites today publish their policies governing visitor 
privacy, content, copyright, etc.  However political web sites must provide an 
additional level of information that addresses the regulations concerning campaign 
contributions. 

�  Downloads  – Allowing viewers to download materials (podcasts, video & audio clip, 
music, buddy buttons, brochure, signs, etc.) is a way of creating connection and 
engagement with a campaign. It is also a simple practical way to distribute materials 
to active supporters for campaigns.  

'�
���
�

A comprehensive analysis of the ten campaign sites revealed a wide variation in the 
amount of content types, ranging from a high of 78% (for the John Kerry site) to a low of 
27% (for the UK Liberal – Democrats site).   The results presented in Figures II and III 
below clearly demonstrate the lead that the US political web sites have in terms of overall 
content relative to either their Canadian or UK peers.  It is worth noting that the Canadian 
Conservatives vaulted ahead of their opponents and were now competitive with the UK 
Labour and Conservative Parties.  We believe this reflects the fact that they have been 
running a policy driven campaign and there is considerable platform details available on 
their site. 

 

Content types (as percent of total possible)

27%

30%

30%

35%

35%

39%

41%

44%

69%

78%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
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Liberals

Bloc

NDP

UK Labour

UK Tories

Conservatives

Bush

Kerry

 

Figure II: Content typology variations for campaign  websites 

Figure III explores the underlying content elements which comprise each typology score.  
It reveals that candidate information is a key distinguishing feature: the US sites have 
much more of it than do their Canadian counterparts.  This in part reflects a cultural bias: 
character loomed very large in the 2004 Presidential election and both sides invested 
heavily to create detailed portraits of their candidates.   

Another distinguishing feature is the number and types of downloads available.  US sites 
provide a truly amazing amount of campaign related material, from do-it-yourself buttons, 
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to window signs, to flyers.  Each site was a complete toolkit for anyone who wanted to self 
engage as door to door canvasser.   

Amount of content elements by campaign site

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

Kerry

Bush

Conservatives

UK Cons

UK Labour

NDP

Liberals

Greens

UK Lib/Dem

Bloc

Platform Info Candidate info Media cener Grassroots

Community Donate Site policies Downloads

 

Figure III: Content typology variations by content category for each campaign website 
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We were eager to include the UK Benchmarks in this study because comparing the online 
performance of Canadian and US sites ignores the obvious differences between the 
American Republic and Parliamentary electoral processes.  One area of inquiry that we 
wanted to explore was the possibility that certain tools and approaches may be more 
frequently used in the US because they simply work better under their electoral system 
than they would in either Canada or the UK.  For example, some peer-to-peer networking 
tools require time and a critical mass of supporters to build momentum.  This may be 
easier in the US due to their “never ending campaigns” – the two years (or more) period 
leading up to the primaries and through to the election.  In contrast, Parliamentary 
elections are six to eight weeks and perhaps the parties lack the same circumstances to 
get their supporters ‘excited’ between contests.  

In addition, because voters directly elect the President, the candidates’ campaign 
machinery manages the grassroots and volunteer efforts.  This is rarely the case in the 
Parliamentary system where parties typically ‘outsource’ some communications and most 
of their ‘get-out-the-vote (GOTV) efforts to the local candidates and local constituency 
associations.  In any Parliamentary system, the national headquarters would need to 
mediate between national ‘meet-up’ and ‘house party’ efforts with the local associations 
that are often quite autonomous and vary greatly in terms of organizational readiness, 
competence and resources. 

Finally, the lower voter participation rates in the US may account for the greater emphasis 
on grassroots mobilization in Presidential campaigns.  When the margin of victory can be 
the difference in a few hundred thousand strategically located votes, getting your vote out 
can be a decisive tactic, as the Republicans clearly demonstrated in 2004. 

Simply stated, some tactics that work in the US may not ‘pay-off’ in Canada and the UK 
because the systems are different.  This may explain why we do not see Canadian and 
UK parties adapting some of the American grassroots strategies. 

Differences in the two electoral systems may play a big role in the observed differences in 
online strategies and execution.  However, we would be more willing to cede this point if 
there was evidence that Canadian political parties had tried any of the US approaches.   
Greens, NDP’ers, Social Democrats, and staunch Conservatives all have an underlying 
‘movement’ potential.  Both inside and outside of Canada, environmentalists, social 
activists, the Right and the Left all use the Internet in sophisticated ways when it comes to 
issues that matter to them.  That Canadian parties have not done so between elections, 
and then tried to bring those efforts to fruition during an election, may reflect a lack of 
prioritization, resources, and/or imagination. 

Nonetheless, if Canadian political parties want their online efforts to be compared to other 
Parliamentary parties, then we believe lessons can be gleaned from UK political party 
sites of last spring which outscored current Canadian sites in a number of areas.  Being 
better resourced is one possible explanation but many ‘best practice’ differences did not 
represent major cost issues.  UK parties were trying to do most of the same things as the 
current Canadian sites, they simply executed them better. 
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An area in which the UK parties distinguished themselves from Canadian political party 
sites was with respect to clarity and innovation regarding core messaging.  There was a 
more concerted attempt to communicate their messages in multiple ways to multiple 
audiences.  Examples include: 

Tony Blair’s Video Diaries  

Every one or two days there was a new three minute video posted on the Labour Party 
site. Each segment focused on a single issue.  The format was the same. Tony Blair was 
going to the event. Mr. Blair gives a short comment the issue; there are shots at the 
meeting, hospital, school. People who were there give the final reviews, often reinforcing 
the original message and conveying the impression of the Labour Party reaching out to 
different groups and interests in society. These were compelling and engaging political 
infomercials that were professionally done but not over produced. 
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Personalize the Policy  

The Labour Party personalized its party manifesto by region. Electors in the Midlands, 
Scotland, or Central London could drill down and see the specific actions that the 
government had taken to improve public services or schools or hospitals in their area. The 
party agenda was also personalized by age, gender, employment, family status, etc. 
Canadian sites are generally non-performers in this area. 
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The Canadian Conservative home page is highly cluttered. By contrast, the UK 
Conservative home and interior pages provided more user friendly navigation and 
simplified messaging based on their core issues. 
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Make it Easy to Read:  
 
The UK Liberal Democrats went out of their way to communicate their campaign platform 
both using technology (podcasts, RSS feeds) but also just ensuring their materials are 
readable. Targeting seniors and low literacy electors, the Lib-Dems provided plain 
language simplified version of their platform in readable text. They also provide ten 
different language versions of their key policies.  These low cost options are user friendly 
and deliver a real message of inclusion. 
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The use of humour  

We have seen the use of viral e-postcards in the US and the latest Canadian election.  
The Liberal Democrats in the UK show that the tactic works better with humor. The 
Canadian Conservatives use post cards but missed on the humor angle. 
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Cabinet Government is supposed to be a team sport but it is hard to tell from Canadian 
political party sites that are totally focused on selling the leader. All the UK sites went out of 
their way to sell their team as well as their leader. Pictures, press conferences and press 
releases from key party spokespeople were prominently featured. Given that Canada’s 
current Canadian leaders are all carrying baggage of one sort or another, selling the key 
team members might be a good tactic. 
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All the Canadian political parties tend to fall short on the area of transparency. There may 
be some information on the party executive but little or nothing on where party funds come 
from and how they are spent. A stand-out in this regard was the UK Conservatives who 
provide their parties financial statements going back several years.  Again, a low cost way 
to show you value public transparency. 
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The Labour Party gives supporters multiple ways in which to financially help the party 
including leaving a legacy in their will. 
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The UK Conservative tied their “ask” to clever messaging. We encountered several 
usability issues with some Canadian party donation sections and the ‘call to action’ was 
usually missing. 
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The Hillwatch e-Benchmark evaluates information-focused web sites (e.g. public sector 
and non-profit web sites including those that are issue based, advocacy oriented and 
public policy focused) using meaningful, consistent and quantifiable indicators.  The 
indicators reflect on-line best practices drawn from proprietary, third party and published 
research across such diverse fields as marketing and communications, government 
relations, advocacy, community engagement and web site design.   

There are currently over 450 online best-practice indicators in the e-Benchmark database.   
Given the innovative and constantly changing nature of the Internet, the indicators are 
regularly updated to reflect evolving best practices.  

Hillwatch analysts examine each web site to identify the presence or absence of these 
indicators using a binary “yes” or “no” approach.  Presence of an indicator produces a 
score that is weighted to reflect the importance of the indicator, and the full results totaled 
to arrive at site score.  

The 450 indicators in the Hillwatch e-Benchmark are distributed across the following focus 
areas: 

,& Awareness & Profile (A&P): a measure of the sites profile on the web as 
determined by a range of factors including (but not limited to) search engine 
rankings, links, degree of search engine optimization, branding, collateral material, 
communication activities, etc. 

#& Media Friendliness: reviews the factors that contribute to enhancing the usefulness 
of a website from a journalists’ perspective, with particular emphasis on news 
releases and contact information.  

-& Transparency: Examines the availability and scope of information on site owners, 
their goals, mission, funding, board, governance, etc.  

.& Content: Evaluates the segmentation, structure, amount, currency, and other 
aspects, which help make content useful & relevant to users. 

/& Web site policies: reviews the existence and scope of the policies in place 
governing site privacy, email, content, copyright, security, etc.;  

%& Usability: Evaluates the ease of use and other aspects that contribute to the user 
experience as measured through a human-factors approach; 

6& Design: Reviews the key site design elements against recognized best practices in 
this focus area; 

7& Interactivity: examines interactive factors on the site which promote retention, build 
mindshare and create relationships; 

For the purposes of this current study, we extracted from our best-practice database only 
those indicators that were most appropriate for political party sites.  The report presents 
only the high level results from our research and a select number of salient figures.  In 
addition, we created a content typology of political party sites to further generate research 
findings and insights.  


