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Introduction 
 
 
All over the world, political parties are increasingly relying on new information and 

communication technologies during electoral campaigns. While a few years ago, cyber 

campaigns were still situated at the fringes of the electoral process, it is expected that 

their impact on electoral campaigns will continue to grow in the years ahead (Norris 

2003; Gibson, Römmele & Ward 2004; Pedersen & Saglie 2005; Ward & Lusoli 2005; 

Strandberg 2006). Competing claims have been made, however, about the potential 

electoral impact of the internet (Graber 2004). The more optimistic expectation is that the 

internet can function as a forum for debate and expression. Given the limited cost of 

internet communication, and its huge potential, one might even see it as a new public 

sphere, with almost endless opportunities for participation and exchange of information. 

Therefore, it is expected that the internet will lead to a more open and hence more 

democratic exchange of political debate (Shah, Kwak & Holbert 2001; Sinekopova 

2006). Other authors, however, are more sceptical about the alleged blessings of the 

internet for political debate. It is expected that internet users will not use new information 

technologies to seek out information from varying sources, which indeed would lead to 

more pluralism in society and in information exchange. Rather, it is expected that the new 

communication technologies will be used primarily to seek out like-minded people and 

like-minded information channels. Citizens are expected to seek information that is in 

line with their pre-existing political interests, believes and orientations and to avoid 

information opposing and challenging their views (Norris 2001; Sunstein 2001). The 

internet as interactive medium induces selectivity through filtering systems and search 
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engines, which makes “chance encounters” less likely compared to conventional forms of 

mass media such as broadcast television, and (hard copy) newspapers. According to this 

pessimistic assumption, the internet will lead to segmentation and group polarization 

(Sunstein 2001). 

 

The research on the use of ICT during electoral campaigns thus far has been concentrated 

mostly on content analysis (Norris 2003; Ward & Gibson 2003). Partly this focus is a 

result of the fact that on-line content is readily available for research and analysis. If we 

want to investigate the Sunstein thesis on polarizing effects of the internet, however, 

content is not the ideal testing ground, as the thesis addresses information seeking 

behaviour at the individual level. It is to be expected that every political party will use its 

website to promote its own program and its own candidates (Lusoli 2005). To some 

extent, segmentation can be operationalised by measuring how many links these party 

websites contain to other, competing parties. But even in that case, ICT will only function 

as a bridging mechanism if the website visitors actually use these links to get connected 

to opinions that they would not get into contact with otherwise. To determine the impact 

of party websites, it is crucial therefore, not to focus solely on content, but also on the 

behavioural patterns of website visitors, a step that hardly has been taken that often in this 

kind of research (see however Gibson, Lusoli & Ward 2005). 

 

In this paper, we want to investigate the empirical validity of both optimistic and 

pessimistic claims about the impact of internet on the electoral process, using the online 

presence of Belgian political parties as a test case. More specifically we want to ascertain 

how internet users process the information being offered on party websites. Do citizens 

“shop around”, investigating the information being offered by various parties, even by 

parties that they would not read about otherwise? Or do they specialize and do they seek 

information on just the single party they identify with? To put if differently: can party 

websites be used to reach out to new groups among the population, or are they mainly a 

method to preach for the converted? New groups can be used in two distinct meanings: 

either we are talking about groups that in other circumstances do not get adequate 

political information (e.g., lowly educated groups in society), or we could talk about 
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groups that usually are not reached by a specific party (e.g., because they do not belong 

to the traditional constituency of that party). In this paper, both meanings of the term will 

be investigated.  

In a second step we would like to connect the results of the first section with insights 

from the campaign managers of the concerning political parties, employing semi-

structured in depth interviews. The main goal of the interviews was to get an insight in 

the way political parties themselves think about the Internet’s role in election campaigns, 

with a special emphasize on the online campaign for the Flemish (and European 

elections) in June 2009. 

 

To ascertain whether political party websites ‘reach in’ or ‘reach out’, we conducted a 

web-based survey among the visitors of the websites of Belgian political parties, during 

the campaign for the local elections of October 2006. Of the 13 political parties in 

Belgium, 11 agreed to put a banner on their website, resulting in 3,224 complete 

responses. This survey therefore, provides us with an indication about the background 

characteristics, the motivations and the information seeking behaviour of visitors to party 

websites during an electoral campaign. 

 

In the remainder of this paper we first review the theoretical framework underlying our 

research questions, and the hypotheses that can be developed from this literature. 

Subsequently we provide information on data and methods, before proceeding with the 

analysis of the motivations and characteristics of visitors to party websites. In the second 

section the results of the interviews will be presented. The results will be centred on the 

way parties handle interactivity, and on the two most important focus points for the 

upcoming elections the 7th of June 2009, i.e. the incorporation of social network sites in 

the online campaign, and the increased efforts to individualize the campaign 

communication and mobilization.   

 

Media and politics 
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The statement that new information and communication technologies have a strong 

impact on political communication patterns will not come as a surprise: there is an 

ongoing intense academic debate about the political consequences of internet use (Graber 

2004). On the one hand we can distinguish supporters of the mobilization theory and on 

the other hand authors in favour of the reinforcement theory (Norris 2001). The 

mobilization theory propounds optimism towards the opportunities of the World Wide 

Web to affect citizens’ political activity. The theory maintains that the internet has the 

potential to inform, mobilize and engage citizens who are currently not involved with 

politics. Four main arguments are expressed in favour of the mobilization these (Norris 

2001; Strandberg 2006). The first argument states that the internet provides abundant 

opportunities for political engagement. Second, internet lowers the costs to inform 

oneself and to learn about politics and public affairs (Bimber 2000). Third, the wealth of 

information presented on the internet provides citizens with the opportunity to become 

better informed about politics as they can acquire all the resources necessary to express 

their views and to participate in public life and civic communities. And finally, the 

internet is an interactive medium and it has the potential to strengthen the relation 

between citizens, the political world and intermediary organizations. Research suggests 

that the internet is becoming an important communication tool for in particular young 

people, the more affluent and the higher educated (Norris 2003; Boogers & Voerman 

2003; Gibson et al 2005). 

 

Other authors can be situated more clearly in the camp of reinforcement theory (Davis 

1999; Margolis & Resnick 2000). According to this thesis the internet does not have the 

capacity to engage and mobilize citizens in the realm of politics. Proponents of the 

reinforcement thesis often claim they can rely on sound empirical research. First, internet 

access is unevenly divided, both across and within societies. Moreover, socio-economical 

inequalities can also be found in the usage of the internet (Van Dijk 2005; Warschauer 

2003; Hooghe & Vissers 2006). Second, it has also been argued that online politics will 

only attract the ones already interested and engaged in offline politics. Thus, 

reinforcement based on motivation and interest is conceivable and perhaps even 

unavoidable: if citizens are not motivated to pay attention to politics, they will refrain 
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from doing so, no matter what kind of information is being offered. When we examine 

the motivation-based reinforcement theory more in depth, further arguments appear. The 

first and most important argument is the fact that internet, in comparison to more 

traditional mass media, is an interactive medium. It requires quite some activity from its 

users. Given the self-selective exposure in cyberspace users actively have to seek out 

information. Whereas in more conventional forms of mass media such as television 

broadcast and (hard copy) newspapers citizens are more likely to be exposed to political 

content, without much effort, this is not the case for internet. Because one has to rely on 

search engines and all kinds of filtering systems the internet induces selectivity. The de 

facto selectivity explains that not everyone likes to read and hear about politics and 

current affairs and that there is little reason to expect that they would use the internet for 

political purposes. As Lazarsfeld et al. already expressed it: “The more interested people 

are in the election, the more opinions they have on political issues, the more actively they 

participate in a campaign, and the more they expose themselves to campaigns 

propaganda.” (Lazarsfeld et al. 1965, 42). So, even if internet access would be evenly 

divided among different social groups, it would not change their interest in politics. 

 

Selective exposure and group polarization 

 

The reinforcement thesis mainly claims that those who are already interested in politics, 

will use internet for political purposes. We can, however, also take the argument a step 

further. What interests us is not just the extent of political interest and engagement, but 

also the ideological background of the information sources the onliners are exposed to. 

Research examining the political use of media by citizens suggests that people are more 

likely to expose themselves to content congruent with their views and opinions, a 

phenomenon that is called motivated (partisan) selectivity (Sears & Freedman 1967; 

Chaiken & Stangor 1987). We would like to broaden our understanding of the motivation 

based reinforcement these by highlighting the phenomenon of group polarization. 

Given the self-selective exposure of the internet many scholars and politicians fear that 

the World Wide Web will have an adverse effect on the democratic debate. Sunstein 

(2001) argues that new technologies, and more particular the internet, are “dramatically 
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increasing people’s ability to hear echoes of their own voices and to wall themselves off 

from others” (Sunstein 2001, 49). He expects that with regard to entertainment and 

information, actors will show a tendency to select sources that do not challenge their pre-

existing viewpoints. This can lead to a fragmentisation of opinion and group polarization. 

Group polarization refers to the process “after deliberation, [in which] people are likely to 

move toward a more extreme point in the direction to which the group’s members were 

originally inclined” (Sunstein 2001, 65). If different groups in society are not seeing and 

hearing quite different point of views, mutual understanding might be difficult and it 

might be increasingly hard for society as a whole to tackle common problems. 

Concerning deliberative democracy and the levels of citizens’ political tolerance it is of 

crucial importance that citizens recognize competing views and that that they are aware 

of the competing concerns of their fellow citizens (Nadel 2002; Mutz 2006). Selective 

exposure however is nothing new. At the beginning of this century – and to a lesser 

extent until the present day – competing newspapers had an acknowledged religious, 

labour or political point of view. It is typical for people that if they buy newspapers, they 

prefer the ones that reinforce their viewpoints. But the internet makes it even easier for 

citizens to make a specific (and narrow) selection. As a consequence, shared group 

identities are more likely to become established on the internet, and so does group 

polarization. Thus the group polarization hypothesis suggests that political attitudes and 

values will be more extreme for the seekers of online political information than for the 

ones who rely on primarily offline sources. 

 

Given these ongoing theoretical debates about the political and social impact of internet, 

are main research questions are: 

(1) Are political party websites primarily used by those who are already politically 

interested or can they also reach a new audience that is currently not involved in politics? 

(2) Are political party websites primarily visited by party members, partisans, citizens 

with the same party identification (motivated partisan selectivity) or can we detect a 

pattern of differentiation? Do citizens surf to different party sites or do they stick to one 

particular party? 
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Data and methods 
 

To answer these research questions, we need to have an accurate understanding of the 

behavioural patterns and the background characteristics of those who actually visit party 

websites. Our research population exists of the online visitors of the Belgian 

parliamentary political party websites during the campaign period of the local elections of 

8 October 2006. Because of the local character of the elections we decided to select not 

just the national party websites, but – if possible – also the websites of the local chapters 

of the parties. At the time of the campaign thirteen political parties were represented in a 

national or regional parliament in Belgium.  Eleven parties agreed to participate in this 

study, and only two, Mouvement Réformateur (the French-speaking liberals) and Front 

National (French-speaking far right party) refused to co-operate at the research project 

(Hooghe & Vissers 2006). This led to the inclusion of eight Flemish parties and three 

French-speaking parties (Table 1). Four political parties, i.e. SP.a, CD&V, VLD and 

Groen!, were able to diffuse the banner on their national as well as on (almost all) their 

local party sites. Vlaams Belang refused to distribute the banner on the homepage of their 

websites, though they agreed to distribute the banner via an electronic newsletter, where 

they explained that the survey examines the visitors of the website of Vlaams Belang. 

Also Groen! diffused the banner simultaneously on their national and local websites, and 

in their e-newsletter. Later on it turned out that e-newsletters are more effective in 

attracting visitors than a banner on the website, which disturbed the visitor-balance. That 

is why we decided for some analyses to exclude the visitors who came from an e-

newsletter, and to limit the analysis, for reasons of comparability, to the visitors that were 

recruited from the website itselfi. Whenever relevant, the results from the I&PP survey 

will be compared to a recent representative general population survey conducted by the 

Flemish regional government, and which concluded various questions on (political) 

internet use. 

 

Table 1. Websites Participating in the Survey 
Name Lan-

guage 
Website Ideology Unique 

number of 
visitors/day 
September 

Comple-
ted 
surveys 
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2006* 
Political Party websites 

SP.A Dutch s-p-a.be Socialist 4604 369 
Spirit Dutch spirit.be Progressive-nationalist 1060 136 
CD&V Dutch cdenv.be Christian-Democrats 1600 354 
N-VA Dutch n-va.be Conservative Nationalists 2003 274 
VLD Dutch vld.be Liberals - 253 
Vivant D+F vivant.be Liberal -   30 
Groen! Dutch groen.be Greens 993 299 
PS French ps.be Socialist 6000 203 
CdH French lecdh.be Christian Democrats -   82 
Ecolo French ecolo.be Greens 810 303 

Not from political party websites 
Extreme Right 
Greens 

Dutch 
 

Mailinglist 
newsletter 

-Extreme  Right 
-Greens 

 724 

Vlaams Belang Dutch Website 
candidates 

Extreme Right  157 

Various Dutch 
and 
French 

Search engines, 
blogs, portal 
sites 

   39 

Total     3224 
*Source: Webmasters of these parties, interviews September 2006 (election campaign) 
Unique visitors are counted only once no matter how many times they visit the site (per day). Unique 
visitors are identified with their IP number.  
 

Given the fact that our research population exists of the online visitors of political party 

websites, we conducted – following the example of the Dutch internet survey by Boogers 

and Voerman (2003) – a self-selected online survey. Therefore we asked the webmasters 

of the political parties to place the survey banner on (at least) the homepage of the 

national party website during the weeks prior to the local elections on 8 October. Besides 

the parliamentary party websites, the survey banner also ended up on a few websites of 

some local parties or candidates as well as on some blogs and portal sites. Via the survey 

button visitors of the websites were invited to participate in the survey. 

The online survey Internet and Political Parties (I&PP) started on 1 September and ended 

on 9 October, 2006. Since we wanted to focus on the election campaign we closed the 

survey the day after the elections. During the research period 4,218 respondents filled in 

the survey, and among them 3,224 completed the questionnaire. The drop-out rate of our 

survey (starting the questionnaire but not completing it) is 23.6 % which is in line with 

earlier online surveys with a length of 15-20 minutes (Best & Krueger 2004). 

It should be noted here that our survey method does not lend itself to generalization: 

since we asked party website visitors to participate in the web survey, we rely on a 
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process of self-selection. Not all website visitors will be equally inclined to participate in 

an online survey. However, given the fact that our research questions are highly 

specialized, this on-line survey was considered as the only appropriate research method. 

We can estimate that about five per cent of the adult population of Belgium actually 

visited a party website during this campaign. If we want to divide this sample further 

according to party preference, the website being visited and socio-economic background 

characteristics, this would have required a huge survey. E.g. if we estimate that some 

40,000 people visited the Groen! party website, it would require roughly 12,000 

respondents in a general population survey to obtain information on a sufficient number 

of Groen! website visitors. It is clear that such a survey is out of the question, both for 

financial and practical reasons. 

A self-selected websurvey, therefore, seemed the only appropriate manner to investigate 

the information seeking behaviour of party website visitors in a sufficiently detailed 

manner. The downside of this survey method is of course that highly-educated or strongly 

motivated visitors of party websites probably will be overrepresented in this kind of 

selection process. Nevertheless, it appears that this distortion should not be 

overestimated. E.g., in our sample 63 per cent of all respondents reported they had 

finished higher education. In a representative Flemish general population survey, on the 

other hand, 55 per cent of those who reported political-information seeking behaviour on 

the internet, also had higher education. The difference between both survey sources, all in 

all, remains rather limited. Since we are fully aware of the selection bias that is inherent 

in our research design, in the remainder of this paper we will compare with the results of 

this population survey whenever this is relevant. 

To conclude: we can only repeat here that our survey method is based on self-selection 

and therefore we have to be sceptical about the ability to generalize our findings. A 

comparison with a general population survey, however, demonstrates that the differences 

we encountered probably should not be overestimated. 

 

Who visits political party websites and why? 
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With the decline in public involvement, the dwindling membership base for political 

parties and the booming of the internet, various claims have been formulated about the 

influence of this new medium on the power and political participation by citizens. High 

expectations emerged on the internet’s possibilities and its opportunities for political 

participation and engagement which would give a boost to citizen’s political activity. Can 

political party websites attract a new audience that was not reached by other political 

media? The data of the Internet & Political Parties (I&PP) survey suggest that this is only 

partly the case. The party websites are visited predominantly by those who are already 

politically interested. A comparison between the respondents of the Internet & Political 

Parties survey and the respondents of the SCV (Social and Cultural Change) survey 

(2005) who use the internet for political purposes, may shed a light on the selectiveness 

of the online party visitors (Table 2). The SCV survey is an annual survey conducted by 

the Administration for Planning and Statistics of the Flemish Government, and it can be 

considered as representative for the adult population of the autonomous region of 

Flanders, Belgium (n=1,524)ii. In this survey, the political use of the internet is measured 

by the following items: search for information about current events and politics, seeking 

and downloading governmental information, downloading and using forms and 

applications on governmental sites and contacting politicians and governmental officers. 

To make sure that our results are caused not just by the self-selection process of our 

respondents, we will compare the respondents in the I&PP survey, with a subsample of 

the respondents in the SCV survey who use the internet for political information or for e-

government purposes at least once a week. The figures in Table 2 show that just as 

among more traditional political activities, higher educated males are strongly 

overrepresented among party website visitors. Three out of four visitors of political party 

websites turned out to be male and 63% of the visitors have attained higher education.  

  

Table 2. Survey Sample and General Political Use of Internet 
 Respondents 

 I&PP survey 

Onliners who use the 
internet for political 
information and  

e-government  (SCV) 
Gender 

Woman 24.3 39.1 
Man 75.7 60.9 
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Age 
<30 y 32.5 31.4 
30-44 y 31.9 32.5 
45-59 y 23.5 27.8 
>59 y 12.1   8.3 

Education 
Secondary or less 37.0 44.6 
Tertiary 63.0 55.4 
Source: I&PP survey (n=3,224); SCV general population survey (n=338) (comparison with online 
respondents who use the internet for political info and e-government at least once a week). Note: Level of 
education exclusive students. Units are percentages. 
 

However, contrary to the more conventional forms of political participation, political 

party websites are rather successful in attracting a younger electorate. If we compare with 

the SCV dataset, we can observe that the I&PP survey recruited more men and more 

highly educated respondents, compared to the survey subsample of political internet 

users. With regard to age we do not observe any major differences between the two 

surveys. Furthermore, we can observe that party website visitors are clearly very frequent 

internet users. Approximately 88 per cent of the respondents use the internet on a daily 

basis, which is exactly the same percentage as in the SCV subset of political internet 

users. Both groups, however, show important differences in their internet skills. Visitors 

of party websites have significantly more internet related skills than the group of political 

onliners, recruited by means of a general population survey. Approximately 38 per cent 

of the party website visitors have already once developed a website of their own, while 

this is only 25 per cent among the political internet users in the general survey (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Internet Skills Among Party Website Visitors 
 Visitors political party websites  Political 

Internet users 
 Often From time 

to time 

Seldom Never Yes 

Using a search engine to search 
information 

83.6 10.7   1.7   4.1 99.7 

Sending e-mails with attachments 68.8 15.2   4.4 11.7 94.1 
Sending messages to chatrooms, news 
groups,… 

17.4 14.2 25.2 43.2 37.9 

Phoning via internet 10.9 32.8 30.5 25.8 18.6 
Peer-to-peer file sharing   9.9 10.1 12.65 67.5 24.9 
Making a webpage 11.2 11.2 15.1 62.5 25.4 
Signing a petition 13.3 11.0 14.9 60.8 - 
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Source: Visitors political party websites:  I&PP survey 2006 (n= 3,224; missing values=81). Political 
Internet users in SCV survey 2005 (n=338). Note:  Four answer categories in I&PP; Two (yes/no) in SCV. 
Units are percentages. 
 
 
To examine whether Belgian political party websites were able to attract people that are 

usually not interested in politics, we asked the respondents about their level of political 

interest (0-10) and their level of political participation during the last 12 months (on- and 

offline) (Table 4). It is clear that party website visitors belong to the more politically 

interested and active groups in society. The average level of political interest is 8.4, and 

this is far above the population average. The high level of political interest and activity of 

this selective group is also closely related to the proportion of party members within this 

group. Almost 46 percent of the online party visitors are a party member, which is quite 

high, compared to only six percent of the general population.  

 

Table 4. Political participation last 12 months – online and offline (%) 
 Online Offline 
Financial support political party  5.4 18.9 
Financial support other political organization or purpose  3.4 10.6 
Political discussion with friends, family, colleagues 12.6 67.7 
Contact with politician 23.3 26.0 
Participation strike -   7.0 
Participation demonstration - 20.3 
Active campaigning political party  8.0 25.7 
Participation political meeting/demonstration - 36.6 
Source: I&PP 2006  n=3224, missing values=88. The questionnaire informed whether respondents had 
participated in one of these acts during the past 12 months, either using the internet (“online”), or without 
the use of internet (“offline”). 
 

An important part of the literature examining the role of internet in election campaigns 

focuses on the interactive possibility of the internet. This new medium not only gives 

political parties and other (political) organizations the possibility to involve citizens not 

only by informing them, but also by offering them (online) interactivity. Various 

researchers involved in content analysis of political party websites during the election 

campaign mentioned the lack of interactivity and the top-down nature of political party 

websites. The crucial question here is whether citizens really care about interactivity.  

 

Table 5. Main reasons why people visit political party websites 
 2006 
Information party program 53.8% 
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Information election campaign 35.7% 
Information candidates 34.2% 
Information political party 30.2% 
e-mail political party   9.2% 
Join a political discussion   9.2% 
e-mail politician   3.1% 
Membership political party   2.3% 
Other reason   7.2% 
2006: n=3224. missing values (mv)=70 
 Note: sum of the percentages is not 100, but almost 200, because we summed the first and second most 
important reasons why people visit political party websites. 
 

Table 5 suggests that online party visitors are mainly visiting party Web sites to gather 

information rather than to interact with the party, politicians, other members or voters. 

The question is however if party visitors, or more general citizens, are not interested in 

political interaction at all or if they are ‘just’ not interested in interaction with parties and 

politicians. Maybe citizens search political deliberation through the personal websites of 

politicians and candidates or through other more ‘neutral’ discussion forums and blogs, 

or maybe they just prefer real life discussion.  

 

Preaching for the converted? 

 

With regard to background characteristics and media use, the respondents in the I&PP 

survey clearly are a very select group. We were also interested, however, in determining 

for what purpose they visit the party website. Do party websites attract party members 

and partisans or do they attract also supporters of other parties and citizens who did not 

decide yet on their party preference? To answer this question we asked about the intended 

voting behaviour of the party visitors. First we asked them whether they had already 

decided on what party they would vote for in the October 8 elections, and when there was 

a positive answer, we also asked for what party they intended to vote. 

The combination of both questions allows us to distinguish three different groups among 

the respondents: 

(1) Respondents who already decided they will vote for the party they just visited; 

(2) Respondents who decided they will vote for another party; 

(3) Respondents who did not make a decision yet (or at least did not want to divulge 

that decision in the survey). 
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We already mentioned the fact that in Flanders (Dutch speaking political parties) all 

parliamentary parties participated in the research; while this was not the case for the 

French part of the country. Furthermore, French language respondents to this survey 

proved less willing to divulge information about themselves or about their political 

preferences. Since it is important to have a representative sample to conduct this kind of 

analysis, we limit this analysis of voting behaviour to the Dutch-speaking respondents in 

the I&PP surveyiii. 

The results (Table 6) show that 59 percent of the respondents actually wanted to vote for 

the party they just visited. Another 31 percent wanted to vote for another party and 

another 10 per cent of all respondents had not decided yet about whom they were going 

to vote for. It is interesting to note here that the weekday visitors (i.e., respondents that 

filled in the questionnaire between Monday morning and Friday evening) were more 

likely to vote for the party they just visited than the ones who visited the party websites 

during the weekend. 

 

Table 6. Visitors (Flemish) Political Party websites 
 Decided 

to vote 

for the 

same party 

Decided 

to vote 

for another 

party 

Did not 

decide 

yet 

N 

Weekday visitors 60.50     30.18   9.32 1,352 
Weekend visitors 54.19 31.72 14.10   454 
All visitors 58.91 30.57 10.52 1,806 
Source: I&PP 2006 n=1806 (until the election day 8/10/2006), missing values=28 
Note: n exclusive French-speaking political parties, newsletters, mailing lists and search engines. 
 

Thus, party websites are not exclusively visited by party supporters. Voters for other 

parties, and undecided voters, too, find their way to different party sites. Party websites 

do more than just preaching for the converted. To a large extent, website indeed are used 

by a constituency that is already convinced. We can estimate that, in our sample, about 60 

per cent of all respondents fit in that category. But an additional 40 per cent of 
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respondents do not seem to seek confirmation, but they genuinely seek new information 

about other political parties. 

 

We can also investigate whether these are indeed two distinct groups among the visitors 

of party websites. To disentangle what characterizes the citizens with a different voting 

behaviour we relied on a binomial logistic regression analysis. We ran three separate 

analyses, one for each electoral group, i.e. the voters who decided to vote for the party 

they visited online (and clicked through to the survey), the ones who decided to vote for a 

different party and the ones who did not made any decision yet. We used the same 

independent variables in all three models (Table 7). The dependent variable is a 

dichotomy that represents whether the respondent belongs to one of the three electoral 

groups we constructed. The three separate analyses therefore predict the likelihood that 

one will be a member of one of the three groups (party supporters, other party, don’t 

know yet). The predictors used in the model are the day of the election campaign (0= 

September 1, to 37= October, 9), socio-demographical characteristics, i.e. gender, age, 

education level, and frequency of media use. To capture media use, we included a 

question on the frequency of watching news broadcasts on television and reading 

newspapers. Both variables are continuous variables with a scale ranging from never (=1) 

to every day (=6). With regard to internet we included the general internet use, i.e. the 

internet use at home, at work or at school, ranging from less than once a month (1) till 

every day (6). We also included internet skills measured by indexing seven items: using 

search engines, send e-mails, participate in chatrooms, signing petitions, phone via 

internet, share files and make a webpage (see Table 3). To control for the possibility that 

any differences we might observe regarding the socio-demographic characteristics of the 

different voter groups, might be due to the fact that these electoral groups differ with 

regard to their levels of political interest (0 = not at all interested in politics; 10 = very 

much interested in politics) and their membership of a political party, we also included 

these two variables in the model. The variable membership of a political party is divided 

in to four answering options: (1) yes, active member (participated this year in one or 

more activities) (2) yes, passive member (paid membership fee, but did not participated 
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in any activity (3) no member (4) no member anymore (For more details about the 

variables we refer to Appendix I).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7. Predicting voting behaviour for the party visited online 
 N Will vote for  

same party 

Will vote 

for different 

party 

Not yet  

decided  

yet 
Day election campaign 1691   1.010* 0.989* 0.998 
Weekday/weekend     
Weekday 1273 1.186 1.145 0.948 
Weekend (a)   418 1 1 1 
Gender     
Man 1081 0.976       1.827*** 0.475*** 
woman (a)   307 1 1 1 
Age 1691 0.999 0.999 1.004 
Education     
Tertiary 1081 0.925 1.039 1.056 
Secondary (a)   610 1 1 1 
Student   307   0.683*  1.425* 1.142 
No student (a) 1384 1 1 1 
Media use     
TV 1691 0.968   1.094* 0.921 
Newspaper 1691 1.012 1.026 0.951 
Internet 1691 1.073 0.876 1.033 
Political interest 1691   1.089*    1.142** 0.812*** 
Internet skills 1691 1.045 0.957 0.988 
Membership political party     
Active member 566        3.409***    0.646** 0.035*** 
Passive member 204       2.405*** 0.797 0.224*** 
No member anymore   98       0.707 1.460 1.066 
No member 823 1 1 1 
χ²     208.122*** 66.222*** 360.578*** 
df   14 14 14 
pseudo r²  0.156 0.057 0.325 
Source: I&PP survey 2006 n=1834, missing values=143 
Note: The model includes only respondents who were recruited via a Flemish party website to the 
questionnaire.  The dependent variables with regard to voting behaviour are measured as a dichotomy 
where 1=yes, and 0= no.   Units are odds ratios (Exp β).    ***=p<0.001; **=p<0.01; *=p<0.05.  (a): 
reference category.  
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The effect of the independent variables is presented as an odds ratio (Exp β), expressing 

the likelihood that a respondent will belong to a specific group, compared to a reference 

group (=1). The results of the analysis reported in Table 7 show a different pattern for the 

three electoral groups. First we turn to the largest group, respondents who are already 

certain they will vote for the party they just visited. This is a quite powerful model, with 

an explained variance of .16. Obviously, active party members are much more likely to 

vote for the party they just visited. As the campaign advances, there is a slight but 

significance increase in this group. Those who score high on political interest are also 

more likely to have a clear and fixed preference, while we can observe that students are 

significantly less likely to belong to this category. 

The model for the second group, i.e., the respondents who decided to vote for a different 

party, has a rather weak explanatory power of .06. Here, typically, we find less active 

party members, and more men than women. Students are clearly overrepresented in this 

group, and we have to remember in this respect that most of them will go out voting for 

the first time. This group also tends to score high on political interest, and watches 

slightly more television for current events and political information. Members of this 

group tend to visit party websites relatively early in the campaign. 

Finally, we arrive at the strongest model, to explain the membership of the group that has 

not decided yet on which party to vote during the elections. This analysis has an 

explanatory power of .33, which is remarkably high. First of all, we can observe that the 

day of visiting the party websites does not have an effect on this variable. This implies 

that those who visit the party website early on in the campaign, on September 1, are just 

as likely to say they do not know which party to vote for as those who visit the website 

just the day before the elections. Again, this is in line with earlier research, demonstrating 

that a crystallization toward a particular party option does not occur during the electoral 

campaign (Hooghe & Teepe 2007). Typical characteristics of this group are a relatively 

low level of political interest and the fact that one is not a party member. It is also 

striking to note that women are more strongly represented in this group than among the 

overall group of respondents. To some extent, this might be linked to the fact that, in 

general, in surveys women more often use the “don’t know” or “have not decided yet” 

option that men tend to do (Mondak & Anderson 2004). 
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If we compare all three models, one can observe that traditional background 

characteristics like age or education level in general are not significant. This suggests that 

party website visitors, no matter what their voting intention is, are all citizens with a 

higher education, and intensive internet users, and they have, compared to the average 

citizen, more internet skills. 

We can conclude from this analysis that those who are party members, or those who are 

strongly politically interested tend to use party websites in a segmented manner. They 

tend to visit the party they are going to vote for anyhow. A substantial group, however, 

has not made a final decision on voting behaviour yet. This group has lower levels of 

party identification and is less politically interested. 

 

Preaching through the converted: Online campaigning strengthens indirect 

mobilization 

 

In addition to the Web survey among the visitors of the websites of political parties in 

election campaigns, we also conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with the 

communication managers of the different (Dutch speaking) parliamentary parties. The 

main goal of the interviews was to get an insight in the way political parties themselves 

think about the Internet’s role in election campaigns, with a special emphasize on the 

online campaign for the Flemish (and European elections) in June 2009. Several 

interesting findings came across the different interviews.  

 

Interactivity on political party websites and the lack of a critical audience 

 

Results from the online survey suggest that party visitors are primarily visiting party 

websites to gather information regarding the party program, candidates etc. The 

interactive features are clearly less popular among the majority of the visitors. The 

overall comment of researchers examining online campaigns refers to the notion that 

political parties do not take enough advantage of the new advanced interactive 

possibilities of the Internet. Previous content analysis of the Belgian party websites 
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revealed a substantial increase in interactivity, in comparison with the beginning years 

(Hooghe & Vissers, 2008). However, it seems that interactivity had his peak in the 2006 

elections, and that since then interactive features (e.g. discussion fora, blogs) are 

gradually disappearing from the Belgian party websites. The campaign managers of 

different parties could confirm this tendency. Several political parties had negative 

experiences with discussion fora and blogs on their site. They explained that these 

features were especially popular among party opponents and extremists, which resulted in 

extreme negative comments. In addition, the blogs and fora were and are still lacking a 

critical audience, and active party affiliates who are willing to counter these comments. 

The negative experiences with interactive projects made that parties became way more 

careful using these features, especially in  crucial times when party websites are reaching 

top levels of unique number of visitors, e.g. during election campaigns. For instance, the 

socialist party created anno 2004 an elaborate blog network on the party site, which 

allowed visitors (not only party members) to start a new blog on a certain topic. The 

overall negative tone of the posted messages caused that the party had to abort the 

project. Currently blogging on the site is limited to one blog that is introduced by one of 

the staff members, visitors are no longer able to start a new blog. The party manager 

acknowledged that as long as they lack a critical mass audience, they will not pull open 

interactivity on the national website. Also the Christian Democrats decided to exclude all 

forms of open interactivity on the party website, due to negative experiences in the past.  

The Flemish Nationalist party (N-VA) is the only parliamentary party which has still a 

discussion forum on the party website, but also here the campaign manager explained that 

it got a less prominent place on the website. At the other hand, parties do use their 

website as a hub for the different blogs of party members and candidates. We see that 

parties lean towards a model where they no longer host the debate on their own website, 

but that they rather refer to the blogs and fora of external websites. This is a safer option, 

because as one of the communication  managers mentioned, not only negative messages 

(without critical counter balance) are harmful for the reputation of the political party, but 

also blogs and fora etc. with almost no debate and response give a bad impression for the 

visitors of party websites. So, at the one hand, we find a tendency toward less open 

interactivity on the site available for the broader audience, at the other hand, however, we 
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find a substantial increase in interactive possibilities for party members and sometimes 

even sympathizers on the Intranet. Party staff, representatives, candidates, party members 

and in some cases party sympathizers and grass root organizations get a special login and 

key with different rights and profiles so that they are able to take part in discussions and 

Q&A’s. ‘Ordinary’ party visitors, however, have no access to these discussions as they 

are hosted on the Intranet. Political parties use the Intranet increasingly to strengthen the 

internal communication. The communication managers also refer to the challenge to find 

a good way to handle control over information and discussion in an increased 

decentralized World Wide Web. Internal political discussions easy find their way on the 

Internet, it is for a party now more difficult to keep internal struggles within the party. 

The socialist party, for instance deals with an internal political fraction who wants to 

draw a more leftist direction. Mainly due to the Internet, this internal struggle has become 

general knowledge. Parties have to carefully make the decision to shield internal 

discussions or to make internal discussion available for the general public or to shield 

them from a broader audience. The latter shows not always to be the best solution, 

because once when it finds an opening on the broader Net the party as organization has 

no longer control over the debate.  

 

Online campaigning strengthens indirect mobilization 

 

Political parties are aware of the relative limited number of online party website visitors, 

moreover they also expect that party websites are mainly visited by party members and 

party affiliates. Also the results of the Web survey that 60 per cent of the visitors of 

political party websites are party members or individuals who have the intention to vote 

for the party in the next elections. Whereas in the beginning, politicians and researchers 

saw this more as a limitation of party websites, it seems that political parties are realizing 

that the strength of online campaigning lies in its power to enhance and offer extra means 

and resources to strengthen indirect mobilization. Parties increasingly realize that as long 

as party websites are visited by this select group, it is of increasingly importance to 

strengthen the relation with party supporters and to offer them extra tools and information 

which they may use to mobilize their social network. Because, as one communication 
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manager told us: “After all they are the ambassadors of the party, and these extra online 

tools may help them to overcome the costs to mobilize their social networks”. The new 

technological developments significantly enhance these possibilities. In earlier election 

campaigns it was already common practice to offer e-cards with campaign messages to 

send to friends and acquaintances, to offer party banners and party logo’s so that 

individuals could enrich their personal website or blog with the party logo. For the 

upcoming elections, we see that two new developments are becoming increasingly 

important for the electoral campaign, i.e. the popularity of social network sites and the 

increased possibilities for one-to-one communication and individualized mobilization.   

 

Campaigning and social network sites 

 

First of all, it is the first year that Belgian political parties are present on Facebook and 

some other social network sites, such as Netlog and Twitter. In general, however, their 

activity on Twitter and Netlog is still very basic, and limited to a few pictures and 

movies. All political parties are present on Facebook, but the interviews revealed that not 

all parties are putting similar efforts into their presence on the social network site or have 

the same attitudes on how to use these sites. All Flemish parliamentary political parties 

are present, but the majority of the parties, but the socialist party (Sp-A), admit not to 

have a specific strategy how to use the network site for the electoral campaign in June 

2009. Some parties deliberately chose to create a profile page only, and not a group.  For 

instance, the communication manager of Christian-Democrats explained that it is not the 

task of the federal mother party to create a group, that should be left to the local party 

branches. A Facebook group is meant for people who have something in common and 

who would almost like to communicate on a personal level. A federal party exists out of 

different small groups, i.e. local branches. At the federal level Facebook is only used to 

disseminate information, e.g. posting short press releases as RSS messages, and to 

circulate photos. The advantage of a party profile, however, is that when the party posts 

messages on the wall, that these messages also appear on the personal profile page of its 

friends/supporters. This is not the case for the party group. The socialist party at the other 

hand especially hired someone who will be responsible for party communication and 
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campaigning on social network sites. The campaign manager explained that the Obama-

campaign is an important example for their online campaign for the upcoming elections. 

During the electoral campaign special efforts will be put into Facebook mediated 

mobilization. In the past the party established already a few successful campaigns on 

Facebook, e.g. the creation of the Facebook group against the increase of the prices of 

railway passes for young people below 26 years. The members of these groups will also 

be used to send specific messages during the electoral campaign. The campaign manager 

explained that in the near future the party will start more action groups on specific topics 

according the party program. The Green party is the only party who is not the owner of 

the party profile. The campaign manager told us that the profile was created by some 

party members, and that the party itself has no attempts to create a new profile. The 

manager argued that the party has too less financial resources and time to invest in an 

organized and structured social network presence. The Green party is one of the smaller 

political parties in the opposition, and relies for an important part on volunteering of 

engaged party members due to its limited financial resources. It is one of the less 

hierarchical and looser structured parties, and here we see that despite the fact that the 

party as organization is not the owner of the Facebook profile, the social network site is 

becoming increasingly popular. Most of the representatives of the Green party have their 

own Facebook profile, which strengthens the network and boosts the social network 

activity and actions. Along the different interviews it was apparent that for the parties one 

of the main challenge is to find a way how to handle creation of all kind of ‘fake’ action 

groups and fake party profiles. Three out of the 6 parties placed the link of their 

Facebook profile/group on their website. Without the link to party profile, it is not always 

evident to discover the official party profile or group on the network sites.  

When we look at the number of members or supporters of the party profile or group on 

Facebook (see Figure 1) it is apparent that the far right party, Vlaams Belang, has the 

smallest number of supporters.  

 

Figure 1. Number of supporters/members of the federal party profile/group and of 

the youth party branch on Facebook 
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However, we see that the number of members of the different issue groups created by the 

federal party or the youth party branch far outreach the number of the general party 

profile. For instance, the group ‘In Flanders we speak Flemish’ has 998 members and the 

‘Independence for Flanders’ group has 793 members, compared to respectively 214 and 

57 members for the federal party profile group and the group of the youth party branch. It 

seems that the strength of the social network sites lies in the new possibilities to mobilize 

and gather people on specific issues related to the party program.  

 

 Individualized (indirect) communication and mobilization 

 

A second focus point for the next electoral campaign is the increased efforts of parties to 

individualize party communication and mobilization. One-to-one communication is an 

important priority for the majority of the parties. In the individualized communication we 

can make a distinction between individualized communication to offer individuals 

information regarding their interests, socio-demographic background and their living 

place and between individualized information in order to mobilize their social networks. 

Differentiation in the campaign communication will be extended through possibilities to 

individualize the party program. For instance, visitors of party websites can indicate 

certain personal characteristics, and on the basis of this information an individualized 

party program pops out. However, the campaign manager of the Christian Democrats 

explained that during the electoral campaign of the federal elections in 2006 and the local 

elections in 2007 they got negative reactions on their effort to individualize to party 
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program. He told that people have very high expectations about individualized 

communication, and that with the current software available within the party it is no 

always possible to reach these expectations. Given the negative reactions during the past 

campaigns, the party did not decide yet whether to offer also this time the option of a 

personalized party program. Also other parties report difficulties in their attempts to 

individualize the information on the website. As a result parties increasingly invest in the 

extension of elaborate databases to register personal information about party members 

and party affiliates in order to send them specific target messages during the campaign. 

Not only messages to mobilize them to vote for the party and to take an active role in the 

campaign, but also to send specific information in order to mobilize colleagues at 

working place or individuals from their social network with the same interests. For 

instance, the Flemish Nationalist party is developing specific short lists “how to convince 

colleagues and people with the same interests to vote for the party”.  Party members and 

supporters who are e.g. teaching will get specific information (through e-mail) on how to 

convince colleague teachers to vote for the Flemish Nationalists. Without the possibilities 

to gather all this information in a systematic manner and the possibilities to disseminate 

the information in a fast and cheap manner this would not have been possible. Besides the 

individualized communication, the campaign managers one by one mentioned the 

importance of the “add-to-any” buttons. These buttons allow party visitors to link press 

releases, campaign messages etc. to their personal profiles on different social network 

sites etc. This may become an important instrument in indirect mobilization. As one of 

the campaign managers mentioned, they expect that the threshold to put a message on 

their own profile is much lower than to e-mail the paper or press release to friends and 

acquaintances.    

 

Conclusion 
 
 
With this paper we hope to provide new insights for the theoretical understanding of 

cyber politics and to provide new empirical material to the discussion. This paper 

approached the question which role party websites play in the overall election campaign 

by focusing on the user-dimension of online politics and the way political parties see the 
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role of the internet in their campaign strategy. Therefore the paper focused on the 

empirical question of who visits websites of political parties, and for what purpose. Do 

party websites succeed in attracting and mobilizing new groups of voters, or do they just 

replicate or even reinforce pre-existing patterns of inequality?  

 

Exploration of the data of the I&PP survey suggests that political party websites are 

visited by a very specific segment of the electorate. In general political party websites 

tend to attract higher educated internet users, men, and citizens that are strongly 

politically interested. Almost half of the respondents of our websurvey are even a 

member of a political party, compared to six per cent among the general adult population 

of Belgium. Our findings, therefore, seem to support the reinforcement thesis. While 

these results might be an effect of the self-selection of the respondents, it has to be noted 

that our results do not differ all that much from similar questions asked in a general 

population survey. 

 

Our second research question was whether party websites amount to ‘preaching for the 

converted’, or whether they are used by voters to compare various parties. Here, our 

answer needs to be qualified. We can observe the occurrence of two distinct groups: on 

the one hand we have staunch party supporters, who seek additional information on their 

own party; on the other hand we have citizens who seek out information on other parties 

than their preferred one or who have not even decided yet. Both groups have distinct 

characteristics: while the party supporters score extremely high on political interest and 

are predominantly male, we can observe that the second group has lower levels of 

political interest and there are more women present in this group. In this specific survey, 

60 per cent of all respondents belonged to the group of party supporters, and 40 per cent 

to the group of pluralistic information seekers. Given the nature of our process of data-

collection, these percentages should be seen as only a first indication, and it could be a 

safe conclusion therefore that in reality both groups are, speaking very roughly, equally 

represented. With regard to the Sunstein thesis on polarization and segmentation, our 

only conclusion therefore can be that the glass is half-full, or half-empty if one prefers. 

Party websites are an important tool for intra-party communication, and to a large extent 
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they are indeed used by party supporters and party members. Contrary to what some have 

feared, however, they are also visited by a substantial number of internet users who do 

not even think about voting for that specific party, or who have not decided yet. 

What we hope to have demonstrated in this paper is that perhaps there is no single answer 

to the general question whether the internet presence of political parties leads to political 

segmentation. After all, segmentation is not a characteristic that can be studied at the 

level of the website or the information being offered. Segmentation is a characteristic of 

the information seeking behaviour of individual internet users. Some websites might lend 

themselves more easily than others to segmented use, but in the end individuals have 

specific information strategies. Self-evidently, there are specific caveats if we want to 

study individual internet use, and as we have seen reaching representativeness is a major 

concern. Nevertheless, it is clear that studies on the effect of party websites should not 

limit themselves to studying those party websites themselves: individual users, too, have 

to be taken into account, despite all the empirical problems associated with this step. 

What our study suggests is that there are distinct groups of users, with distinct 

information retrieval patterns. As such, we can also expect that political consequences 

differ, as a result of the specific interaction between the information being offered by the 

political parties and user characteristics. 

 

The last research question addresses the online campaign strategy of political parties in 

electoral campaigns. Therefore we focused on the role of the Internet in the electoral 

campaign for the Flemish (and European) elections in June 2009. The results of the 

interviews with the campaign managers suggest that political parties are increasingly 

realizing that the internet is an important instrument to strengthen indirect mobilization.  

Political parties see the limited number of website visitors and the specific audience 

visiting their party websites no longer as a shortcoming. In the past this was a reason why 

online campaigning was a rather underdeveloped aspect of the entire campaign strategy 

among the Belgian political parties. Belgium has the system of compulsory voting, so 

preaching to the converted is even less profitable than in countries with another electoral 

system. However, it seems that with the popularity of social network sites and the 

increased possibilities of data mining and the development of detailed databases, 
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including information on the profiles and personal characteristics of party members and 

sometimes even party sympathisers, that political parties start to shift their focus on 

indirect online mobilization. Political parties no longer only preach to the converted, but 

they also preach through the converted. The new possibilities for individualized 

communication, the popularity social network sites, and new features such as the “add-to-

any” buttons makes that political parties significantly can decrease the costs for party 

affiliates to mobilize their social networks. Whereas the traditional offline campaign 

strategies rather focus on direct mobilization, online campaigning seems to have a huge 

potential to boost indirect mobilization.  
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i. The logfiles of the answers to the on-line survey allowed us to make a distinction 
between respondents originating from a party website, and those who clicked on the 
banner in an email. 
ii. The SCV-survey was conducted on a face to face basis in 2005. Of the 1,524 initial 
respondents, 656 used the internet. To make the comparison as close as possible, we 
limited ourselves to those who report that they use the internet at least once a week for 
political reasons and e-government (n=338). 
iii. Although we would have preferred to conduct this analysis on the entire (Belgian) 
sample, in stead of just on the Dutch speaking part of it, there is no reason to assume that 
there is a difference between Dutch and French speaking respondents in this analysis. A 
separate analysis on just the French respondents shows broadly the same patterns, while 
an earlier analysis has shown that with regard to political internet use, there are no 
significant differences between Dutch and French speaking citizens of Belgium (Hooghe 
& Vissers 2006). 
 
 


