THE DEMOCRACY ONLINE PROJECT

http://democracyonline.org/

On October 1, 1998, the Democracy Online Project began its two-year run. Funded by a grant
from The Pew Charitable Trusts, administered by the Graduate School of Political Management
of the George Washington University, the mission of the Democracy Online Project is to
promote the development of U.S. online politics in a manner which upholds democratic values.

The Democracy Online Project has three principal goals:

1. The establishment of a research base for the study of online politics, especially with respect

to American campaigns and elections.

2. The design, testing, refinement, and promotion of an appreciation statement regarding

appropriate standards of practice for the conduct of online campaigning.

3. The creation and public promotion of an online public space where good campaign practices

and democratic values may thrive.

In the six breathtaking years since the debut of the World Wide Web, we have learned that
networks of computerized media can accommodate as much and as many kinds of
communication as we care to bring to them. Professional research and personal conversation

have already moved online. Commerce is coming fast. And politics is just arriving.

Many things can, and will, happen online. There is room enough in the exceptionally malleable
and decentralized multimedia environment referred to, for simplicity's sake, as "the Internet" for
a variety of political voices to be heard, and for a profusion of political entities (parties, interest
groups, personal followings) to coexist. To a great extent, the pandemonium that is

contemporary politics will be replicated online.

However, if the history of technology is a reliable guide, a general template for what occurs
online will be stamped for most Internet users during the next few years. Corporations and
governments will consolidate their presence, and set a pace, tone, and context for politics.
Consumer tastes and habits will form; production standards will be established; and myths will
spread about an election winner here and advocacy group there who prevailed "because of"

their online prowess.
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To what extent will the "norm" which emerges in this formative period be harmonious with the
values we have associated with democratic communication at its finest? Freedom of

expression. Universal access. Government accountability. Social tolerance. Public deliberation.

The time to raise expectations about political discourse as it develops online is, as the orators
would say, now. It is far easier, and far more effective, to create institutions and practices in a

new medium, than it is to reform them in an old one.
Hence, the Democracy Online Project.

The Democracy Online Project is also proud to be a partner with the Benton Foundation's
Debate America project.

Michael Cornfield

Research Director
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The Democracy Online Project's Lineup of
Top Political Web Sites

Updated 8/1/00

Campaigners are rushing online to raise money, recruit and mobilize volunteers, and streamline
communications. As they develop these Internet applications, it can be easy to forget that the
single best utility of the Web - for politics, and most everything else - is research. There's no
quicker and more economical way today to pull together a collection of pertinent information

than to head online. Provided, of course, that you know where to go.

The Democracy Online Project of GWU's Graduate School of Political Management has
developed a "Starting Line-Up" of Web sites for campaign research. Each of the nine sites in the
Line-Up will help political activists get a fast and free fix on the topic of their choice, from the
next event on the schedule to the issue or person in the news. If the Starters don't have what
you are looking for, they will point you to other Web sites that might. And if the referenced sites
don't have it, either, then it's a good best the information may not be in the public domain.
Discovering emptiness is not an empty discovery: when you know what isn't commonly known,
as well as what is, you can commission exclusive research more precisely, and gain an edge in

structuring your message.
So here they are. Except where indicated, the URL begins with www.

Disagree? Got a better site? Submit your own lineup card now. Starting lineups are meant to be

changed.

Money

The best site for information about campaign fundraising

[0 The Center for Responsive Politics (opensecrets.org) Opensecrets.org, the Web site of
the Center for Responsive Palitics, gets the slightest of nods over tray.com. Seasoned
analysts will unearth more about contributions and contributors at tray.com, but the
Center supplies analysis (ask any journalist) and a better range of links to other sites

about money and politics.

Media
The best site for information about the news media


http://opensecrets.org/
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0 American Journalism Review NewsLink (ajr.newslink.org)Ajr.newslink.org (no www) has
the most extensive and best indexed database of links to newspapers and broadcast
stations, in the United States and abroad. As a bonus, wmbr.mit.edu/stations (again, no
www) will link you to online radio stations.

News
The best site for political news

[0 Washingtonpost.com Political Coverage (washingtonpost.com) Well, I'm biased here;
the "On Politics" section of washingtonpost.com includes a lot of material from CQ, the
publisher of this magazine. But this really is the best choice. Supplement it with news of
online politics from politicsonline.com (especially valuable for international

developments), and you won't miss much.

Issues

The best site for opposition research and issues

[0 Policy.com (palicy.com) Policy.com allows you to drill down and spread out from
practically any issue position a campaign can take. It blends news and commentary with
publications by think tanks, advocacy groups, associations, and government. The site
offers good issue overviews, as well, including those for its weekly ranking of the top ten
issues in the presidential campaign.

Candidates
The best site for information on candidates

0 Project Vote-Smart (vote-smart.org) Project Vote Smart combines background
information about over 13,000 elective officials and challengers thereto with answers to
its well-designed questionnaire. The questionnaire stands out for its neutral language

and orientation to what candidates are for, not against.

Districts

The best site to learn about government in your district

[0 The Capitol Gateway (hpiwww.com) The Capitol Gateway lets you learn about
government bodies, official delegations, media, schools, and law enforcement agencies
by jurisdiction. It also allows you to compare districts throughout the country on selected

statistical criteria, as well as to determine where politicians are buried. Literally.
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Polls

The best site for polling data and related research findings

g

PollingReport.com (pollingreport.com) The media and opinion research centers feature
their own poll results; to see poll data collected and sorted, go to pollingreport.com.
Topics range beyond "politics and policy" to "business and economy" and "the American
scene." That's good, because politics ranges to those categories, too, and it's good to

explore public opinion in socio-economic contexts.

Government Data

The best site for government statistics

g

FedStats.gov (fedstats.gov) Fedstats.gov provides statistics compiled by more than 70
Federal agencies, from the ACF (Administration for Children and Families) to the VA
(you know what that is...). Searchable by keyword, county, "fast fact" compilations, and

other methods.

Search Engine
The best directory of political sites

g

Political Information.com (politicalinformation.com) When you're not sure what you're
looking for but you want it about politics, try politicalinformation.com. The site operators
guarantee that they re-index the news sections of their portal every two hours, and the

general database every two-three weeks.

Finally, the best utility player for Web research is www.google.com. It conducts
searches by links instead of keywords, building on the sensible supposition that the site
deserving the top ranking has the most links to it. Type "Democracy Online Project" into
Google, and a correct link and description of this site comes back in a tenth of a

second!

The Starting Lineup is revised approximately twice a year. We welcome your suggestions. We

incorporated several e-mailed recommendations into this second version of the Lineup.
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Post-Election 2000 Survey on Internet Use for Civics and

Politics
December 4, 2000

Highlights of a nationwide survey of 1,006 American adults, conducted for the Democracy
Online Project between November 21-26, 2000, by Thomas Opinion Research, in conjunction

with the TNS Intersearch Omni Poll (margin of error is plus or minus three percentage points):
The most general findings:

- More than one in three Americans (35%) uses the Internet to get information about politics,
campaigns, or issues in the news. In 1998, 25% did. Thirty percent of today's "online public,"
reported getting public affairs information from the Internet "almost every day" and 35% do so

Aoccasionally."

- Four in ten Internet users (40%) Bor 14% of the total adult populationB say the Internet was
important in providing them with information that helped them decide how to vote in the
November election. In 1998, 36%, or 9% of the total population, responded similarly. Men relied
on the Net more than women, 44% to 33% saying it was an important source of help in deciding
their vote. Half of the youngest users (ages 18-34; 491%) relied on the Net considerably, and
45% of those ages 35-44.

The following figures are percentages of the 55% of survey respondents who said they use the
Internet. (Note: this is somewhat higher than the 44% of Americans online according to the U.S.

Department of Commerce's August 2000 study.)

- When it comes to politics and public affairs, Net users turn to e-mail more than the Web. And

they prefer humor to action.

Types of Online Civic Participation

(Figure is percentage of Net users who answered "Yes")

Sent or received e-mail jokes about the candidates or campaign. 54
Sent or received e-mail about the election with friends or family. 39
Contacted or got information about political campaigns. 25
Contacted partisan interest groups. 10

Participated in a live chat or web-based discussion forum. 10



Donated money to non-partisan organizations. 2
Donated money to political candidates. 1

- Online interest in specific elections tilts toward the top of the ticket: 43% said the Internet
helped them learn about the presidential race, compared with 26% for Congressional races,
20% for local elections, and 19% for ballot initiatives.

- Why do so many use the Internet to share in jokes about politics? It's easy, fun, and friendly
communication Bthe very opposite of political action, in most cases. Forwarding an online
political joke is a way for supporters of a candidate to commiserate or gloat, as well as for the
uncommitted to say "None of the Above.” In a nation where appearing on late-night talk-shows
has become a required stop for presidential candidates, swapping jokes is a culturally

sanctioned form of political expression.

- The trend data show progress toward democracy online. Even if the numbers aren't increasing
"on Internet time," the online public is growing, and growing more sophisticated. It is worth
remembering that the tiniest percentages nevertheless translate into millions of people (1.16
million per percentage point) who are participating in politics through this two-way, low-cost,
high-accountability, rich-content medium. Furthermore, online democracy features younger
citizens, in contrast to voting and offline contributions, which favor older citizens.

"How often would you say you use the Internet to get information about politics,

campaigns, or issues in the news?" (Democracy Online Project)

1998 2000
Almost every day 7 16
Occasionally 18 19
Don't use the Internet for this purpose 21 18
Don’t use the Internet 54 46
Don’t know/refused 1 0

This study was conducted by Thomas Opinion Research for the



Graduate School of Political Management (GSPM) as part of their

public opinion research for the “Democracy Online Project.” The

research is supported by a grant from The Pew Charitable Trusts.
The 1998 study was fielded between December 2-6, 1998. The

November 2000 study was conducted between November 21-26,

2000. Both studies were fielded by TaylorNelson Sofres. The

margin of error for this is study is plus or minus three percentage

points Totals may add to more than 100% due to rounding.

Importance of Internet in Providing Information That Helped With November Vote

Decision

"How important was the Internet in providing you with information that helped you

decide how to vote in the November election?" (Nov. 2000--Asked of those who use the

Internet to get information about politics, campaigns, or issues in the news 36% of the

entire sample or n=357. December 1998 asked of those who use the Internet for this

purpose; n=248)

Very important

Somewhat important

Total Important
Not very important

Not at all important
Total Not Important

Didn't vote (volunteered)

Don't know

1998

11

25
36

30

34
64

2000

14

25
40

19

37
56



Percent saying Internet was helpful in giving them information about the following...

(asked only of Internet users n=553 Internet Users and n=371 Politically Active Internet

Users)
Use Internet to
All Internet Users Get Political
Information
The presidential race 43 58
Congressional races 26 38
Local races in your area 20 26
Ballot initiatives 19 26

Internet Users Who did the Following Over the Past Year
(asked only of Internet users n=553 Internet Users and n=371 Politically Active Internet

Users)

Over the past year, did you use the Internet in the following ways to learn about or

discuss public issues, elections or political opinions?

All Internet Use Internet to Get

Users Political Information

Send/receive e-mail about the election with friends or family 39 50
Contact or got information about political campaigns 25 36
Contact news organizations, newsgroups or others in the - 7
media

Fill out a web-based opinion poll 20 29
Contact partisan interest groups 10 14
Participate in a live chat or web-based discussion forum 10 12

Contact non-partisan interest groups 6 9
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Half of Internet Users Sent or Received Jokes via E-mail About the Candidates or the
Campaign in past year
Use Internet to Get

All Internet Users - .
Political Information

Sent or received jokes about the 5o
candidates or campaign via e-mail

Political Activities Done in the Past Year

(asked only of Internet users n=553 Internet Users and n=371 Politically Active Internet

Users)
All
Use Internet to Get
Internet » ]
Political Information
Users
Sent or received jokes about the candidates or campaign 54 5o
via e-mail
Used the Internet to send political information to others
directly or through portals like Voter.com or AOL My 9 13
Government
Donated money to non-partisan organizations over the 3
Internet
Donated money to candidates over the Internet 1 2

More than a Third of Internet Users Followed Discussions About the Presidential Recount

on the Internet
(asked only of Internet users n=553 Internet Users and n=371 Politically Active Internet

Users)



%

-11 -

All Internet Use

saying they followed

discussions on the Net

Al Gore

George W.
Bush

Ralph Nader
Pat Buchanan
Other

Did not vote
Don't know

Refused

Total
(n=1006)

29

35

17

13

Users Political Information
52
How They Voted

All Internet Users
(n=553)

28

44

10

13

Internet

Use Internet to Get
Political Information
(n=371)

27

46

15

to Get

Non-Internet
Users
(n=453)

32

26

25

12
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Democracy Online Survey (December 6, 1999)

Executive Summary

Close to one-third of attentive voters have used the Internet to learn more about political
candidates, and about a quarter of all online voters have used the Internet for candidate
information. The online public is interested in finding information on the Internet about
candidates at all levels. Three-quarters of people find the information about candidates and
campaigns on the Internet to be accurate. Two-thirds trust the information they find about
candidates and campaigns. Attentive voters are more likely to find the information to be
accurate and trustworthy. The online public wants more information on the Internet about
candidates’ issues positions and voting records. They want to use the Internet to get information
to solve community problems such as street repairs and to get more information about
government programs. They are also interested in information about registration procedures,
candidate biographies, and ballot initiatives. Voters want political information from neutral
sources. Sponsorship by churches and the state board of elections add the most credibility.
Such neutral sources indicate online voters turn to the Internet for spin-free political information.
News organizations, civic organizations, and community organizations are a second tier. Online
voters are considerably less interested in information from candidates, parties, issue
organizations and on-line providers. Following the Democracy Online Project’s "Best Practices"
will increase the credibility of a political campaign website, particularly documenting positions
(such as providing official voting records, providing background documentation for all
information on the site, and providing official voting records). The Best Practices are also
personally important to online voters. Additionally, a directory of all official websites would add

credibility to campaign sites and is personally most important to the online public.
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Useful Web Resources

Election Information

The Commission on Presidential Debates
National Association of Secretaries of State (NASS)

Project Vote Smart

Radio and Television News Directors Foundation Campaign 2000 Online Resource Guide

Research Resources

Executive Branch Internet Television

Witness Organizations

AARP

American University School of Law, Professor Walter Effross
America's Future Foundation

Black America's Political Action Committee

California VVoter Foundation

Center for Democracy and Technology
Center for Media Education
Committee for the Study of the American Electorate

Democracy Project
e-advocates

Election.com

Forrester Research

Generations United

GovWorks.com

Hogan & Hartson

House Subcommittee on Government Management, Information and Technology
Lake Snell and Perry

mindshare Internet Campaigns
National Education Association

Net Politics Group

PoliticallyBlack.com

Politics Online, Inc.

Publicus.net


http://www.Publicus.net/
http://www.politicsonline.com/
http://www.politicallyblack.com/
http://www.netpoliticsgroup.com/
http://www.nea.org/
http://www.mindshare.net/
http://www.lakesnellperry.com/
http://www.house.gov/reform/gmit
http://www.hhlaw.com/
http://www.govworks.com/
http://www.gu.org/
http://www.forrester.com/
http://www.election.com/
http://www.e-advocates.com/
http://www.democracyproject.org/
http://www.gspm.org/csae
http://www.cme.org/
http://www.cdt.org/
http://www.calvoter.org/
http://www.bampac.org/
http://www.americasfuture.org/
http://www.wcl.american.edu/pub/faculty/effross/homepage.html
http://www.aarp.org/
http://www.exbtv.com/
http://www.rtndf.org/politicsonline
http://www.vote-smart.org/
http://www.nass.org/
http://www.debates.org/
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Rutgers University School of Communication

The George Washington University Computer Science Department
Wired News

Other Pew Projects

Alliance for Better Campaigns

Campaign Finance Institute

Center for Congressional and Presidential Studies

NetElection.or
Pew Internet & American Life

The Pew Research Center for The People & The Press
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http://www.bettercampaigns.org/
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