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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Is the internet a bane or boom for democracy?  And in particular, can it help reconnect citizens who seem to be disconnected from politics? This is the central question that this paper will seek to address in the UK context, looking in detail at how citizens used the internet for political news during the 2005 General Election, and comparing it to the way that the internet was used in the US 2004 Presidential Election. 

It is already clear that the early hopes of the internet pioneers – that it would prove a device that would revolutionise politics, lower the barriers to citizen participation, and provide viable alternatives to existing parties and existing media organisations – are unlikely to be fully realised. The internet is being used –as with other revolutionary technologies – by existing social, political, and media actors for their own ends. And in the context of politics, that means that for the majority of citizens, the mass media, whether online or offline, are still the prism that diffract the political system. But that does not mean the shift of a large number of citizens to getting political information online has no effects.  It does mean that, to understand the political role and effects of the internet, it is essential to study it in the place where it is most widely used – as part of mass media coverage during a national election, when interest in politics peaks.

The internet has become a mass medium, in the sense that more than 60% of the population in both the US and the UK is now online, and most internet users seek news online. But it differs from the traditional mass media in that, unlike broadcasting, it requires people to choose the stories they want to view. It provides unlimited potential to provide in-depth information as well as the ability to communicate with others; but it also allows people to be much more selective about what they view. Therefore an analysis of how people viewed political news online can be a better test of their real preferences than can be found by examining either survey research or experimental evidence alone.
This paper is based on a unique analysis of the records of the BBC News website during the General Election of 2005.  The first chapter examines a MORI sample survey conducted on behalf of the BBC of the overall audience for General Election news, and measures how important internet news has now become, which are the main websites, and why people read news online. It also examines which aspects of online coverage were seen as most successful.  This is explored further in the second chapter, which looks at the server logs that record which pages of the BBC News website were viewed each day. We can examine the web content people actually viewed, and when they viewed it, in order to understand how the internet is used quite differently from other media.

The next section looks at the comparative data from the USA during the 2004 presidential election, and examines the belief that the use of internet for political purposes has proceeded much further than in the UK. It finds that, on the data, trends are surprisingly similar, and argues that it is as much the different media landscape, as much as the different political landscape, that explains the emergence of new forms of internet use.
But first we must explore the long and chequered history of the idea that the media are responsible for the good or ills of democracy, well before the arrival of the internet.
CHAPTER TWO: TRUST, MEDIA MALAISE AND THE INTERNET
Some Lessons from History
The idea that a free press is vital for a vigorous democracy is as old as democracy itself. It was Thomas Jefferson who said that if he had to choose between a free press and democratic elections, he would have no hesitation at choosing the former as a better check on those who hold power. And in the early years of the new US republic, the framing of free speech within the Constitution – and a substantial subsidy from the US Postal Service – led to the proliferation of highly political newspapers, which were seen as a vital adjunct to democracy, as De Tocqueville attested in his classic Democracy in America in the 1830s. The rise of the free press went hand-in-hand with the idea of the free, politically engaged citizen. (Starr, Schudson 1998).
The idea that the behaviour of the press can threaten democracy also has a long pedigree. The rise of mass democracy and the subsequent rise of the mass media – first, mass circulation newspapers in the l890s and then broadcasting in the l920s – led to fears that public opinion could be cynically manipulated by the press to the detriment of democracy and freedom – and in contrast to the hope of creating the ‘informed citizen.’ (Schudson)
These concerns were most clearly articulated by US political commentator Walter Lippmann, who coined the phrase ‘the manufacturing of consent.’ In his insightful 1922 study, Public Opinion, he argued that the average person could no longer rely on personal experience to form his political opinions, but needed to rely on the media to form ‘pictures in their heads’. He argued that such pictures were inevitably incomplete:

These limitations on our access to that environment combine with the obscurity and complexity of the facts themselves to thwart clearance and justice of perception, to substitute misleading fiction for workable ideas, and to deprive us of the adequate checks upon those who consciously strive to mislead. (Lippman, 1922, p56)

For Lippman, the only way forward for democracy was to increasingly rely on experts.

His conclusion was attacked by the US philosopher and educator John Dewey, who argued that modern democracy had to be re-invented in order to allow more participation by the average citizen, and that the media could not be a substitute for the local face-to-face community with ‘the vitality and depth of close human attachment.’
The rise of Fascism in Germany and Italy seemed to confirm fears that demagogues could exploit the mass media, especially radio, as a propaganda tool to destroy democracy. After World War II, such concerns were dismissed in the US context by German sociologist-in-exile Paul Lazarsfeld in the classic 1948 study of voters, The People’s Choice.  Looking at the 1940 US presidential election, where Franklin Roosevelt had proved a master of radio broadcasting, he rejected the ‘hypodermic’ theory of media influence and argued that voters paid only selective attention to the mass media, filtering out views they did not agree with. In his view, political influence was a two-step process, and voters took more cues on how to vote from personal contact with influential individuals than from raw exposure to the mass media.
Media Malaise and the rise of television
The rise of television rekindled concerns about the role of the media in politics, especially in the United States. By the 1960s television had become the dominant medium for political communication: political advertising was well-established; the US networks launched the first in a series of Presidential debates, offered live convention coverage, and expanded their main news bulletins from 15 to 30 minutes. And by the l970s, it was clear that political participation and trust in politics were declining sharply in the US, with turnout at Presidential elections dropping from two-thirds to half – trends which soon became apparent in other advanced industrial countries. Commentators began to link these two phenomena together, and the phrase ‘media malaise’ to describe the negative effects media coverage was having on politics gradually become commonplace.
Initially, social science research focused on the agenda-setting effect of the mass media, which ‘may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about.’ (Bernard Cohen, 1963). In his classic study of agenda-setting, Maxwell McCombs found that undecided voters in North Carolina during the 1968 presidential election followed the mass media agenda, rather than party positions, when asked ‘what do you think are the two or three main things the government should concentrate on doing something about?’ (McCombs, 1972).  McCombs pointed out that it was important the mass media – both television and newspapers – followed the same agenda, and argued that less informed and less interested voters were more susceptible to influence. 
The agenda-setting hypothesis was developed further by Shanto Iyengar, who argued that the television – especially the lead stories on television – played a key role in agenda-setting. He also suggested that the role of the media was more insidious, in that it not only set the agenda but primed voters to judge presidential candidates on those issues.
For good or ill, television has become a mature and powerful force in American politics. In commanding attention and shaping opinion, television is now an authority without peer. At the close of the 20th century, in the shadow of Orwell’s 1984, it would be both naïve and irresponsible to pretend that such an authority could ever be neutral.

(Iyengar and Kinder, 1987, p133)

The concern over the effects of television rose to a crescendo  in the l990s as traditional television news came under pressure from cable networks, and in some views, dumbed down.  A chorus of critics blamed television for the growing cynicism about politics and declining participation. Some focused on the deleterious role played by paid television political advertising (Joe McGuiness, Kathleen Hall Jamieson) while others looked at the way television trivialised public life as entertainment (Robert Entman, Neil Postman). Others blamed television for encouraging passivity while creating the illusion of participation (Roderick Hart). Some focused on the role of journalists as gatekeepers who encouraged cynicism by sensationalising the news, focusing on the personal and the trivial, and joining together in a feeding frenzy of attack journalism.  (Sabato, Patterson) The critique culminated in the idea that American television played a central role in the decline of civic trust, or as Robert Putnam put it, social capital and even more broadly, encouraged selfish and short-sighted behaviour and decisions by individuals which weakened long-term civic and economic goals. (Putnam, 1995, 2000, Offer, 2006) 
However, a number of important voices were raised against the media malaise hypothesis.  An early critic was Pippa Norris, who argued that people who watched television news and current affairs, and read newspapers, tended to be more engaged, whether measured by voting, political activism, or community involvement, than others. (Norris 1996).  Norris also argued that both in the US, the UK and across Europe, the reports of civic disengagement had been much exaggerated. (Norris, 1999, 2001, 2004) Comparing UK voters between the 1964 and 1997 elections, she found a positive correlation between media exposure and voting in both elections. And looking at the US between 1952 and 2000, she argued that although there has been a fall in turnout, there was no collapse in political campaigning, volunteering or personal contact between activists and citizens. 
Another critic was W. Lance Bennett, who argued in his 1998 Ithiel De Sola Pool lecture that the withdrawal of public confidence from governing institutions was due to changes in work and lifestyles which meant they no longer served people’s needs, and that trends in television news were a response to, not a cause of, societal breakdown, individual isolation, and a generalised discontent with politics. (Bennett, 1998). 

And Kenneth Newton (1999), looking at the UK evidence, argued that it was the content of the media, not the form, which explained its political effects. He showed that newspaper readership and viewing news programmes on television was strongly associated with political mobilisation and increased knowledge. 
More recently, qualitative research (based on media diaries) by Nick Couldry and Sonia Livingstone (2006) suggested that media consumption ‘contributes importantly to people’s possibilities for public engagement and connection’ and that an interest in the news contributed to political engagement and was itself a major predictor of voting.
UK concerns about media malaise
However, as evidence about declining turnout and political alienation mounted in the UK, a similar debate began here. In the 1990s the debate was framed in terms of  the ‘Americanisation’ of British politics, with the adaptation of American methods such as negative campaigning, attack ads, spin doctors, political consultants, and a focus on image rather than substance, with power shifting from local parties and constituencies to Westminster and the mass media. (Franklin, Jones, Negrine, Scammell, Smetko).  In their review article, Blumler and Gurevitch (2000) argued that such arguments about convergence were overdone. The UK was moving towards the US model in some ways: professionalisation of the campaign and its management by media specialists; a growing cynicism among the public over party politics; and increased antagonism between the press and politicians. But key differences remained: the limits on campaign finance and the ban on television political advertising; the lesser importance of commercialisation in driving media decisions, due to a larger role for public broadcasters and tighter regulation; a much greater volume of coverage of political campaigns; and a less central role for new forms of populist journalism such as talk shows. Similar conclusions were reached by Mazzoleni and Schulz (2000) surveying the European evidence, who argued against the idea that the media was now dominating  politics, although acknowledging that changes were occurring in both the media and politics sphere in the US and Europe.

More recently, the debate in the UK has turned to a general concern about the alienation of the public from politics, and the role the media might be playing in that phenomenon.  John Lloyd in his book What the Media are Doing to Our Politics argues that since the 1960s UK politicians have been on the defensive, dependent on the media for any pubic exposure and yet unable to prevent the media from denigrating and trivialising politics. He calls for the media to deepen the democratic debate by creating a civic journalism
 which defies its own natural instincts – to make celebrities of itself; which acts as an adjunct to history and reflection; which presents to its audience first drafts of history which are absorbing and subtle, strong on narrative but attentive to the complexity and context of every story; which is not struggling with political power, but struggling, together with that power’s best instincts, to make the contemporary world at once comprehensible and open to the participation of its citizens. (Lloyd, p 203).
Nick Robinson, the BBC’s political editor, responding in his 2006 Geddes Lecture at Oxford University, argued that television news and politics in the UK were in an uneasy marriage, with both sides dissatisfied with their relationship, yet bound together in mutual interdependence because both needed each other.  The breakdown of trust between the politicians, the media, and the public has been commented on by a number of official reports. For example, the Independent Review of Government Communications (2004) commented on the ‘adversarial nature of the relationship between government, politicians and the media.’  It asked whether the ‘two parties are now locked into an introspective cycle of mutual distrust from which it is impossible to escape?’  
More recently, the Rowntree Trust’s report, Power to the People: An Inquiry into Britain’s Democracy (2006), examined the reasons for people’s declining interest  in taking part in democracy. It rejected the view that it was the negative news media which put people off  politics; rather it was the lack of engagement of citizens in the processes of formal democracy, the lack of real policy alternatives, and the unfair electoral and voting system. People actively wanted the news media to question those in power. 
The Promise of Internet Democracy 
For a period, it seemed that the arrival of the internet as a medium of political communication would transform the debate on media malaise. In its early years, many commentators argued that the internet held the promise of resolving the dilemma grappled with by Lippmann and Dewey – how to restore democracy in the age of mass communications. Some argued that the internet would make direct democracy possible and lead to citizen empowerment. (Toffler 1995, Negroponte 1995, Rheingold 1995, and Dyson 1997) For Dick Morris (2000), the internet was likely to reduce the power of elected officials through the use of direct voting and referendums. Others saw the internet as inherently dangerous to democracy, either because it would erode social capital and community ties (Etzioni, 1999), deter civil debate and discourse (Sunstein 2001), or allow the government to control its structure and monitor citizens (Lessig, 1999). The most influential cautionary voice was that of Cass Sunstein, who argued that the danger of the internet for politics was selective filtering. People would choose to get only the kind of political news that suited their own prejudices. They would personalise the internet to create a ‘Daily Me’ instead of a ‘Daily News’ and the role of the media as a kind of ‘collective commons’ where all points of view were heard would be diminished. This could lead diminish the collective political community, fragment debate and make citizens less well-informed.
The Normalisation Hypothesis

As more people began to use the internet, research studies increasingly suggested that the internet was neither revolutionary nor disastrous for democracy; rather, it reinforced the status quo. In this view, the online world reproduced both the media world and the political world. Existing political parties, rather than outsiders, were best able to capitalise on the potential of the internet, and existing media organisations migrated to online sites where they still dominated political communications.  A growing digital divide meant that the better off and politically active benefited most from the internet. (Bimber and Davis 2003; Owen and Bimber 2004; Margolis and Resnick, 2000; Nye, 2000).  Three key issues arose from this research: whether the internet was being used as a substitute or a supplement to the conventional news media; whether there was any evidence of disintermediation, the ability of political parties to communicate directly with the electorate and supporters without having to use the mass media; and whether the internet was merely reinforcing existing political attitudes, mobilising people to further political engagement, or reaching new groups. Writing after the 2000 US election, Bruce Bimber and Richard Davis predicted that in future elections ‘the internet will solidify as a niche communication directed at highly specific audiences’ which ‘will offer campaigns new tools to mobilise activists’ but will not ‘produce the mobilisation of voters long predicted’ and will expand the divide ‘between those who are political activists and those who are not.’ They also argued that the ‘fact that the internet supplements and augments the mass media rather than replacing them’ mitigates the tendency for fragmentation of audience feared by Sunstein. 
Norris, in her book Virtuous Circle, attempted to take a position midway between the optimists and pessimists. She argued that it was possible that the internet could be both reinforcing existing political activism and encouraging more, especially as the digital divide diminishes. And she pointed that that the internet has the potential to restore some elements of the pre-industrial form of personal communication as well as a mass medium.
Using the News Media Online: Widening or Lessening Political Knowledge?
A parallel body of research has focused on whether a switch to online sources of news will reduce the level of political understanding to the detriment of democracy.  In an experimental study, Tewksbury (2000) compared the political knowledge of a group of students who read an online and an offline version of The New York Times. He found that those who read the online edition tended to look at fewer stories and be able to recall fewer news events that happened during the experimental period. He argued that this was a function of the fact that online readers could select stories themselves and received fewer clues through headlines as to what was important. Tewksbury (2003) followed this up with a larger study that tracked what stories people actually viewed on a range of news websites He found that less than half of his sample of online news viewers accessed ‘public affairs’ stories about world, national, local or political news, despite the fact that they claimed that was the type of news they wanted to view.  And in another experimental design, Iyengar (2004) showed that, if given the choice of different types of political news, participants preferred news about the ‘horserace’ (who was ahead and why) to news about the issues, the candidates, or anything else.
.But others argued the internet had several advantages for news consumers. One study argued that  the nature of the online newspaper layout that made it easier to skim the news without flicking through lots of pages and gave people the satisfaction of ‘scanning’ headlines quickly  (Lin et al 2003a).  One study reported that people found online news sources more credible than identical offline sources (Johnson, 1998) Another pointed out that, even if people gained less factual knowledge from online news, they understood the connections between different news items because of hyperlinks, which provide a broader context to frame the news thematically. (Eveland, 2004). 
One set of studies suggested that people who surfed for political news were more politically engaged and more likely to vote. In one study, people who used the internet to seek political information between 1996 and 2000 reported that they had become more interested in the presidential campaign, more likely to vote, and felt they had more power to bring about political change (Johnson 2003). And another study over the same period found that people with access to the internet, and online election news readers, were significantly more likely to vote, even when controlling for a wide range of variables such as class, race, education or political partisanship. (Tolbert et al, 2003). 
How, Markus Prior (2005) suggested that it was almost certainly the case that, given the increased choice offered by the internet, more people would choose not to read any news at all. He demonstrated that those who preferred entertainment to news were less politically knowledgeable, and less likely to vote, when they had access to either cable television or the internet. And he argued that television news, at the time when 90% of the population watched it, had done a better job of spreading political knowledge widely. The internet had the paradoxical effect of increasing political knowledge and participation for one group, while diminishing for another. 
In a high-choice environment, lack of motivation, not lack of skills or resources, poses the main obstacle to a widely informed public (Prior, p 577)

And Harvard economist Andrei Shleifer has taken things a step further, by arguing that, in a world of choice, low barriers to entry, and widely differing political views, the news media will naturally tend to become more polarised. 
Competition generally reduces newspaper prices, but does not reduce, and may even exaggerate media bias…powerful forces motivate news providers to slant and increase bias rather than clear up confusion. (Mullainathan and Shleifer, 2005)
However, this pessimistic position has been attacked from two sides. From the supply side, Hindman (2006a) pointed out that in reality the internet is more highly concentrated as a source of political news than the offline world. Rather than a proliferation of sources, users with limited time and limited experience only find a limited range of news providers,  whether you look at political news, political information sites, or blogs.
From the demand side, Graber (2004) argued that limits on people’s inherent information-processing capabilities have been ignored when considering the impact of political news. People do not necessarily retain all the information on which their opinions are based. Graber argues that we must abandon the ideal type of the fully informed citizen and be content to settle for the ‘monitorial citizen’ who merely ‘surveys the political scene carefully enough to detect major threats to themselves or their communities’. And she suggests that the need for such political news is cyclical – and much greater in times of crisis such as the disputed Presidential election of 2000 or the terrorist attacks of 9/11.
Internet and Democracy in the UK

Most studies of the internet and politics in the UK support the normalisation hypothesis. 

A study by John Curtice and Pippa Norris (2004), compared attitudes to political activity for internet users and others, based on the British Social Attitudes Survey in 2000 and 2003. They found that education, rather than internet experience, was the key variable in explaining political trust (which was found to be higher among internet users), and in explaining attitudes towards political and personal efficacy. They also find that the main effect of internet use on political activism is to deepen the commitment of those who are already interested in politics.  They also questioned whether the internet was mobilising young people to be politically active. 

However, the normalisation hypothesis was partially challenged by Gibson, Lusoli, and Ward (2005). They found that the net was offering a space for political engagement among those who would not have otherwise been politically active, especially the young. They emphasised the importance of distinguishing between online and offline political activity, and pointed out for the latter, the importance of web skills and experience over social class, education, and gender as an explanatory variable.
Gennaro and Dutton (2006) explored the relationship between online and offline political activity more broadly, using the Oxford Internet Survey (OXIS) of 2005 and 2003. They found that 37% of internet users had carried out an act of political participation online, as opposed to 32% of the whole population who had engaged in offline political activism. They found that both online and offline activism was related to higher education and higher social class, with a greater division online than offline. However, the two groups did not completely overlap, as only 53% of online participants reported also taking part in offline activities.  They concluded that the internet can increase participation at the margin, especially for the young, for whom 48% said they would turn first to the internet to find political information. And they argued that as people became more experienced web users, they were more likely to seek political information online. Thus efforts to increase web literacy could yield increases in political participation across the board.

Turning to the use of the internet for political information during the 2005 General Election, Ward and Lusoli (2005a) found that it was still only used by a minority of UK citizens to find out information about politics (15% of the population, or 28% of internet users).  However, this was double the number in 2001 for most indicators. The most popular use of the internet for election information was visiting a media website (22%), followed by searching for election information (17%), and sending or receiving emails (13%). Only a small fraction of users, however, engaged in election-related online activities or visited party websites. Most people used the internet because it was convenient, up-to-date, or on all the time – but around 25% said they were specially looking for election results. The authors concluded that the internet was becoming increasingly influential, with 19% saying that the internet helped them make their mind up how to vote, compared to only 6% in 2001.  And they noted its continued importance to the young, who were both the heaviest users and also most convinced that they had been influenced by the internet. Those seeking political news on the internet were disproportionately male, young, university-educated, and in higher social grades..

Another study by the same authors (Ward and Lusoli, 2005b), showed the limited online role played by direct unmediated communication from political parties in the 2005 General Election They found that party websites had little changed since the 2001 election, and were still relatively unsophisticated and included few interactive features. They were mainly aimed at recruiting more party activists or encouraging fundraising. There had been an increase in 2005 in local campaign websites, but many were “cookie-cutter” sites based on party templates or not updated regularly.. 
Blogging appears to have had a relatively small effect in the UK General Election. Nigel Jackson (2005) concluded that “blogs from political actors, commentators and the media provided an interesting backdrop, but not one which appears to have had a significant effect”. Stanyer and Sansom (2005) found that few visited political blogs, and argued that the “blogsphere was an electronic speakers corner with very few speakers.”

In their summary article on the internet and the 2005 election, Downey and Stanyer strongly back the normalisation thesis that the internet reinforced existing patterns of political communication and mobilisation, appealing to the already-active, with little evidence of effective direct communication by the main parties, and with the media sphere dominated by the existing offline news providers. (Downey, 2005)
Looking at the role of the media more broadly during the 2005 election itself, Pippa Norris (2005)  compared the impact of exposure to mass media (TV), people-intensive channels (local canvassing), and new technology (internet) in explaining voting behaviour. She sought to explain priming effects (how the political agenda changed), persuasion (perceptions of government competence), and mobilising effects (voting). She found no channel  had influenced agenda setting. The mass media had played a role in persuasion, increasing the perception of Labour’s competence during the campaign. The internet channel did have a limited mobilising effect, making people more likely to vote. She concluded that no single channel was most effective, but suggested that more research was needed, particularly on the internet channels.
The Disconnected Campaign
Any evaluation of internet election news needs to be seen in the context of the whole media campaign in the 2005 General Election. There was a bigger disconnect than ever before between the agendas of the public, the media and the parties. (Gabor, Wring)  

The parties sought to bypass the national media altogether by going out of London, using the regional press, and appearing on morning and afternoon TV and radio talk shows. The press scaled down its coverage, with the tabloid press barely covering the election at all between its announcement and polling day. Even television news, which had expanded its news bulletins by an extra 10 minutes in 2001, scaled back some coverage, no longer televising Election Call.  (Scammell, Gabor) And for the public, the election appeared to be a  switch-off  with 40% said they were following the campaign closely (Ofcom, 2005).
Motivated by both distrust of the national press in particular, and the development of new styles of campaigning, the importance of the media as the central battleground appears to be declining (Gabor)
The parties sought to target only the voters in marginal constituencies, and adopted ‘dog-whistle’ techniques of trying to reach the committed with messages they hoped would be ignored by the mass of voters, and concentrated on the ‘ground war’ at the local level.

There was also little agreement between the parties, the media and the public as to the key issues.  They all had different agendas in what Gabor called an ‘autistic campaign.’
CHAPTER THREE: FOLLOWING THE GENERAL ELECTION ONLINE
In the 2005 General Election, one in four voters watched election news online. The audience has increased dramatically since 2001.  The vast majority made use of the BBC News website, which had three-quarters of the election news online market.  The internet election news audience was younger, more educated and more affluent than average, and also more engaged in civic and political activity.  It generally expressed satisfaction with internet news, and also reported increased interest in politics and current affairs.

Viewing the General Election Online

The web audience for political news expanded substantially during the General Election.

Around 27% of the population went online for election news, or around 40% of all internet users. The numbers viewing news online during the election have tripled since the 2001 election, when 7% used the internet for political information and 11% visited a media website (Coleman and Hall, 2001).This is a striking increase in audience when most other sources of political news are declining. For example, the audience for television news bulletins has declined by 10% since 1994, with a 25% decline among young people; while total national newspaper readership has dropped by 25% over the last 40 years, with one-third fewer people regularly reading a national newspaper now than twenty years ago. (Hargreaves, 2002; British Social Attitudes Survey, 1985, 2004; BBC Audience Research) 

The expansion is even more remarkable given that the overall numbers using the internet in Britain has only grown slowly, from 58% in 2003 to 61% in 2005. (OXIS, 2005)

What is driving the increase in news viewing?  The most important factor in the UK is probably the rapid spread of broadband, high-speed internet connections, which increased extremely rapidly in this period (from 19% of all online homes in 2003 to 59% in 2005). Broadband users, who do not pay a per-minute charge for internet use, log on more often and stay online longer. And they were much more likely to go online for election news.

HOW PEOPLE ACCESS INTERNET ELECTION NEWS
% of internet election news users
                                        Dial-up            Broadband          At Work       ALL
	% of each category
	33%
	47%
	43%
	41%

	% of  total audience 
	29%
	71%
	63%*
	100%


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

*people can access from work and home; not mutually exclusive

Another factor that increased the take-up of internet election news is the growing number of people who have access to the internet at work, school or college, which increased from one-quarter to one-third between 2003 and 2005 (OXIS). Two-thirds of the internet election news audience looked online at work as well as from home. And a third factor is experience – people who have used the internet longer tend to access more functions. By 2005 46% of internet users had been online more than 2 years, and 16% for five years.

Audience characteristics

The General Election internet news audience is clearly distinctive from other news audiences. It is younger, more affluent, and more politically engaged. For example, nearly 4 in ten are under 34 years old (compared to a quarter of the population as a whole), 70% are middle class (social class ABC1), and 58% educated to A-level standard or above (compared to 36% of the population). The internet political news audience is somewhat more male (59%-41%).  It is more likely to contain people working full-time (57%, as opposed to 44% overall) or students (17% of the online audience), and far less likely to contain people who are retired (6% vs. 23% of the whole population). 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF INTERNET ELECTION NEWS AUDIENCE

% of total election news audience in each category

AGE                                                    INTERNET USERS    ALL                           

	Younger (18-34)
	41%
	28%

	Middle-aged (35-54)
	36%
	35%

	Older (55+)
	13%
	34%

	INCOME*
	
	

	Lower (less than 15,500)
	 25%
	40%

	Middle (15,500-30,000)
	 25%
	25%

	Higher (30,000+)
	 50%
	35%

	EDUCATION
	
	

	Higher (A Level/College)
	58%
	36%

	Lower
	42%
	64% 

	SOCIAL CLASS
	
	

	Middle class (ABC1)
	70%
	54%

	Working class (C2DE)
	30%
	46%


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005            

*income figures adjusted for 30% who did not report income

These differences are largely a reflection of the ‘digital divide’, the fact that 40% of the population lack access to the internet, and they are disproportionately the old, the poor, and the less well-educated. (OXIS 2005; Norris, 2001).  These differences are gradually diminishing; for example, the falling cost of computers and internet connections has reduced the differential use rate between rich and poor. Increased public access, in schools and libraries has also helped, as will improved computer literacy and experience. There also seems to be ‘cohort effect’, with young people adopting the internet more quickly than older people, so that over time internet use will continue to grow steadily but slowly. Not everyone wants to be online. Just one in five non-users say they plan to acquire internet access in the next year, and 8% of the population are now former users.
Political Engagement of Online News Audience

 The online election audience is also more politically engaged than the overall audience, 

 It is more interested in finding out ‘news and information about issues facing the country’,’ news on politics’, and ‘news about the general election’ than average.  It is more likely to have voted in the General Election, and say that watching the news has encouraged them to discuss politics and current affairs more with friends and family. And they are more likely to take part in a range of civic activities, from lobbying MPs to joining local organisations to writing letters to the editor. The internet users compare quite  in their attitudes to the group identified by the BBC survey as political activists, who had done at least 5 of the 10 civic activities. In fact, they were more likely to say they were interested in politics than activists. This may reflect research that shows young people are interested in politics, but not Westminister politics or elections. (Kevill, 2003).
POLITICAL ATTITUDES: ACTIVISTS AND INTERNET USERS
How interested would you say you are in news about..

                                    Political Activists        Internet Users
          All                      

	Politics
	82
	88**
	68

	General Election
	74
	69
	61

	Issues facing UK
	61
	53
	42

	Voted in Gen Elec*
	82
	76
	72


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; % saying very or fairly interested (% saying very interested only for question on ‘issues facing the country’)

*self reported, excludes don’t knows, can’t remember and would not say

**statistically significant at p=05
Online news seekers are  more active than the population as a whole on the range of civic activities. For example, 35% of those viewing election news on the web said they had ‘urged someone outside my family to vote’, 29% had helped in fundraising drives, 26% had made a speech before an organised group, 23% had presented their views to a local councillor or MP, and 11% said they had taken an active part in a political campaign. 

SOCIAL ACTIVISTS AND INTERNET NEWS USERS: A COMPARISON

Which if any of these things did you do in the last two or three years?

% of each group

                            Political Activists       Internet Users            Whole population

	Lobbied MP or councillor
	65
	23
	18

	Wrote to newspaper
	35
	13
	 8

	Urged someone to vote
	61
	35
	20

	Urged others to lobby MP
	67
	24
	17

	Made a speech
	61
	26
	17

	Been an officer of club
	59
	15
	11

	Stood for public office
	6
	2
	 1       

	Active role in campaign
	18
	11
	 5

	Helped with fundraising
	64
	29
	 24

	Voted in an  election
	90
	75
	 65

	NONE OF THE ABOVE
	-
	19
	 20


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; % of people who did them

Political activists N=154  all who did at least five of the list of 10 activities above

Internet Users N=267 all those who accessed the internet to view election news

Compared to the general public, internet users were more likely to be playing an active role in a campaign, and urging someone outside in your family to vote, while they were less likely to help with fundraising, stand for office or join a club.  Taking into account the age difference between activists and internet users, this paints a political picture of internet users who are not ‘joiners’ (and may not have the same dense social networks of the older social activists), but like to seek an active voice in politics, putting forward their point of view or persuading others as well as voting themselves. The differences are statistically significant, and more active people are, the more likely they are to use internet election news.  So the internet news audience are very much ‘persuaders’ rather than the ‘persuaded’, an important group in the electorate who influence others how to vote. They should be the key target of political parties seeking votes in the election.
Malaise, Mobilisation or Reinforcement
The evidence so far points away from the ‘media malaise’ hypothesis. Increased media use goes hand-in-hand with engagement in politics.  Internet news seekers are more interested in politics and more likely to vote than average.
But does the internet independently boost political participation?  One argument is that the internet is merely reinforcing the political interest and activity of those already politically engaged.  If this hypothesis were correct, the political attitudes of socio-political activists would be same whether they were internet users or not. On another view, the internet is mobilising new groups, particularly the young, who have not been active in politics before.  If this view is correct, the internet would have a greater effect on the political attitudes of young people who had not yet been socialised into politics.  Of course, these two effects are not mutually exclusive, as Pippa Norris points out in her concept of the ‘virtuous circle.’   It is difficult to prove whether the internet is the cause or effect of increased political mobilisation, and whether it is affecting internet viewers as a whole, as just the group of the most politically active users. Our survey does provide some intriguing clues that suggest that political mobilisation as well as reinforcement is going on. The most important act of political mobilisation is voting. And our survey suggests that using internet political news has a powerful effect on the likelihood of young people actually turning out to vote.  Using the internet doubles the likelihood that 18-24 year-olds will use their ballot. This is an important finding when the turnout for young people reached a new low in the General Election.
ELECTORAL TURNOUT AND INTERNET USE
% not voting at the General Election

                                                18-24                                       All

	Internet news users
	24%
	24%

	Not internet news users
	48%*
	28%


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005

*Statistically significant at the P=0.001 level

Secondly, we can turn to political attitudes and internet use, and see whether viewing internet news boosts interest in politics over-and-above the effect of being an activist.
The evidence suggests that for two out of the three political attitude variables (interest in politics, and interest in issues facing the country) there are additional, statistically significant effects – or boosts - from viewing news online.  
INTEREST IN POLITICS
How interested are you in politics?
                                                 Internet news users                   Not internet news user
	Political activist
	2.4
	2.1

	Not political activist
	2.1
	1.7


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; Mean scores on a 4 point scale (4=very interested  3=somewhat interested 2=not very interested  0=not interested)

INTEREST IN ISSUES FACING THE COUNTRY

How interested in you in news and information about issues facing the country?
                                                 Internet news users                   Not internet news user
	Political activist
	2.7
	2.5

	Not political activist
	2.5
	2.3


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; Mean scores on a 4 point scale 

(4=very interested  3=somewhat interested 2=not very interested  0=not interested)

INTEREST IN THE GENERAL ELECTION

How interested in you in news and information about the recent General Election?
                                                 Internet news users                   Not internet news user
	Political activist
	2.1
	1.9

	Not political activist
	1.8
	1.7


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; Mean scores on a 4 point scale 

(4=very interested  3=somewhat interested 2=not very interested  0=not interested)

Interestingly, the relationship does not hold statistically for the third question, ‘interest in news about the recent General Election’.  This may because those who viewed internet election news were by definition interested in the general election, since they had chosen to access the internet for this purpose, and received no strong additional boost.

Self-reported media influence
A third way to discover the effects of the internet on political action is to ask the question directly.  The BBC survey contained five questions on whether ‘watching, listening or reading the news during the election campaign’ improved civic understanding.
SELF-REPORTED MEDIA INFLUENCE: ACTIVISTS AND INTERNET USERS
As a result of watching, listening or reading news during the election campaign from the BBC are you more likely to..

                            Political Activists       Internet Users            All

	Be interested in finding out about issues facing the UK
	0.30
	0.54*
	0.37

	Talk about current news with family and friends 
	0.62
	0.71*
	 0.57

	Take more of an interest in news and current affairs
	0.69
	0.70
	0.64

	Make up my mind on controversial issues
	0.68
	0.68
	0.68

	Keep well informed about things I care about
	1.56
	1.49*
	1.39


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; Mean scores on a 5 point scale (2=agree strongly 1=agree 0=neither  -1=disagree  -2=disagree strongly)

base= all who had any contact with the BBC (n=897)

*statistically significant at p=.05

The online news audience was more likely than the activists to say that they had become more interested in politics as a result of viewing the news in three areas: they were more likely to keep informed about things they cared about; to talk to friends and family about current news and events; and were more interested in news about issues facing the UK.

Again controlling for political activism, the research showed that exposure to the internet, separately from where one stood on the scale of socio-political activism, had a statistically significant effect on the answers to these three questions. 
A problem with the answers to these questions, however, was is that they refer to media influence as a whole, not the direct influence of viewing the news on the internet.
However, another survey that asked this question directly found a strong age-related effect. Young people more likely to say they been encouraged to vote and helped to make a better electoral choice as a result of using the internet, while two-thirds of the young, and half of all internet news users reported some effect.. 

 INFLUENCE OF THE INTERNET ON ELECTION BEHAVIOUR
% of internet news users saying they were influenced
                                                     Under 35              Over 35                ALL

	More interest in election
	22.3%
	15%
	18.4%

	Helped make better choice
	24.2%*
	12.4%
	17.8%

	Encouraged to vote
	18.9%*
	6.2%
	16.2%

	Confirmed vote decision
	18.2%
	14.5%
	9.3%

	Changed vote decision
	4.0%
	1.9%
	3.5%

	Encouraged to vote tactically
	4.0%
	3.1%
	2.9%

	Encouraged to campaign
	2.1%
	0.9%
	1.5%

	Any of the above
	62.7%*
	43.8%
	51.5%


*statistically significant difference between young and old

Source: Ward and Lusoli, 2005, p 19, table 4

Multiple channels of influence
The internet audience does not rely on online news alone during the General Election. People rely on multiple sources, particularly among the politically active, including television, radio, and newspapers, as well as political literature and conversations with friends. For the population as a whole, television is the most important source of election news, cited by 61% of the sample, followed by newspapers (18%), radio (10%) and the internet (5%).  However, internet users themselves significantly downgrade the importance of television (to 48%) and put the internet (14%) ahead of radio and not very far behind newspapers. Both internet users and political activists are more likely to turn to newspapers for political coverage than the public at large.

PREFERRED MEDIA FOR ELECTION COVERAGE

Where did you turn to first for coverage of the election?

                                    Political Activists        Internet Users
          All                      

	Television
	47
	45
	61

	Radio
	16
	12
	12

	Internet
	  7
	14
	 4

	Newspapers
	27
	28
	21


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; % of total

It is also interesting that even young people do not generally turn first to the internet for election coverage; they prefer television, just as the whole population does. However, older people are more likely to look to newspapers first for political coverage.

PREFERRED MEDIA FOR ELECTION COVERAGE, BY AGE

Where did you turn to first for coverage of the election?

% of population         18-34                            35-54                       55+

	Television
	61
	60
	61

	Radio
	10
	16
	 9

	Internet
	  7
	 4
	 1

	Newspapers
	19
	18
	24


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005

Looking at a broader measure of  media use, we can see the striking differences between the generations in the use of the internet; one in four of the young, but just one in ten of the old, looked at online election coverage at some time during the campaign.  It is also noticeable that, although young people are turning to the internet more, they are not using other sources any less.  Nor does other media use vary dramatically by age.
OVERALL MEDIA USE AT THE GENERAL ELECTION, BY AGE

Which of the following media did you turn to for coverage of the General Election?

 % of population           18-34                        35-54
                     55+                    

	Any television
	83
	90
	86

	Any radio
	43
	53
	44

	Any Internet
	40
	28
	10

	Any newspapers
	63
	57
	68


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005; 

An examination of the channel consumption patterns of young and old during the election campaign does reveal some differences.  Young people are more likely to access television news via digital channels that offer 24 hour news like BBC N24 and Sky, and less likely to view the news on BB1. They also listen to Radio 1 or local commercial radio rather than Radio 4. And they are somewhat more likely to access news via other new digital media, such as interactive TV (using the red button) or mobile phones.
ELECTION MEDIA CHANNELS USED, BY AGE 
% of population ever using channel for election news 
                                     18-34                         35-54                          55+

	BBC1
	64
	71
	76

	Sky News
	24
	20
	12

	BBC News 24
	27
	25
	21

	Radio 1
	17
	 6
	 2

	Radio 4
	14
	23
	26

	Local com. radio
	13
	13
	 7

	Internet
	40
	28
	10

	Interactive TV
	15
	15
	10

	Mobile phone
	 4
	--
	--


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005

Replacing or supplementing the news?

Is it likely that the internet will substitute for, rather than supplement, other news sources?  One theory suggests as the internet becomes more popular, it will replace other media, so people who use the internet will be less likely to view other news sources. Another idea is that it will supplement existing news sources, so that overall internet users will have the same amount of media exposure.  A final possibility is that internet news use will augment their news coverage by also adding internet sources, so that the total amount of news watched will go up.  If replacement is happening, it is often suggested that it would be more likely to be found among young people who have not yet formed firm habits of news watching.  On the evidence presented here, for the election news audience the internet is supplementing rather than replacing other news outlets. Young people are still using the same sources, but adding the internet. And web users are even more likely to use multiple media sources than the population as a whole.

 Overall, however, it may be that internet use as a whole is reducing the amount of time available for other media use, especially for experienced users who are online many hours each day. The OXIS survey suggests that more than one-quarter of internet users (28%) say they are watching less television, and 13% say that they are reading fewer newspapers and magazines. On the other hand, one in five report that they have accessed newspapers or news services online that they do not read in print. (Dutton, 2005).  

The internet news landscape

Although internet news viewers use many different sources of news, the internet news universe during the election was dominated by one source - the BBC news website. It was accessed by 78% of all those who viewed online election news – more than those who viewed the top 5 other election news websites combined. The second most popular site, Guardian Politics Unlimited, was accessed by 16% of online viewers. Close behind were those sites which aggregate news from other sources (including MSN, Yahoo and Google). Overall, search engine sites were accessed by 32% of the internet news audience, while newspaper sites as a whole reached 25%. Only 14% of users accessed any political party websites during the campaign, and only 2% looked at blogs. On this evidence disintermediation is largely a myth, and political parties  will continue to have to rely on the mainstream media to reach the bulk of  voters online

 MOST POPULAR ELECTION WEBSITES, 2005 GENERAL ELECTION

%ever viewing this news source during the General Election

                                                % internet audience                 % total audience

	BBC News
	78%
	22%

	Guardian
	16%
	 4%

	Google News
	15%
	 4%

	Any Party website
	14%
	 3%

	MSN
	13%
	 3%

	Yahoo
	11%
	 3%

	Sky
	8%
	 2%

	Channel 4
	8%
	 2%

	CNN
	7%
	 2%

	ITV
	7%
	 2%

	Times Online
	7%
	 2%

	Electoral Commission
	5%
	 1%

	Any Weblog
	2%
	  Less than 0.5%


Source: BBC/MORI citizenship survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

The dominance of the BBC News website means that, as a single channel of communication, it provides an election news audience larger than that of any newspaper, and equal in size to the Radio 4, Channel 4 News, and Sky and BBC News 24 audiences.

Other election news websites attracted audiences with particular characteristics.

Those looking at political news on search engine sites, for example, tended to have a higher proportion of working class viewers with lower educational qualifications, while the opposite was true for those who looked at newspaper websites.

Political activists were more likely to look at Channel 4 News and political party websites as well as the BBC. Young people also seemed slightly more drawn to search engine sites like Yahoo or Google, and the middle-aged (35-54) to political parties. Slightly more online news viewers read quality newspapers than tabloids; they were particularly attracted to the Guardian site, while tabloid readers tended to look at Google and ITV.com. The small numbers in the sample, however, make it difficult to attribute too much significance to these trends, although the attractiveness of search engines is clear.
Reasons for viewing online election news
Previous research has identified convenience and timeliness as the key factors that drive most people to view election news online (Ward and Lusoli, 2005).  The BBC audience election survey did not ask about convenience, but it did find that ‘getting the latest news on the political campaign’ was the top reason for going online. Other strong drivers were a desire to get information on party policies (59%), local candidates (49%) and election results (47%).  This suggests that straightforward information-seeking, as well as getting the latest news, were seen as the central functions of internet news.  Finding out background information, such as historical information or the state of opinion polls, elicited a middle level of response (31% and 27% respectively). And information about voting procedures and a desire for interactivity (to express views or ask a question) were much less frequently mentioned by the public.

	Main reasons why used any electoral web sites

	
	%
	N

	To get the latest news on the election campaign
	70
	193

	To get information on political parties' policies
	59
	164

	To get information on local area or local candidates
	49
	135

	To find out the election results
	47
	131

	To find out the latest opinion polls
	31
	87

	To find out historical information
	27
	75

	To get information about the voting process
	12
	34

	To express views or ask a question
	11
	29

	No reasons to go online
	2
	6

	Other reason to go online
	1
	4


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005

Multiple answers allowed

However, the reasons for visiting websites were quite different for those who visited BBC News website only, for those who viewed only other news websites during the election, and for those who viewed both BBC and other sites. This suggests that there may be multiple, and different types of audiences for different websites.

	Reported reasons to visit specific election websites

	
	BBC news only
	BBC news + one other website
	Other site(s) only

	To get the latest news on the election campaign
	62
	78
	65

	To get information on political parties' policies
	38
	79
	46

	To get information on local area or local candidates
	46
	58
	32

	To find out the election results
	57
	48
	33

	To find out the latest opinion polls
	33
	32
	29

	To find out historical information
	22
	35
	18

	To get information about the voting process
	9
	16
	8

	To express views or ask a question
	3
	16
	11

	No reasons to go online
	2
	1
	5

	Other reason to go online
	
	1
	4


Source: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, May 2005

Multiple answers allowed

These figures suggest that those visited more than one website for election news had different needs from those who just visited the BBC News website alone.  Those who got information from multiple websites wanted more in-depth background information on a range of topics, from party policies to  finding out historical information to expressing their views, while those just using the BBC site were particularly interested in election results. One interpretation of this data is that the audience divides into light users, who visited the BBC website alone for the latest news and election results, and a group of heavyweight users, who used multiple websites and had complex information needs. 
This impression accords with a cluster analysis of the general BBC News website audience carried out by BMRB in October 2004. It attempted to break down the audience into a number of subgroups.  Two groups, making up 25% of the audience, stand out, as particularly heavy news users.   ‘Professional news junkies’ (13%) were the heaviest users. They tended to be professional men, age 25-44, accessing from work, and were experienced users who used multiple news sources.  Another key group were characterised as ‘hi-tech chatterers.’ (12%). They were younger, accessed more from home broadband connections, and liked to read about or post opinions online. They also preferred the internet to television news. In contrast, there was a larger group (60%) of less frequent users. These included ‘offline news seekers’ (20%, older, less experienced), ‘entertainment hedonists’ (20%, who mainly viewed headlines or news about celebrities), and ‘teletext addicts’ (20%, family-oriented, and mainly used teletext TV news), while ‘news avoiders’ (14%) would only use the internet for major news events. (BBC 2004)

 BBC NEWS WEBSITE AUDIENCE BY TYPE, 2004

                                                                                                 % of BBC website audience

	NEWS JUNKIES
	Professionals at office
	13%

	HI-TECH CHATTERERS
	Young, broadband, home
	12%

	OFFLINE NEWS USERS
	Older, inexperienced
	21%

	TELETEXT USERS
	Children, at home
	20%

	HEDONISTS
	Working class, ents driven
	20%

	NEWS AVOIDERS
	Young, poor, just headlines
	14%


SOURCE: BBC/BMRB REPORT, OCTOBER 2004, CLUSTER ANALYSIS

Satisfaction with Online News coverage 

The internet web audience was more satisfied with election coverage than the television audience. Two-thirds (68%) said that website election news was the same as expected, while 25% said it was better than expected. And 90% said the amount of coverage was ‘about right’, with 7% saying there was ‘too little’. In contrast, 43% of the television audience said there was too much coverage, and just 52% said the amount was ‘about right,’ according to Ofcom audience research (Ofcom, 2005, p 16). One quarter of the television audience changed channels when election news came on.

The BBC website also had the highest rating in terms of audience satisfaction, although substantial numbers reported that no site was the best.  Overall, half the sample (53%) said the BBC website was the best overall, followed by MSN (5%), the Guardian Unlimited (4%), Google, Sky and Yahoo (3% each). About one in five said none.

The survey also asked which sites were best at different functions.  The BBC performed strongly in the areas of  ‘providing accurate and impartial information’(51%); ‘providing depth and analysis’(49%); ‘covering issues relevant to you’ (49%); ‘keeping up with the latest election news’ (48%); ‘explaining election issues in a way I can understand’ (46%); ‘finding out election results‘(43%); and ‘helping understand what the different parties stood for’ (42%).  Although not rated as highly, other sites gained appreciation for particular features in their niche markets. The Guardian site was rated stronger than its average rating on ‘depth’ and ‘relevance’, while MSN scored for timeliness and explaining issues simply. Political party sites were mainly seen as useful for providing voting information and party positions. One striking weakness was the poor performance of the other newspaper websites, the Election Commission site, and CNN, who were not rated best by anyone in the sample. 
However, the survey also revealed areas where there was considerable dissatisfaction. Two-thirds of online users did not know where to turn to get information about the voting process – despite the fact that this had been identified as a key priority by BBC qualitative electoral research. More than half felt that no site was best at providing coverage of the issues in their own local area.  And just under half did not know where to turn to in order to find out election results. Given that the online news audience seems relatively sophisticated and politically knowledgeable, this suggests that there are potentially unmet needs in the election news online market.

Why is the BBC so dominant in the provision of election news online? 
The BBC website’s strong position as a provider of election news stands out. It has three-quarters of the election market, as compared to two-thirds of the overall news market. 
 Three types of explanation suggest themselves. First, trust in the impartiality of the source may be particularly important in the online context. The BBC has a long-established reputation for trust and impartiality during election coverage. For example, 80% of the BBC News audience said it was fair to all parties in the 2005 election, in contrast to only 59% who said the same about Sky News. (Ofcom, 2005). An ITC survey in 2002 suggested that the BBC and ITV were seen as impartial by 90% of the audience, more than any other source.  Newspapers, especially tabloid papers, were much less trusted.(Hargreaves, 2002) 

PERCEPTIONS OF BIAS IN BBC GENERAL ELECTION COVERAGE

                                     1997                             2001                            2005

	Fair to all parties
	61%
	66%
	79%

	Unfair to LibDem
	11%
	 8%
	7%

	Unfair to Labour
	 7%
	 5%
	6%

	Unfair to Tories
	 7%
	 11%
	6%

	TOTAL UNFAIR
	 39%
	  34%
	20%

	
	
	
	

	No opinion/DK
	45
	41
	Not recorded


Source: Ofcom, Viewers and Voters: Attitudes to television coverage of the 2005 General Election, September 2005,fieldwork 6-16 May, N= 1,438; ITC Surveys, 2001, 1997

BBC News Channels Only; recalculated excluding don’t knows and no opinion

Secondly, the BBC made a major investment in website election content.  The BBC is committed by its charter to encourage political citizenship, and that is part of the justification for its license fee funding which provides a steady source of income. Such investment might be difficult to justify in pure market terms, given the limited lifespan of an election website and the concentration of page views on just one day.
Thirdly, there is the ‘winner-take-all’ phenomenon on the web. The BBC established a strong election web presence in the 2001 election. Established sites are difficult to dislodge if they become nodes with many links from other sites. Most studies of the internet show that in any complex networks, a few sites will emerge with a dominant position, even within politics sites. (Hindman, 2003, Barabosi, 2000) Many people who use search engines to look for political news take a simple approach, looing for specific sites like the BBC rather than attempt more complicated searches. (Hindman 2006b)
The dominant place of the BBC News on the web means it is possible to broadly gauge the nation’s online news viewing habits during the election by looking in detail at its traffic and page views. This could provide a more accurate picture of what kind of news stories were actually viewed online, compared to the picture painted by surveys alone.

  CHAPTER FOUR: USING INTERNET ELECTION NEWS
This data in this chapter is  based on BBC server logs, which automatically record the number of times any given page is accessed during a particular time period (usually a 24 hr day), and also record the number of total users to the site and its various sections. These two measures are known as traffic figures (for the number of users) and page views or page impressions (for the number of times a specific page is accessed).
 People consumed election news in a very different way on the internet compared to media like TV and radio. Specifically, election news online was viewed episodically, with a dramatic increase in viewing figures at key times. Day-to-day, many viewers appear to have skimmed election news, while a substantial minority looked at in-depth features.. The key findings of the actual use patterns of the BBC Election website are: 

· Election results were the most accessed function of the website. News usage increased dramatically on the day after the election when full results were known. More than 80% of the BBC’s website audience viewed results online. At the peak that morning, 200,000 people per hour were searching for constituency results. The 2005 General Election was the biggest traffic day in the website’s history.

· News made up less than half of the total page views for the Election website Users accessed many other features, including opinion pages, audio-video material, guides to how to vote, opinion poll details, and target seats lists.
· Interest in the horserace – who was winning or losing – increased steadily over the campaign. Use of in-depth features, such as the opinion poll tracker and the seat calculator, which tracked the campaign, also  rose sharply in the last week. 

· The ‘monitorial citizen’ is alive and well. People do not access the site by searching for specific stories, but browse the front page to look at headlines and find  stories they are interested in. This applies especially to election news.

How people actually consume online news: survey and diary evidence

The usage and traffic pattern is strongly influenced by how people access online news.  

The survey evidence shows that the online news audience was a relatively sophisticated one, who displayed a relatively high degree of interest in political news and look at news across a number of media outlets.  But convenience (looking at news when I want) and timeliness (having up-to-date news) are the most important reasons people want online election news. This is very much a product of where and when they are accessing the web. Two-thirds are accessing from work, and the average site visit  (for the BBC as a whole) is just 10 minutes. So there is a paradox: the news audience is both sophisticated and tabloid, both looking for detail, and responding to snappy headlines and summaries. 
Only 40% check the news every day. Most look at the front page and one or two stories.

This type of viewer can be visualised from an online diarist writing in May 2004:
I log on to BBC News and then I get distracted by something that looks a bit more entertaining or a bit more like something I would read, from the local or the business section, or shamefully, from the entertainment section, and then I think I have been on the internet too much and go back and do some work again. 

(Beccy, 27,  marketing executive, Media Consumption project, Couldrey, 2006)
At the other extreme, there are the ‘news junkies’ who check multiple sites and look for in-depth background. One diarist, the only one in the project  for whom the internet was the  main source of news, would obsessively cross-check stories across a range of sites:

If I see something at a glance, then I might go on the Guardian site and if the story’s been headlined on there, find the names of key words and there’s somebody else online’s probably reported it, I can chase it from there. Usually Reuters have got stuff on it, or Yahoo which I think actually gets a lot of stuff from Reuters.

(Josh, 23, architectural student) (Couldry et al 2006)

Overall traffic patterns to the election website
During the month of the General Election, 6 April to 6 May, on average around 500,000 people a day looked at election news online – substantially more than normally viewed the politics section of the website. They viewed 1.7m election pages each day. But this represented only 10% of site users and an even smaller number (5%) of page views. Even in the last week of the campaign, the number of unique visitors increased only modestly to around 600,000 per day, with around 2.5m daily page impressions.

Things changed dramatically on the day of the election, and especially on the day after, when the full results became known. On election day, Thursday 5 May, the number of users of the election site tripled to 1.5m people, or third of the total audience, and they looked at 8 million pages (and an additional 8m viewed the results on the news ticker).  These figures were big enough to push the total news audience up to 4.3m.

Even more dramatic were the figures for Friday, 6th May, when the results were known nearly in full. The number of people viewing election news doubled again to 3m. Four out of five UK viewers who visited the site that day went to election news and half of all the page views on the BBC news site – 25m out of 50m - were for election news. So, on results day, usage of election news increased tenfold compared to the campaign itself. The size of the audience and the total number of page views were both new records for the volume of site traffic. And the number of election stories viewed by each user also increased dramatically, from 2.2 pages per person at the beginning of the campaign, to 9.3 pages per person on results day.

INTENSITY OF ELECTION NEWS USAGE, BBC NEWS WEBSITE

%accessing election news 

	
	FIRST DAY  of election
	LAST DAY-election results

	% USERS 
	15.8% (23.6% UK users)
	62.5% (80% UK users)

	% PAGE VIEWS
	 3.4% (4.4% of UK users)
	53.9% (62% UK users)

	AVERAGE # OF PAGES
	 2.2 page views per person
	15 (9.3 without ticker)


Source: BBC News server logs, 5 April-6 May 2005 (% accessing Election 2005 site) 

The figures suggest that there were perhaps 1m new visitors to the site on election day, while around 500,000 users had been following the campaign daily. But the largest group of election day users appear to be BBC News website regular users who increased the intensity of their use at election time.
The website audience election also peaked at a different time than the television audience. Traffic was very high on the morning of Friday, 6th January, with 200,000 users per hour accessing post-code searches for individual constituency results until 1pm. On results day, the online audience was three times the television audience. The figures were reversed on election night, when half as many watched online as viewed the television results programmes (which peaked at 6.4m, 4.5m were on BBC1, between10-1130pm).
This pattern of online viewing also occurred at the 2001 general elections, with page views on the BBC news website peaking at 9m page views on the Friday after the election. The BBC election news audience has increased threefold since 2001.
What sort of information did election news users want?
Those accessing the site on results day were looking for different sorts of information than those who were regular users of the election site during the campaign itself.

On results day, there was strong interest in local results, the future of the party leaders, and the number of seats lost. During the campaign, special features like opinion poll trackers, issues guide, and seat calculators were popular. As people become more familiar with such features, the number of straight news stories viewed as a proportion of the total declined from one-half to one-third of total page views. 

The number of page views received by top stories was strongly influenced by their placement on the top of the election home page or the front page. But for the site as a whole, nine of the top ten most-viewed stories were accessed on Friday 6th May, ranging from the lead story – “Blair secures historic third term” – viewed 729,000 times – to the 10th most popular story about the “shock win for Galloway in London”. 

MOST POPULAR STORIES, ELECTION RESULTS DAY
STORY                                    UK audience                            Total Audience

	ELECTION FLASH MAP
	2,286,000
	2,286,000

	SCORECARD
	   835,000
	 835,000

	BLAIR: I WILL  LISTEN AND LEARN**
	   491,000
	729,000

	BLAIR WINS 3RD TERM*
	   566,000
	668,000

	HOWARD QUITS
	   539,000
	567,000

	LABOUR TARGET SEAT
	   539,000
	557,000

	AT-A-GLANCE
	   332,000
	386,000

	EXIT POLL STORY
	   305,000
	337,000

	LIB DEMS DEFIANT
	   318,000
	328,000

	GALLOWAY FEATURE
	   274,000
	294,000


6 May 2005. Source: BBC News server files. Excludes ticker (17,566,000 downloads)

NB total election 2005 users: 3,049,000;   total election page views: 45,875,000

      Total site users:                 4,875,000;  total site page views         85,095,000

      UK site users                     3,805,000   total UK page views         74,032,000
*overnight lead story   **afternoon lead story
However, news stories overall only made up 30% of total page views on that day. The variety of means of viewing results – including the flash map, the scorecard and the constituency guide – took more than half the total page views. And news about results in the nations and regions, which had separate sites, accounted for some 15% of page views.

It is also striking that an unusually high number of page views – 7m, more than quarter of all election news – were just to the front page of the election site itself, where viewers could see all the main results and headlines at a glance.

This suggests that on election day, viewers were looking primarily for ‘horse-race’ information about winners and losers, including those in their local constituencies, rather than for any further in-depth analysis. There was  one analysis piece –‘Muted victory for Blair’ – that was the 11th most popular news story that day, with 242,000 people reading it, while an in-depth look at the issues facing the next Blair government – What’s in the PM’s In-Tray – received 85,000 page views and a piece asking who would succeed Michael Howard as Tory leader got 92,000 page views. Many people expressed their views, with  121,000 accessing the page ‘Labour Victory – Your views.’

Stores and in-depth features accessed during the campaign
On the day when the election was announced, around 600,000 viewers accessed election news. The pattern of stories on that day was much less interpretive, with straight news dominating, and only one feature making it into the top ten
MOST POPULAR STORIES,  FIRST DAY OF CAMPAIGN

STORY                                    UK ONLY                               TOTAL AUDIENCE

	Blair prepares to name day
	414,000
	522,000

	Labour cand joins LibDems
	 76,000
	 81,000

	Election off and running
	 66,000
	 72,000

	Election at a glance
	 37,000
	 44,000

	Peter Snow election alert
	 40,000
	 41,000

	Howard to start election
	 33,000
	 36,000

	Casino, ID bills lost
	 26,000
	 27,000

	Vote 2005 home page
	 26,000
	 26,000

	Govt drops ID card plans
	 19,000
	 25,000

	Election: Fun, Fun, Fun
	 19,000
	 24,000


Source: BBC Server Logs, 5 April 2005, page views (UK viewers only)

NB Total politics users: 603,000; Total politics page views: 1,380,000

       Total site users      3,800,000  Total site page views        40,548,000

      Total UK users      2,546,000   Total UK site pages         31,222,000

But it was not only news stories that were accessed during the campaign. There was a steady growth in traffic to a large group of in-depth features gave detailed information on where the parties stood on the political issues, how they were doing in the six tracking polls, what were the key target seats for each party, and who was standing in each constituency. There was also a section gave basic information on how to vote, and another that allowed people to estimate how swings in the voting percentage would translate into seat gains or losses for the parties (the ‘swingometer’).  And there was also an opportunity for people to express their views, including a ‘voters panel’, and reports from correspondents around the country on particular issues. The website also included a video News Player that allowed people to look at a daily video package of election news, and choose clips from a variety of BBC News sources. And manifesto launches were streamed live, while the BBC Parliament channel was also available in video on the web
BBC ELECTION WEBSITE TRAFFIC FIGURES: IN-DEPTH FEATURES

MOST POPULAR ELECTION WEBSITE FEATURES EXCLUDING RESULTS

	
	5-9 APRIL
	10-16 APR
	17-23 APR
	24-30 APRI
	1-5 MAY

	SEAT CAL
	162,000
	563,000
	672,000
	744,000
	1,143,000

	POLL TRA
	326,000
	372,000
	417,000
	715,000
	1,033,000

	ISSUES
	200,000
	287,000
	272,000
	420,000
	554,000

	SWING
	316,000
	275,000
	197,000
	306,000
	557,000

	CONSTITU
	 63,000
	179,000
	171,000
	205,000
	620,000

	BASICS
	195,000
	205,000
	172,000
	213,000
	344,000

	COMMENT
	103,000
	239,000
	212,000
	3O8,000
	256,000

	NEWS (%)
	47%
	51%
	45%
	43%
	38%


Page impressions weekly 5 April – 5 May 2005; source BBC News server logs

See Appendix II for full details and web address of these in-depth features
Large numbers of people looked at these devices over the course of the campaign. Overall, 3.3m people looked at the seat calculator, 2.8m at the poll-tracker, 1.7m at the issues guide, and 1.6m at the swingometer.  And rising numbers of people looked at these features as the campaign progressed, particularly those relating to the ‘horse-race.’  In the first week, just 326,000 had accessed the poll tracker, but by the final week of the campaign some 1.03m were viewing it. Similarly, 1.14m accessed the seat calculator in the final week, compared to just 162,000 in the first week. Interest in finding out about local candidates also rose sharply during the election.  Interest in the swingometer and other election games started well, but fell back before reviving near election time. Other features had more steady use. There was substantial interest in issues, but it was spread more evenly over the campaign. Voter information was accessed by 1.2m viewers, rising to 344,000 in the final week of the campaign. It is noteworthy that interest in expressing an opinion peaked in the last but one week of the campaign, when the controversy over the leaked Iraq war memo sparked controversy. Video viewing was also steady, with no peak like the Prescott punch in the 2001 election to spark particular viewer interest.
User patterns vs. survey evidence

One of the striking findings when examining the actual server logs is that people’s actual experience of using the BBC news website appears to diverge considerably from the picture that emerges from survey evidence. For example, getting election results was only the fourth most popular reason for accessing election news online, according to the survey, yet it was by far the most popular actual usage of the site.  Certainly, usage patterns confirm that getting the latest news was important. But they raise a question as to whether people really wanted to seek information on party policies (59%) and local candidates (49%) as much as they said in the survey. Conversely, almost as many sought basic information about how to vote as information on issues, despite the fact that only 12% said they were looking for voting information online. This is not perhaps surprising as this was a key function identified by qualitative research as something which people ‘wanted to know but were afraid to ask’. So some people might have been too embarrassed to mention it in a survey. 

Reach and daily viewing

Some discussion is also needed about the difference between the numbers who ever used the BBC news website for election news – some 22% of the adult population, or 8m people – and the size of maximum audience (3m) and the average daily audience (0.4m).

These figures suggest an unusually high gap between daily visitors and monthly reach, suggesting that many people only viewed election news infrequently (once or twice during the election). However, it may be that we are undercounting the election traffic, in the sense that people who just viewed the front page, but did not click on the election site, still would have seen a headline and summary of the main election story each day. And as half of all site visitors come to the front page, this would be more consistent with the relationship between the daily visitors and the monthly reach for the BBC News website as a whole, which is roughly 3:1.  If we make that adjustment to the peak viewing figures, where one would expect a higher-than-average proportion of the election news audience to be logging on, that would  increase the BBC election audience from 3m to 4.5m, and would mean that 60% of reported survey audience, rather than 40%, looked that day.
Why did usage patterns diverge from reported preferences?

 First, research shows that most people have a preference for the ‘horserace’ as the most exciting part of election news.  It may be that the nature of this particular campaign, where there was little real ideological debate, meant that  the horse-race (especially when the polls tightened in the last week) might have  been the most interesting bit.  

Secondly, users were probably strongly influenced by page placement, navigation, and layout. Front page top stories on the election were almost always about the horserace, and so were many in-depth features  were the subject of a special promotion. It may also be that lack of placement, navigation or promotion reduced the audience for other types of information that audiences were seeking. Clearly some people felt they could not find information about how to vote, about local issues, and even about election results.
And thirdly, viewers might be overstating their interest in issues or candidates in the survey – especially those who are less interested in politics or did not vote.  They may be the more casual viewers who essentially ‘stumble’ over election news when they go to the front page, rather than actively seeking out any detailed information.

Summary and conclusions 
This pattern of traffic and page views raises questions about the effectiveness of the internet as a tool of political mobilisation. It appears that the most intense use of the website was viewing election results, rather than engaging with the campaign itself.
However, it is important to remember that the majority of viewers went on the web to get extra, more detailed news about the election.  The internet news audience were exposed to a wide-ranging diet of political news on TV and radio daily during the campaign itself.  What these viewers were seeking when results came in was a more detailed understanding of their consequences for the parties and the country, as well as finding out who had become their local MP. The average viewer looked at 9 stories that day.
In addition, the huge peak viewing figures meant that some new viewers who had never before looked at BBC News online were attracted to the site. Many of these were likely to become regular online news viewers.  The BBC online audience increases after such events. US research has confirmed that the spike in online news after key events  is one of the mechanisms that have led to increased news viewing overall. (Pew 2006).

People who viewed election news online were exposed to a large variety of stories. Those who looked just at the home page or election page would have seen more headlines, summaries and features (20 or 30 per day) than if they watched the main television news with 8-10 separate items on each bulletin. And each online story has twice as much content as a television news item. Reading the main election story each day would have given them a good overview of the shape of the campaign. The ‘monitorial citizen’ in a time-strapped world who only wants a news overview is well-served by the internet.
substantial numbers of users – more than half during each week of the campaign – went beyond the news to look at the in-depth features on the  site, and thus got more detailed information about politics that would have been available to the average television or radio viewer.  Pure news made up less than half of all website use, and decreased over the course of the campaign. Users made wide use of a sophisticated set of tools, including the swingometer, seat calculator, comparative issues guide, and poll tracker, to analyse themselves key data sets for the election.  And they took part in substantial numbers in interactive forums, message boards, and discussions.  They also sought basic information about voting and local candidates as well as viewing key interviews that they may have otherwise missed on BBC TV or radio.

Finally, we have to remember that the increased internet use took place at a time when the election was a complete turn-off for much of the electorate.  One month after it ended, only 5% of citizens mentioned it as ‘recent public issue that has been particularly important to you’ in one social survey (Couldry, 2006), while one quarter switched off or changed channels when election news appeared on television. (Ofcom 2005). Despite the growing attraction of the internet as a source of information to young people, as the BBC recognised in its Kevill review of political coverage, there is no major bullet by which the media can re-engage the  public with Westminster politics. Nevertheless, that does not mean that the public is disinterested in politics as a whole, or finds the internet a useful source for such interests. (Kevill, 2003; Couldry, 2006)
CHAPTER FIVE: THE 2004 US PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION ONLINE
In contrast to the UK, American political commentators on both left and right agreed that the internet played a key role in the 2004 US presidential election.   More people watched election news than ever before, and more used the internet to actively engage in political campaigning. The way the internet was used in politics also changed, with new innovations in the use of online devices like meet-ups and blogs. For some, like Howard Dean’s campaign manager Joe Trippi, people were entering a new age of internet politics.

I am convinced that internet politics will be defined in opposition to broadcast politics, and by its potential to fix many of the problems broadcast politics creates (such as): civic disengagement; the dumbing-down of the American electorate; the insidious corruption of our politics due to the disproportionate influence of wealthy donors and corporations; and various other diseases of broadcast politics, including attack ads, governing by sound bites and celebrity politics. (Trippi, 2004 p 226)

And on the right, Michael Barone describes a networked Republican campaign that raised an army of volunteers using email and electronic databases to find committed voters.
Presidential campaigns from 1968 to 2000 spent most of their time, money, and psychic energy on devising television ads to appeal to undecided and weakly committed voters. Bush-Cheney 04 spent unprecedented amounts of time, money and psychic energy on networking – making connections to voters...in Information Age America, the Bush campaign strategy was more effective. (Barone, 2005)

How was the internet actually used by the US electorate to get news and information about the campaign in 2004?   As the internet became increasingly important, internet users were increasingly the target of two highly charged political campaigns, eager to mobilise their supporters to turn out and vote, and who both felt the stakes were too high for them to fail. At the same time, internet news seekers were operating in a US media universe that was increasingly fragmented and polarised, where the public had little faith in the ability of the mass media to tell the truth and avoid bias during the campaign.
The fragmented media world
The political news universe in the US has become fragmented, with cable television and the internet moving to replace broadcast television and newspapers as sources of news.

According to the Pew Research Centre, between the 2000 and 2004 election cycle, the attractiveness of national television news and newspapers as a place where Americans regularly learned about the campaign has declined dramatically – by around 10%.
SOURCES OF POLITICAL NEWS FOR AMERICANS, 2000 AND 2004
% of population using as one of its main sources (up to 2 answers allowed) 
                                           2000                               2004                           % change

	Local TV news
	48%
	42%
	-6%

	Cable  TV news
	34%
	38%
	+4%

	Network TV news
	45%
	35%
	-10%

	Daily newspaper
	40%
	31%
	-9%

	TV news magazines
	29%
	25%
	-4%

	Talk Radio
	15%
	17%
	+2%

	Internet
	9%
	13%
	+4%

	Comedy TV Shows
	6%
	 8%
	+2%


Survey details: Telephone Sample 1,506 adults between 19 Dec 2003-4 Jan 2004 “Cable and Internet Loom Large in Fragmented Political Universe,” Pew, January 11, 2004.

The fragmentation is particularly marked for young people. For this group, the internet – and comedy TV shows like The Daily Show and Saturday Night Live – is just as important as sources of news information as network television news. The only medium that is more important to young people is cable television news, which is only cited by  one-third of young people.

SOURCES OF POLITICAL NEWS FOR YOUNG AND OLD AMERICANS, 2O04
% of population using this as one of main sources (up to 2 answers allowed)
                                   18-29                            30-49                             50+

	Local TV news
	29%
	42%
	49%

	Cable  TV news
	37%
	37%
	40%

	Network TV news
	23%
	32%
	46%

	Daily newspaper
	23%
	27%
	40%

	TV news magazines
	26%
	19%
	30%

	Talk Radio
	16%
	18%
	18%

	Internet
	20%
	16%
	7%

	Comedy TV Shows
	21%
	 6%
	 3%


Survey details: Telephone Sample 1,506 adults between 19 Dec 2003-4 Jan 2004 “Cable and Internet Loom Large in Fragmented Political Universe,” Pew, January 11, 2004.

.

The fragmentation of the news has led to lower levels of knowledge about political candidates, with those relying on entertainment programmes for news particularly poorly informed. (Pew, 2004) 

Looking to the future, the internet looms even larger as the key news source for young people.  According to a survey of 18-34 year-olds, 44% expect to use the internet more in three years time for news, compared to only 5% who expect to use it less - a far higher rate of adoption than for other media sources such as newspapers and television news.
 YOUNG PEOPLE’S PREDICTED FUTURE USE OF NEWS SOURCES 
Do you expect to be using this source more, less or the same in the future for news?
                                   Will use more               Will use less                 Net difference

	Internet
	44%
	5%
	39%

	Newspapers
	25%
	17%
	8%

	Local TV News
	25%
	11%
	14%

	National TV News
	18%
	13%
	5%

	Cable TV news
	22%
	12%
	10%


Source: Abandoning the News, Carnegie Corporation, 2005 (18-34 year-olds, May 2004)

And these same young people rated the internet best for news that is ‘up-to-date, ‘useful’, ‘entertaining’, and available ‘only when I want it’; the internet rated lower only on ‘trustworthiness’ when compared to television news.  Newspapers were not rated the best in any category. (Carnegie 2005). This raised the question of whether in the US substitution is taking place, with young people turning away from conventional news sources, so that that the news viewing habits among the next generation will be different.
Trust and partisanship
One problem with a fragmented media world is that it makes it more difficult for the public to trust the providers of news. Levels of distrust have indeed risen sharply, and news audiences are increasingly polarising by political party affiliation. Substantial numbers of the public now prefer news which has a particular point of view.

Turning first to trust in the media to report on politics in an unbiased way, only 38% of the public believed that in the 2004 campaign, a drop of 10% in just one election cycle. More Democrats than ever before believed that coverage has tilted towards the Republicans, although conservative Republicans are more likely than any other group to perceive campaign bias in media coverage. 

PERCEPTIONS OF BIAS IN PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN COVERAGE
Do you think news organisations are biased in favour of..?

                        1996                            2000                             2004

	Democratic bias
	20%
	19%
	22%

	Republican bias
	14%
	13%
	17%

	No bias
	53%
	48%
	38%

	Don’t Know
	13%
	20%
	22%


Survey details: Telephone Sample 1,506 adults between 19 Dec 2003-4 Jan 2004 “Cable and Internet Loom Large in Fragmented Political Universe,” Pew, January 11, 2004.

The same survey shows that one-quarter of the population wants to get its news from sources that reflect its point of view.  One of the more remarkable facts about US news viewing habits is how they have become polarised by political party. There has been a sharp decline in Republicans watching network television news, and a rise in the amount of news they get from talk radio or Fox News. 

        MAIN SOURCES OF CAMPAIGN NEWS BY POLITICAL PARTY

                                     Republicans                 Democrats                   Independents

	Newspapers
	38%
	43%
	36%

	Network TV News
	24%
	40%
	30%

	CNN cable news
	20%
	27%
	20%

	FOX TV  news
	29%
	14%
	17%

	Radio
	20%
	12%
	13%

	Internet
	11%
	12%
	16%


Survey details: Telephone Sample 1,506 adults between 19 Dec 2003-4 Jan 2004 “Cable and Internet Loom Large in Fragmented Political Universe,” Pew, January 11, 2004.

Further analysis of the Pew data has confirmed the emergence of sharp polarisation of television news audiences in 2004, with Fox viewers preferring news that shares their point of view, and selectively tuning out of unfavourable news (Morris, 2005)

Fox News viewers and those for whom radio was the main source of election news strongly believed that there was Democratic bias (by 38% to 14%, and 33% to 12%), while the viewers of other news media such as newspapers and network news split evenly on whether there was bias towards the Republicans or Democrats. (Pew, 2004)

The growing preference for politically-orientated news has raised new problems in the relationship between the public and journalists. The overwhelming majority of journalists (80%) believe that it was a bad thing if news organisations had a political point of view, but only 53% of the public agreed. Conversely, half of the public (48%), but only 11% of journalists, think that news organisations were “often inaccurate.” On the right, there is a widespread belief that the media exhibits ‘liberal bias’ (Goldberg, 2003). Research has found fewer conservatives among journalists than the public (9% as compared to 38%), although most journalists are self-rated ‘moderates’ (Annenberg 2005). 

Internet news seekers have only a slightly smaller preference for partisan news. One survey found that 25% of dial-up users, and 20% of broadband users, wanted partisan news, as compared to 32% of non-internet users. Interestingly, 18% were ‘contrarians’ who also wanted  news that ‘challenged their point of view.’  Another finding was that 29% of internet news users were ‘selective reinforcers’ when it came to issues: they knew a lot about arguments in favour of their own candidate’s position but relatively few made by the opposing side. (Pew 2004a).
The internet news audience

Among internet users, the web has become an increasingly important source of electoral news, although even for such users, television news is still the most important source.
Overall 29% of the public viewed news about the election online, compared to 18% of the public in the 2000 election and just 4% in the 1996 election.  And more people cite the internet as one of their main sources of news about the presidential election campaign, with 18% saying it was one of their two main sources, compared to just 11% in 2000 and 3% in 1996 (Pew 2005a). But only 6% say it is their main source overall.
GROWTH IN INTERNET USE OVER THREE US ELECTIONS
% of population using the internet as source of campaign news
                                          1996                             2000                              2004
	Ever used as source
	4
	18
	29

	One of two main sources
	3
	11
	18

	Main source
	1
	4
	6


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Surveys, reported in “Cable and Internet Loom Large in Fragmented Political Universe,” Pew, Jan 11, 2004.

As the internet audience has grown larger, it has also become more mainstream. In 2004 there was relatively little difference between the proportion of men and women who looked at online campaign news; there was a sharp rise in the proportion of black, and especially Hispanic users of internet campaign news, and an increasing proportion of older Americans are now online news consumers. However, although more people with lower income or educational levels are accessing the net for campaign news, there are still considerable differences on these variables (for example, 35% of high school graduates viewed election news online, as opposed to 65% of college graduates).(Pew)
Media used by internet audience
Access to the internet, and in particular using a high-speed broadband connection, appears to change media habits.  For broadband news viewers, the internet has overtaken newspapers as a source of political news. And the internet has become the main source of news overall for those people who have high-speed internet connections both at home and work (51% of that group cite the internet, and just 33% use newspapers.) However, internet users are more likely to seek multiple sources of campaign information. On an average day, broadband users looked at 3 sources, dial-up users 2.7, and non-internet users 1.7 sources. Broadband internet users do not look at most news sources any less.
MAIN SOURCES OF CAMPAIGN NEWS FOR INTERNET USERS

                                     Non-internet users      All internet                   Broadband at home
	Fox TV News
	15%
	21%
	21%

	CNN
	18%
	20%
	22%

	Local TV
	24%
	15%
	12%

	NBC Nightly News
	14%
	13%
	12%

	ABC Nightly News
	14%
	12%
	9%

	Internet
	NA
	28%
	38%

	Newspapers
	40%
	38%
	36%

	Radio
	15%
	17%
	17%

	Magazines
	3%
	3%
	3%


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Survey, November 4-22 2004, N=2200

Within the internet news sphere itself, there is little evidence that the majority of those seeking news on the internet are bypassing the mainstream news organisations.  Indeed, 43% go to the websites of major news organisations,  28% go to commercial online services like AOL, and 11% go to local news organisations – as opposed to 6% who turn as a main source to candidate websites or 5% who go to specialist political sites.

MAIN SOURCES OF ONLINE NEWS ABOUT THE 2004 ELECTION
Where do you go online most often for news and information? 
% of online political news consumers (up to two answers allowed)
	Websites of major news organisations
	43%

	 News sites of commercial online services
	28%

	 Local news organisations in your area
	18%

	Candidate websites
	  6%

	Sites that specialise in politics
	  5%

	Issue-oriented websites
	  4%

	Websites of state and local government
	  5%


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Survey, November 4-22 2004, N=2200

 It may be that concern about the reliability of sources on the web leads people to seek news on well-known news channels. (Pew 2005a). Most people believed that information posted on news sites by the established media was reliable (Annenberg, 2005) 

Reasons for Viewing Internet News

As the internet news audience has become more mainstream, people's reasons for seeking news online have become more conventional .The most important reason that people went to online news sites was convenience, cited by 58% in the 2004 Pew survey, while getting information not available elsewhere or news with particular viewpoints has declined since 1996. But a significant minority are still seeking broader content. One-third of users said they accessed news websites “because you don’t get all the news you want from traditional news sources”, while one in ten wanted information was not available elsewhere, and 7% wanted internet news that “reflects your own interests or values”. Those who wanted news that was not available elsewhere were more likely to view issue-oriented sites and sites that specialise in politics than the general internet population.  The same applied to the small number who said they sought news that reflected their values. 

.

REASONS FOR USING THE INTERNET FOR ELECTION NEWS

% of internet political news users                           1996                      2000             2004
	Because it is convenient
	45%
	56%
	58%

	Don’t get all you want from traditional sources
	53%
	29%
	33%

	Get information not available elsewhere
	26%
	12%
	11%

	Get news that reflects your own values
	24%
	6%
	7%


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Survey, November 4-22 2004, N=2200

These convenience news seekers are also likely to be lighter users of political news.

The daily news audience is only a fraction of the total online news audience.  While half of all internet users accessed political news at some time in the campaign, only 17% (some 20m people) went daily to look at internet news (and 33% looked at any news on a typical day).(Pew, 2005)  Many people also access the most convenient sites for news.
Main US election news websites
As in the UK, the main news websites are also largely the main sources of election news.
TEN LARGEST US NEWS WEBSITES, JANUARY-OCTOBER 2004

	CNN
	22.9m

	Yahoo News
	21.4m

	MSNBC
	21m

	AOL News
	14.4m

	Gannett Newspapers (regional newspapers)
	11.7m

	IBS (regional)
	10.2m

	Knight Ridder Newspapers (regional)
	10.0m

	New York Times
	 9.4m

	USA Today
	 8.0m

	ABC News
	 7.6m


SOURCE: Nielson/NetRatings.  Average unique monthly visitors. Cyberjournalist.net

The US internet news universe is highly concentrated, with a few big sites dominating.

The top ten news websites divide between national and regional newspapers, television broadcasters, and news aggregators like Yahoo who pull together wire services and other sources rather than produce original material.

In terms of election news, however, the regional newspaper sites became less important, and Fox and Google News were more important. The political news universe is even more  concentrated: half of all US political news users (48%) went to just four sites (CNN, AOL, Yahoo, and MSN) – and three of the four top sites are aggregator sites. 

MAIN SOURCE OF INTERNET POLITICAL NEWS, US ELECTION 2004

% of internet election news audience 
	CNN
	20%

	AOL
	10%

	MSN
	10%

	Yahoo
	 8%

	MSNBC
	 5%

	Fox News
	 5%

	Local media websites
	 4%

	New York Times
	 3%

	Google News
	 3%

	Drudge Report, ABC, CBS (tied)
	 1%


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Survey, November 4-22 2004, N=2200

However, a substantial minority of internet news viewers also visited alternative news sites during the election, such as international broadcasters (including the BBC), political sites like Moveon.com, alternative news sites like alternet.com, or the sites of the political candidates.(Pew 2004b) During the campaign, one-quarter of the internet news audience  and one-third of broadband users went  to such  sites. 

Just as in the UK, traffic to election news websites spiked sharply on election day. CNN reported that its election traffic on election day was a new record of 372m page views, higher than the 307m on September 11, 2001. OL had a four-fold increase in traffic. Other sites like the Washington Post.com and the AP wire service also had big increases..
TRAFFIC TO TOP US NEWS WEBSITES, ELECTION DAY 2004

	News Website
	Election Day -1 traffic
	Election Day Traffic

	CNN
	1,572,000
	3,306,000

	MSNBC
	1,138,000
	2,770,000

	AOL Election
	    471,000
	1,996,000

	Fox News 
	    503,000
	1,179,000

	Washington Post
	    NA
	1,100,000

	NY Times
	    NA
	 944,000

	Associated Press
	  267,000
	1,035,000


Source: Nielson NetRatings, press release 5 November 2004, unique daily visits

The content of US political news websites

The content of major US news sites was given a mixed report in a study by the Project for 

Excellence in Journalism, which analysed ten leading news sites in January 2004 when the primary season was in full swing, and compared them to the same sites in the 2000 election.  They found that sites had come a long way in offering users a chance to compare candidates on the issues, and personalise and manipulate information, and they are no longer merely morgues for old newspaper stories. But compared to 2000:

The major internet news sites make less use of interactivity, contain less original reporting, have fewer links to external sites, and offer fewer chances to see and hear directly from the candidates on their election front pages than they did four years ago..

There is a long way to go before the major news sites fulfil the promise of a truly new medium offering interactivity, citizen involvement, and direct access to diverse sources of information. (Project for Excellence in Journalism, ePolitics 2004)

They also commented that ‘readers would be hard-pressed to find a lead story that dealt with anything other than the latest back and forth among candidates, or the horse-race.’

Half of the lead stories were straight news accounts, while 19% were about the horse-race, 16% were about candidates’ behaviour or leadership ability, and 11% were about tactics and strategy. None were about policy or issues. More than one-third (37%) of all front page online stories were wire copy from secondary sources (up from 25% in 2000).

Such news websites appear to provide the convenience and broad overview that most people want – but may not cater for the specialised needs of the politically committed.

Political influence: mobilising the committed online
A minority of the internet news audience, but a growing and influential group, are political activists who use the web to inform themselves and mobilise for political action. 

A variety of studies have identified a group of net-based “political influentials” who disproportionately influence the opinions of others, and who use the internet differently from the average online citizen. One study in December 2003  found that  7% of the population were ‘online political citizens’ who took an active role in trying to influence public opinion. They are young (36% are between 18-34), well-educated (59% with college degrees) and affluent (42% with income over $75,000), and two-thirds male. 

According to the researchers, they are key group that political parties need to reach – and at the early stage of the campaign they were much likely to make campaign contributions, volunteer to take part , and, crucially, influence others how to vote. (Durr, 2004)

A group of political activists was also analysed by the Pew post-election survey. It found that 11% of internet users went online to engage in political activity such as donating money, volunteering for a campaign, or finding out about election rallies, and one-third of internet users discussed the election through email. Pew also found that political activists viewed internet political news more intensely than average.  Fewer cited convenience as their main reason for getting news online,  fewer went to portal sites like AOL or Yahoo, and more viewed online news from major news organisations, political websites and campaign websites.

HOW ACTIVISTS AND NON-ACTIVISTS USED THE INTERNET

% of online political news audience                               Activist                   Non-Activist
	Looked for information on position on  issues
	64%
	49%

	Checked accuracy of claims made by candidates
	64%
	56%

	Got information about candidate voting record
	45%
	26%

	Registered opinion in online survey
	36%
	24%

	Contributed money online to a candidate
	17%
	 1%

	Participated in online discussion group about election
	14%
	 6%

	Viewed website about specific issues like gun control
	60%
	44%

	Visited Kerry/Edwards campaign website
	42%
	28%

	Visited Bush/Cheney campaign website
	30%
	24%


Source: Pew Internet and American Life Survey, November 4-22 2004, N=2200

Activists: taking part in campaign rally, donated money, volunteered for campaign work
The online activists also made more use of specific searches, for example, 64% looked for more information about the candidates’ positions on issues, 64% checked the accuracy of claims made about the candidates, and 45% got information about candidates’ voting records. The activists were much more likely to take part in online discussions, contribute money, or register their opinions online.

Kerry supporters were more active online than Bush supporters, with twice as many participating in online discussion groups and four times as many donating money online. They also reported that the internet had been more important in helping them decide how to vote. And Kerry activists were more likely than Bush activists to visit their own party’s website.
Did party websites mobilise activists?

The use of campaign websites increased dramatically in the 2004 election. Around one in four of all internet news seekers went to the website of a political party or campaign, with 20m viewing the Kerry website and 16m the Bush campaign website, about double the number who had logged on to Bush and Gore sites in the 2000 campaign. (Pew 2005) Traffic to such political websites tended to rise sharply in response to specific events, such as the nominating conventions and debates (Nielson/Netratings). The parties sought to mobilise visitors to their sites to become activists, with some success. A detailed analysis of their site content (Owen and Davis, 2005) showed that since 2000, emphasis had shifted from information to mobilisation. The sites had more interactivity, and more calls to action, compared to the previous election. However, half of visitors only came to the site once. More frequent visitors tended to be more politically active. The most popular activity was signing up to receive candidate email alerts, which half of those visiting party websites did (however, 30% of the sample said they deleted such alerts before reading them).  One in ten said that the candidate email alerts had made them more politically active, and around 10% reporting any online political activity.
New Forms of Online Campaigning: The Dean Campaign
One feature of the 2004 campaign was the emergence of new forms of political activism.
The pioneer of this development was the Dean campaign.  Howard Dean, an obscure Vermont governor who was opposed to the Iraq war, became the front-runner in the Democrat presidential primary campaign in the summer of 2003 by using the web to mobilise his supporters. Dean’s campaign faltered when he failed to win the Iowa caucus in January 2004, the first test of his appeal to a wider group of Democrats. The Dean campaign created several new online campaigning and fundraising tools that are likely to be adopted in future presidential and primary campaigns (Cornfield, 2005). These included news-pegged online fundraising appeals, the use of meet-ups and other online associational tools to organise supporters, the use of online referenda to help make campaign policy decisions, and the use of blogging to spread its message to supporters. The Dean Blog for America posted 2,900 entries during 2003, and received 314,000 comments. A content analysis by Matthew Kerbel found that the Dean blog was a positive, system-affirming contribution to political dialogue which included a sophisticated policy debate. (Kerbel and Bloom, 2005, Chadwick 2005) However, other research suggested that Dean supporters over-estimated their support among other Democrats because of the self-referential nature of the mobilising process.(Chadwick)
And the Dean campaign was dependent on the publicity of the mainstream media. Dean gained momentum when in July 2003 when the New York Times reported that he had raised more money online than any other candidate.  Even the majority of Dean’s online supporters received most of their news about the Vermont governor through conventional online news channels, not the Dean blog.  According to one study, around 25% of Democratic primary voters went online to access information about the campaign. This group was strongly for Dean in the early part of the primary campaign (his lead was 12% higher than for primary voters who did not use the internet).  Only around one in five of this group went to candidate or political organisation websites, with 75% relying on the main news websites to follow the debate. (Winneg, 2005)

Lessons of the Dean campaign

The main political campaigns took different lessons from the Dean campaign.  The Democrats concentrated on the fundraising potential of the internet, and managed to overcome their initial fundraising deficit by repeated appeals for online donations. The Kerry campaign eventually raised one-quarter of its funds online. (Chadwick)
The Bush campaign believed that the email list of political supporters which the campaign website generated was a key organising tool in mobilising volunteers to work locally in getting out the vote. It used database technology to link local supporters, to measure and reward their performance. The fact that turn-out among Bush supporters went up faster than turn-out among Kerry supporters that proved decisive in the Bush election victory that followed. (Chadwick; Barone; Owen and Davis)
Bloggers and the Media: Rathergate
Another key development in the US presidential campaign was the influence of political blogs on the news agenda. Although read by small numbers, a few key blogs have gained influence because they are read and respected by elite offline journalists and politicians. (Hindman, Drezner) The blogsphere scored one of its first political success when it picked up and criticised revelations about Senator Trent Lott’s racist remarks at the 100th birthday party of Senator Strom Thurmond. These were picked up in the mainstream media, and led  to his resignation as majority leader of the Senate in December 2002. 

In the 2004 campaign, allegations by respected CBS News correspondent Dan Rather that President Bush had avoided his required military service in the Air Force Reserve during the Vietnam War were attacked as fabrications by right-wing bloggers within hours of the story appearing on air. The story, which was based on documents CBS claimed dated back to 1972, was subject to withering criticism and typographical analysis as soon as CBS posted the documents on its website. By the next morning one important right-wing site, littlegreenfootballs.com, had duplicated the CBS documents with Microsoft word, which did not exist in 1972, and showed that they matched exactly. CBS News was put on the defensive, as a ‘firestorm’ of criticism swamped its local affiliated stations, its press department, and ultimately the corporate headquarters itself.  Within two weeks it was forced to withdraw the allegations as the mainstream media joined in the criticism, and key witness retracted their testimony (Mapes, Thornburgh). CBS launched a full-scale inquiry into the incident, which found errors in checking the chain of custody of the documents and in the supervision of the production process, but was not able to confirm whether or not they were forgeries. (Thornburgh, Goodale, Pein) The lead producer, Mary Mapes, who had broken the Abu Ghraif prison abuse scandal, was fired; Dan Rather decided to retire early as anchor of CBS News, and CBS News president Andrew Heyward later took early retirement. The right, which had targeted the old media, and especially CBS News, for ‘liberal bias’ for many years, felt triumphant. (Pein)
The yeoman of the blogsphere and AM radio and the internet took CBS down. It was to me a great historical development in the history of politics in America. It was Agincourt.

(Peggy Noonan in the Wall Street Journal, quoted in Pein)
This degree of influence of blogs was unusual, even in 2004. A careful study by Michael Cornfield found that the majority reflected and discussed news reports in the mainstream media, rather than set the agenda. Blogger power was ‘circumstantial’ and most bloggers were ‘buzz followers as much as buzz makers’. Bloggers were increasingly serving ‘as a guide for the mainstream media to the rest of the internet.’ But here the blogsphere had become a ‘political smart mob’ in which ‘communications technology amplifies human capacity for cooperation’. Key conditions that enhanced the bloggers’ power included: early agreement on the nature of the story; the urgent need for action during the election; the availability of online evidence; the high-profile nature of the target; and its inability to mount an adequate online defence. Some called this a ‘media lynching,’ while for others it was a key turning point in the development of political communications in America:
A quarter century before, even perhaps as late as 2000, the documents would have been widely accepted as genuine and probably never challenged; the Old Media monopoly at work. But in 2004 they were quickly discredited and it was CBS, not Bush, which had its reputation damaged. (Barone, 2004)
CHAPTER SIX: THE QUESTION OF AMERICAN EXCEPTIONALISM
These dramatic developments in the US election contest, from the Dean campaign to Rathergate, suggest that the internet was much more important in the US than the UK election. But do these claims stand up to scrutiny? In particular, are the numbers who used the internet, either for viewing election news online, or for political mobilisation, substantially different in Britain or America?  Remarkably, the available evidence suggests that there was no difference across a wide range of measures between UK and US use of the internet for political news or political mobilisation.  Americans were no more likely than British citizens to get their election news online; they used the internet in the same way and for the same reasons; and the established news organisations dominated coverage in both countries. And although Americans were more likely to visit candidate websites and donate money online, only a small number in both countries were mobilised to take part in online political action as a result of the internet, and only a small proportion of those who look at online political news are activists. This suggests that if the internet has played a bigger role in the US campaign, the explanation lies elsewhere than in its general attractiveness to citizens.
The size of the online political audience

Turning first to the overall numbers who went online to view election news, the proportion of the UK and US population using the internet is virtually identical – 27% of UK citizens, and 25% to 29% of US citizens.  This is big change from the previous election, when American online election viewing figures were 50% higher as a percentage of the population than in the UK.  It is also noteworthy that around the same percentage of those who have access to the internet view election news online in both countries– around 40%. The two US surveys differ slightly on this figure, mainly because Pew reports only  59% of Americans online, compared to 66% found by  USC..

How Many Look at Election News Online?
Did you go online to get news and information about the election?

                                                 UK                                           USA

	% OF POPULATION
	27%
	29%/25%*

	% OF INTERNET USERS
	41%
	52%/41%*

	% at previous election
	11%**
	18%


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

               **Coleman, Spinning on Web, 2001 Survey

               US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 2004

               *US(2): Annenberg/USC Digital Futures Survey

                (Internet users as % of US population: Pew-59%, Annenberg-66%)

The characteristics of the online political audience 
Secondly, the demographics of the internet election audience are similar. Internet news seekers, and especially political news seekers, seem to be richer, better educated and younger than average in both countries.  Although the figures are not exactly comparable, the US audience appears to include a higher proportion of older people, suggesting that the earlier adoption of the internet in America has meant that more people have become familiar with its use. On the other hand, the income gap among those using the internet for political news is, if anything, bigger in the USA.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF INTERNET ELECTION NEWS AUDIENCE

% of total election news audience in each category

AGE                                                   UK                                 USA

	Younger (18-34 UK, 18-29 US)
	41%
	28%

	Middle-aged (35-54, 30-49 US)
	36%
	50%

	Older (55+ UK, 50+ USA)
	13%
	22%

	INCOME*
	
	

	Lower (less than L15,500/$30,000)
	 25%
	21%

	Middle (L15-30,000/$30-50,000)
	 25%
	23%

	Higher (L30,000+/$50,000+)
	 50%
	56%

	EDUCATION
	
	

	Higher (A Level/College)
	58%
	46% (76%)**

	Lower
	42%
	54% 


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

               US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*UK income figures adjusted for 30% who did not report income

**US Education: Higher including some college (76%); college graduate (46%)
Television is the main source of election news, even for internet users
We now look at how people use the internet for political news. Firstly, they use it as a supplement, not a substitute for other news. Television is still the main source of news about the election in both countries, even among internet news consumers. Two-thirds of citizens in both countries say that television is their main source of political news, and only 5% cite the internet.  When looking at internet users alone, the figures are not directly comparable; but 14% of online election news viewers in the UK say that the internet has become their main source of news, while 28% of US online news viewers said the internet was among their main two sources of news.
MOST IMPORTANT SOURCE OF ELECTION NEWS: US vs. UK

% of population 

                                                 UK                                            USA

	Television
	61
	68

	 Newspapers
	18
	15

	  Radio 
	10
	 7

	  Internet
	5
	 6

	% of internet users only
	
	

	  Internet
	14%
	28%*


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005, N=1067

             US Pew Internet and American Life, fieldwork 19 Dec 2003-4 Jan 2004, N=1506

             *one of two main sources

Reasons for looking at online political news

Most users in both countries go onto the internet because it more convenient, although substantial numbers seek in-depth information that is not available elsewhere. 

. For example, the main reason that people sought political news online in the US was ‘because getting news online is convenient’ (58%. In the UK, 70% said that their main reason was ‘to get the latest news’. In another survey, 46% said the most important reason was that ‘information is available online all the time’. (Ward and Lusoli) Getting additional information (in the US: news and information you don’t get from traditional news sources) (in the UK: getting information on party policies or local candidates) was the next most important reason, cited by 33%-59%.  The desire to express an opinion or get a partisan view (‘because the web offers news sources that reflect your own interests or values’) were the least popular reason, cited  by only 7% of US users; while interactivity (‘to express views or ask a question’) was cited by only 11% of UK users,

Main Sources of  Election News
When looking at election news online, both Americans and Britons get most of their internet political news from established sources among the main news organisations, with blogs and political sites playing a relatively minor role.  

WHERE DID YOU GO MOST OFTEN FOR ONLINE ELECTION NEWS?

% of online election news consumers

UK                                                                   USA

	TV news websites
	80%
	Major news organisations
	43%

	Newspaper websites
	25%
	Local news org. sites
	11%

	Search engine sites
	32%
	ISPs (AOL, Yahoo)
	28%

	Any party site
	13%
	Candidate sites**
	6%

	Any other site
	12%
	Specialist sties***
	9%


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

           US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*UK: ever used this source; US: which two online sources used most often

*candidate sites: one of two main sources; 6%; ever visited: 27%

**specialist sites: sites that specialize in politics, or issue-oriented sites

In the US, the main sources of internet election news are the websites of the major news organisations and the websites of internet service providers and search engines like AOL. In the UK, on a slightly different measure, TV news websites, search engine sites and newspaper websites predominate. Blogs are not an important news source for the vast majority of the audience in either country

WHO READS BLOGS?

How often do you get news or information from online columns or blogs?

                                                UK                                            US

	% of population
	0.5%
	2%

	% of internet users
	
	3%6%*

	% of election news users
	2%
	


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

           US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*US – 4% regularly, 6% sometimes, 90% hardly ever

  UK – ever looked a weblog during the general election

In the United States, only 2% of the electorate, or 3% of internet users, read blogs regularly, and 90% of internet users have ‘hardly ever’ read them. Over two-thirds of US internet users do not even know what a blog is. (Pew, 2005a) 

Higher degree of concentration online than offline

The internet news universe is more concentrated than the online world of journalism in both countries, with a small number of providers dominating.  But the UK is unusual in the high degree on concentration on just one source, with three-quarters of the audience

MAIN ONLINE SOURCE OF ELECTION NEWS

% of online election news consumers

UK                                                                   USA

	BBC News website
	78%
	CNN.com
	20%

	Guardian
	15%
	AOL
	10%

	Google
	15%
	Microsoft/MSN
	10%

	MSN
	13%
	Yahoo
	  8%

	YAHOO
	11%
	MSNBC
	  5%


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

           US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*UK: ever used this source; US: one online source used most often

using the BBC News website. Still, in the US, the top five sites make up 53% of the election news online audience (These figures overstate the difference, as they are comparing whether UK viewers ever went to a site, with the one top site in the US) But it is noteworthy that sites that aggregate content account for three of the top five slots in both countries, and are growing as a source of internet news, especially for the young.
Using Online Election News
People are using the internet for election news in broadly similar ways in both the US and the UK. They tend to use internet news episodically, rather than regularly, and usage is driven by events, such as the election itself, or (in the US) the political conventions or debates. Even during the campaign, election news on the internet remains a minority interest. Only 17% of internet users (one-third of the news audience) looked at election campaign news every day in the US, while in the UK only 29% of BBC News website viewers look at it regularly  (three times a week or more).

VIEWING HABITS OF ELECTION NEWS SEEKERS
% of internet election news audience
                                                UK                                             USA
	View election news daily
	29%*
	33%

	% of pages: politics
	4.4%**
	5.4%***


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

           US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*UK: % of total BBC news audience views regularly (more than 3 times per week)   

**UK:  BBC website, UK visitors only, first week of General Election Campaign 

***US: Six major US news websites, six regional sites, fieldwork March/May 2000

            (Tewksbury, 2003), sample 44,000        

The number is even smaller if we consider the number of page impressions. Less than 5% of all news pages accessed were about the UK general election in the first week of the 2005 campaign. This is broadly similar to the data from the early stages of 2000 US campaign collected by Tewksbury, which showed just 5.4% of page views were about politics. Internet use spikes sharply on Election Day, when the majority log on to find out the results, especially in their local area, in both the US and the UK.

ELECTION DAY TRAFFIC ON SELECTED WEBSITES, US AND UK

TOP US AND UK NEWS WEBSITES, ELECTION DAY 2004

Number of unique daily visitors

	News Website
	Election Day -1 traffic
	Election Day Traffic

	CNN.com
	1,572,000
	3,306,000

	MSNBC
	1,138,000
	2,770,000

	AOL Election site
	   471,000
	1,996,000

	Associated Press website
	  267,000
	1,035,000

	BBC News website
	 3,800,000
	4,875,000*

	 - Election section only
	    603,000
	3,049,000*

	  -Page views/election only
	  1,380,000**
	45,875,000**


Source: US: Nielson NetRatings, press release 5 November 2004, unique daily visits

UK: BBC News website, log server files
*Election Day +1 (when results were known)

**page impressions to Election 2005 section; 6 April compared to 6 May
The spike in election news on the day of the election is a feature in both countries; and the intensity of use, and number of page views, goes up even faster than users as well.
Political influence and activism on the net

Many users in both countries report a positive influence on their political orientation. However, the numbers who have taken any political action as a result of the internet remain small in both countries, at around 10%-20%of all internet news seekers.  

POLITICAL ACTIVISTS ONLINE

% of online election news consumers

UK                                                                    USA

	Visited party or candidate sites
	14%
	Visited candidate or party sites
	27%

	Sought details of how to vote
	12%
	Got information where to vote
	22%

	Sent or received election e-mail
	13%*
	Sent e-mail urge vote for party**
	12%

	Any online campaign activity
	 8%*
	Any online campaign activity**
	11%

	
	
	Took part in online discussion
	 7%

	
	
	Contributed money online
	 5%

	
	
	Volunteered online to campaign
	 3%

	Political-social activist***
	15%
	Campaign activist
	20***


Sources: UK: BBC/MORI Citizenship Survey, fieldwork 6-16 May 2005

                       Ward and Lusoli, NOP Survey, fieldwork May 2005

               US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*Sent email 5%, received email 12%; online activity included online discussion, signing an online petition, or subscribing to online election news (these two items from NOP)

**% of all internet users, not just online news seekers (all e-mail users for that question)

***socio-political activist: took part in two of a list of activities such as urging others to vote, contacting MPs or councillor, taking part in fundraising drives, or campaigning

*** campaign activist: attended campaign rally or donated money to a candidate or canvassed for votes either by telephone or home visits during presidential campaign

The most significant difference is that one in four in the US, but only one in six in the UK, visited the websites of the main parties and candidates. But those political websites had only a limited ability to mobilise their audience to political action, with only 10% taking action as a result. Only 6% of the US audience cited them as an important source of campaign information.  The other main difference is the greater use of e-mail for campaigning purposes in the US. But this can be partly explained by the large number of unsolicited emails received by US voters. While 36% of all US internet users reporting receiving e-mails about the campaign or candidates, only 12% sent an e-mail urging people to vote for a particular candidate, 11% signed up for e-mail news alerts, and just 6% signed up to receive e-mail from one of the presidential campaigns. 
Self-reported effects of the internet

Substantial numbers  in both countries claimed that the internet had positively influenced their own sense of political efficacy and even more said that, in general,  the internet was a playing an increasingly important role  in political life.  For example, 40% of US internet users said that going online gives people more political power, up from 27% in the previous year, and 60% agreed that going online has become important to political campaigns.(Annenberg 2005).  It may be that the widely-reported press reports on the effects of the internet on the US election campaign had an agenda-setting effect, resulting in more Americans citing it as an influence in general. 
SELF-REPORTED POLITICAL INFLUENCE OF INTERNET

% of internet election news viewers

UK                                                                    USA

	More likely to vote
	16%
	Encouraged to vote
	23%

	Helped make better choice.
	18%
	Helped decide who to vote for
	27%

	More interest in election
	18%
	Important source of information
	19%*

	Encouraged to campaign
	 2%
	Volunteered online
	  3%


Sources: UK: Ward and Lusoli, NOP Survey, fieldwork May 2005

           US: Pew Internet and American Life Survey fieldwork November 4-22, 2004

*very important (33% somewhat important)

Looking at more specific reported influences, and taking into account cultural differences and differences in wording, the figures do suggest that the internet encouraged more Americans to vote, and more relied on it as a source of political information.  On the other hand, UK internet viewers reported that they had become more interested in the issues facing the country, and more likely to discuss news and current affairs with family and friends as a result of viewing election news online. Few became activists.
UK-US Differences: Implications and Explanations
These striking similarities suggest that as a medium of mass communications, the UK is not far behind the US in internet adoption. However, the data does raise the question of whether political parties in the UK have realised the full potential of the internet for mass mobilisation, and whether any of the new forms of political organisation will spread to the UK. Certainly, Alistair Campbell, one of the key organisers of Labour’s communications strategy, argues that they have not, and it is a generation gap:

Parties need to understand the web better, but I know from my own experience it is an uphill struggle. Only now are young politicians coming through who are familiar with its capacity and relaxed about some elements which intimidate older colleagues…we now live in an age where anyone under 30 relies on the internet as one of their main communications channels… to connect with these people political parties are going to have to view the web as an essential part of their campaigning mix rather than as an optional extra..(and as) an opportunity, not a threat. (Campbell, 2006)
However, there are a number of special circumstances in the US political system that currently drive US politicians more than UK politicians to rely on the internet to structure their campaigns. And there are also differences in the media systems in the two countries which could help explain the greater influence of bloggers in the US. 

Both in the US and the UK, politicians believe that the media is biased against them and if only they could communicate directly with their supporters,  things would be different. But this belief is more widely held by the public in the US, while in the UK people are generally more cynical about politicians than they are about the media.  The declining trust in the fairness of mainstream political news providers makes it more difficult for US politicians to use the mass media to communicate their message, because those messages are not trusted – and hence the rise of the ‘hypermedia’ campaign with its targeted marketing, email, and issues groups that aim to reach only specific audiences: in short, the use of the internet as a tool of direct marketing.  
Trust – or lack of it – is clearly an even bigger factor in explaining the rise of bloggers and their ability to influence the media agenda. In a highly polarised media world, there is a much higher degree of suspicion among the public, reinforced by competition among other news providers in a polarised news universe.  The media themselves feel less respected and therefore more vulnerable to attack, and the damage to their reputation more long-lasting. And their rivals are eager to investigate and confirm such allegations.

The specific structure of the US political system has an influence on the forms of online political activism. The most successful political use of the internet in the 2004 election, to get campaign contributions online, is clearly related to the much bigger role played by fundraising in the US than the UK. Campaign finance is the lifeblood of political campaigning in the USA, where the parties, pressure groups, and the presidential candidates spent more than a billion dollars in 2004. In contrast, the strict limits on campaign funding in the UK, and the ban on television political advertising, meant that UK campaign spending was one-fifth as high in proportionate terms.

Another US phenomenon which has no UK parallel is the presidential primary campaign. 

Every presidential campaign is essentially built from scratch, building a network of supporters and donors up to two years in advance of the election, and the internet proved particularly important in building a network of supporters in different parts of a large country, as well as raising money.  And the weaker US party system, with its looser connection to presidential candidates, means that such network-building continues to be important during the campaign. But it is noteworthy that the primary campaign that most embraced the internet failed to win the nomination, and that the party whose activists were more engaged online failed to win the election.

In the UK, the electoral system is based on local constituencies, and no one votes directly for the Prime Minister. Local politicians are more likely to rely on local party activists to canvass voters, rather than using either paid or unpaid volunteers, and voters in the smaller-size UK constituencies still expect to see the candidate in person and receive campaign literature through the door, not via e-mail. (Richard Allen, MP, quoted in Ward and Lusoli).  If one was to examine the way local Congressional campaigns use the internet in the US, the differences between the two systems would seem smaller – although the US Congressional districts are much larger in population and size.
Of course, that is not to say that UK politicians would not aspire to recruiting supporters or raising funds online. (Campbell, 2006) UK party websites increasingly focused on mobilisation in the 2005 election, and Labour even attempted a US-style donation drive. And 2005 saw the first online political advertising from the parties. But so far the full potential of the UK internet for political mobilisation has not been realised by the political parties. However, it was noteworthy that shortly after the General Election, the  Make Poverty History campaign used the internet to mobilise millions of young people in Britain and around the world to lobby politicians at the G8 summit in July 2005 against world poverty. 
CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSIONS

The internet is here to stay as a tool of mass political communications. In advanced post-industrial societies like Britain and the United States, increasing numbers of citizens are turning to the internet for news, especially younger people.  Looking to the future, the internet is likely to become even more important as this young cohort grows up, as technological advances lower the cost of computers and internet connections, encouraging people on more modest incomes to go online, and as education and computer literacy become more widespread in the population.

But the dream that the internet will replace the traditional mass media and allow direct communications between politicians and voters is, for the mass audience, largely a myth. In an age of cynicism, audiences for political news still prefer to go to news and information brands they trust rather than plethora of unknown sources on the internet.

And so far, it is clear that so far the internet is supplementing, not replacing other news channels. People who view the news online are more likely to use other news sources, and television remains the dominant source of political communication for most people, both in the US and the UK. The idea that internet political news is the cause of media malaise, a growing disconnection between citizens and politicians, is not supported by this research.  When people make an active choice to access political news online, they are likely to be more politically engaged and more active in civic life. Indeed, one of the most striking research finding was that using the internet for political news doubles the likelihood that young people will vote in the General Election.

Does the internet have a positive or a negative effect on political discourse?  
Of course, the fact that there is a correlation between political web use and political engagement does not prove that one causes the other. The research in this paper supports the notion of the ‘virtuous circle,’ where people who view the news online, although they are already more politically aware, become even more so as a result of their exposure.  Internet news users, especially those who are politically active, are more likely to say that they have become more interested in issues facing the country, and more likely to talk to friends and family about the news, as a result of watching the election online.

For politically active citizens, access to the rich potential of the internet for in-depth information, links, and interactive communication has become increasingly important. They disproportionately access online political news and use the interactive and in-depth features more intensely. And they are a key group of politically influential citizens who communicate their views to their friends and colleagues, and therefore affect others’ voting decisions.  Online political activists are younger and more interested in pressure group actions and issues than traditional political party members and reaching and mobilising them will be a key challenge for the political parties, who face a declining and ageing activist base at the moment. It is hard to imagine that this group is not affected in any way by its use of the internet for political information.

Of course only a minority of the online news audience are politically active or even regular viewers of election news. And not everyone is able to, or chooses to, view the news online. The internet with its greater selectivity allows many more people to ‘opt-out’ of viewing news altogether. Does that mean that internet divides the audience, as Markus Prior suggests, into one group that has become better informed, and another group of entertainment seekers who become less informed? And does it fragment the audience in the way that Cass Sunstein worried about, with internet users selectively looking at the news from their own partisan point of view, not being exposed to other arguments?

On the evidence so far, this is not what has been happening. Online audiences seek a wider range of news sources, including ones that are contrary to their point of view. The fragmentation and polarisation of the news audience that developed in the US in the l990s with the growth of talk radio and cable television news is less pronounced online, with most people still relying on traditional news sources. Most people just want to scan the news headlines, in order to get an overview of the news, either by coming first to the front page of major news organisation’s website, or looking at Yahoo or Google news, rather than searching for specific stories. The internet is still the ‘collective commons’ where a common political consciousness, and political debate, can still take place. This is particularly the case in the UK, where the BBC seems to serve that function, even in regard to interactivity and political debate. 

Such concerns would be more worrisome in the US if the internet was the sole source of political information; but that does not appear to be happening as yet. Internet news users use multiple sources of information more than others, and appear better informed about politics and current affairs.

But is it a problem for society if the gap in knowledge and understanding between those who use the internet and those who do not increases, and if internet also increases the gap between casual and intensive users of online political news?

In a broad sense, the digital divide is clearly a problem for society if some people lack an essential tool to access knowledge. It remains to be seen whether the broader initiatives to widen access to the internet will increase the numbers who view political news, however.

And this brings us to the problem of selectivity: is the internet essentially preaching to the converted, committed political activists, or it drawing in a wider audience to politics? Here the evidence is still not in; but this research among others points to the importance of internet political news in reaching young people, increasing their interest in politics and encouraging voting and other forms of political activism. Nor should the positive effects on political attitudes for other users be ignored. At a time when such episodic, user-driver consumption is becoming more typical of how all news will be consumed in the future in an information-rich but time-poor world, the internet is a positive force.
But does the way people actually use the internet for news  require us to revise our notion of the ‘informed citizen’ in the age of information abundance and time shortage?   

Doris Graber suggests that political analysts have over-estimated the capacity of citizens to process large amounts of  information, and suggests that even in the ‘golden age’ of television news most people quickly forget what they had seen. The internet is ideally suited to the ‘monitorial’ citizen, who scans the news quickly to check whether any of it is immediately relevant to them and only looks in-depth episodically when important events take place.  During key events, for example the July bombings shortly after the election, one-third of UK citizens turned to the internet for the latest news. And many people who clicked on news for the first time became regular internet news viewers.

US-UK Comparisons
This research has found that the UK has caught up with the US in election news online. Differences between the consumption of online political news in the US and the UK by the mass audience are small. Both countries are showing strong growth in internet news, with broadband adoption leading the way. Looking at the internet as a mass medium, the differences between the US and the UK seem small.  The same proportion of American and British citizens access the internet for political information, and they do so for broadly similar reasons. They are equally likely to be young, better educated, affluent and politically interested, with a minority of political activists who use the internet more intensely and more interactively. 

 But will the UK follow the US path in the development of new forms of internet political activism, and is the internet replacing other forms of mass communications? History and evidence suggest that the internet will add to, rather than replace other media. But the special conditions of the US media market, with growing polarisation and fragmentation, have amplified the effects of growing internet adoption among the young. In the UK
 newspapers and television news broadcasters have been more successful in holding onto their younger audience than in the US; but even in the US it is not clear that substitution will take place. The higher trust of the British public in broadcast media, particularly the BBC and ITV, has slowed the fragmentation of the media market and led to a high degree of concentration in the online world, at least for election news.
The differences in the way that political parties have use of the internet in order to reach political activists also have some elements that are specific to the American situation. In the US, the lack of a strong local party base has driven the political campaigns to make more use of the internet as a recruiting tool, and the central role of campaign finance in elections has led to a greater emphasis on online donations. However, although the internet may aid the outsider candidates, it is by means clear that it can overcome the inherent advantages of the incumbent or the more mainstream candidate. It is sometimes forgotten that the Dean campaign failed to win the nomination, and despite the Democrats’ greater use of the internet in the 2004 campaign, they lost the election.

 Nevertheless, the increasing use of the internet in this way highlights the fact that the web has a dual character: it is partly a mass media, and partly a direct communication device that allows direct contacts between citizens to develop in a way that harks back to earlier stages of political campaigning. It is likely that this element will become more important over time in both countries’ political processes. It is already evident that both in the UK and the US, non-party political activists (such as environmental groups and anti-globalisation protesters) have found it a potent organisational tool.

The future development  of the online election news

The growth in the audience for online political news has been extraordinary, both in the US and the UK.  Will this sort of growth continue in the future?  Probably, but at a slower pace. The growth in online election news has paralleled the growth in overall internet news use. Up to now, the main drivers that have increased the news audience on the web in the past have been the spread of the internet and the spread of broadband, which made people use the internet more frequently and for longer.  Both the US and the UK are now mature markets in this regard. The number of people using the internet, now at 60-70% of the population, is only expected to grow slowly, and the rate of broadband adoption is slowing down.  Future growth will increasingly have to come from other sources: increasing the proportion of existing internet users who access news online; and persuading the existing news audience use news websites more intensely.   The spread of web experience and self-confidence itself encourages more users to access news sites; and more exposure to such news site (for example, during big breaking stories) appears to encourage such visitors to become regular viewers. At the moment, many web news users do have a regular ‘appointment with the news’ online in the same way they did with TV and newspapers.  At the moment, only one-third of news users come to the site every day, but in the US two-thirds of heavy broadband users have become daily online viewers.

What about the audience needs in the future?  As the audience becomes more mainstream, timeliness and convenience will increase in importance as the reason people access news websites for political information.. But a specific factor for political news is trust in the impartiality of the source, which is of particular concern for web users.  However, a demand for more opinionated news, such as blogs, with its own distinctive point of view, is a growing trend in the US, and could  become more important here.  Another important trend is the increasing use of aggregator sites, such as Google or Yahoo, to access online political news, especially among young people. This is a double-edged sword for mainstream media providers like the BBC or the New York Times, since they gain more page views from cooperating with such services, but because people access individual pages rather than the home page, they stay on site for shorter. Since this trend – of accessing individual pages rather than the home page – is likely to continue with the growth of RSS feeds, individual web pages need to be redesigned to give a better overview of the rich content available the site as a whole. 

What sort of content will the audience want in the future?  The growing experience and sophistication of the political news audience suggests that viewers are likely to demand more depth of information and more interactivity.  From the audience research, there were clearly unmet needs for more local information about candidates and issues, which could include such information as voting records, expenses, and declared outside income. And many people said they did not get enough about how to vote, which could perhaps include details of local polling stations.  The demand for interactivity might include the use of interactive issues guides which allow people to see how closely their stance on the issues matches that of the political parties; such devices were common in US websites in 2004, and are also widely used in Europe (in the Netherlands, 25% of all voters access such a site run by a Dutch university). The audience is also likely to want more types of interactivity, such as links to external blogs as well as increased blogging by BBC journalists; online forums where politicians can be questioned directly; and perhaps the increased use of citizen journalists to report on local campaigns or local issues.

The election news is also likely to be viewed on a larger variety of platforms than before.

Video and audio packages and interviews, as well as party political broadcasts, are likely to be increasingly viewed on the web, with the emergence of podcasting and video-on-demand. In the US 45% of the audience viewed a political advertisement online. Increasing numbers of people in the UK also got election news via mobile phones and through interactive digital TV (the red button).  However, these audiences are quite distinct. As long as the web continues to supplement rather than substitute for traditional media like television, the audience for richer audio and video content online appears to correlate with the more politically engaged.  The interactive TV audience for political news appears to be quite different to the web audience and closer to the Ceefax audience in its characteristics; while the mobile phone audience, although the numbers are still small, appears to be much younger and early adapters of technology.

Will the BBC news website continue to play such a large role in election coverage? It is likely that the BBC will continue to invest heavily in the content of its election website, given its new Charter obligation of ‘sustaining citizenship and civil society’, and will continue to score highly on impartiality.  But the growing and sophisticated needs of the audience, could lead other sites, who are more tailored to specific niches, or which can be cross-promoted from their own offline media base, to invest more heavily in the future. However, the structure of the web makes it likely that the online media will continue to show a higher degree of concentration than the offline media. In the longer term, the structure of the UK online news market will depend on future decisions about regulation and the funding of public service broadcasting. The nature of the political news market in the US was radically altered by the combination of deregulation and the abolition of the ‘fairness doctrine’ in the l980s, and its effects are still being felt online.

Future research directions
There is now a substantial body of research that casts doubt the ‘media malaise’ hypothesis, at least in regard to internet election news. But there is still much that is unclear about the interaction between viewing political news online and political mobilisation. More survey and qualitative research is probably needed on specific groups, such as young people and political activists, who use the web. And more longitudinal studies will be needed to help untangle the relationship between exposure to news and political engagement.  More careful cross-sectional studies, with similar questions, could help identify more precisely the differences and similarities between the patterns of political web use in the United States and Great Britain, especially for political activists. One difference that needs more investigation is the increasingly influential role that political blogs are playing in the US, despite the relatively small number who view them; and in particular their influence on the traditional media and political elites.

And finally, the production of online news, as opposed to its consumption, has been little studied, especially in the UK. Are there interactions between offline and online journalism which modify the news agenda, or increase the pressure of the 24 hour news cycle? How have the sources used by both online and offline journalists changed?  And how does the relationship between established sources like wire services, existing journalists in the field, and citizen journalists play out in the online world? And what are the trends in market concentration and regulation that will shape the differences in structure between the US and the UK online news media worlds, and will they continue?

Final thoughts
In a little more than a decade, the internet has emerged as a potent force in the world of commerce, communications, and finance.  It would be surprising if the political and journalistic worlds were not also affected. And the pace of change in the internet world has accelerated, with new forms of online journalism, new platforms, and new rivals emerging in the last few years.  All these developments will contribute to new styles of news consumption based on greater viewer choice, and new styles of political communication that are more precisely targeted to particular groups

The way people look at political news on the internet, where they are free to choose which stories to read, allows us to feel the pulse of our political life. The fact that many people do not choose to access political news does not mean that the media is the cause of the malaise that may be affecting politics. Nor is it likely that the internet alone is the panacea that will reverse the growing cynicism about the political system and restore trust between politicians and the people, or invigorate political activism. But whether it realises its potential to transform political communications, supplying more information, more interactivity and more engagement than was ever before depends on people, not technology. How many citizens choose to take advantage of these opportunities will be one test of the vigour of our democracy.
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APPENDIX I: BBC NEWS ELECTION WEBSITE: Key features and addresses

Main Vote 2005 site:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/default.stm
Results Page  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/constituencies/default.stm
Election results flash map and constituency results  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/flash_map/html/map05.stm
Interactive Issues Guide: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/issues/html/grid.stm?s1=CON_UK&s2=LAB_UK&s3=LD_UK&x=9&y=11
How to Vote: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/voters_guide/html/default.stm
Swingometer: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/swingometer/html/labcon.stm
Key target seats http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/html/gainsandlosses_lab.stm
Seat Calculator: http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/seatcalculator/html/default.stm
Poll Tracker  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/polltracker/html/polltracker.stm
Have Your Say http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/have_your_say/default.stm
Voter’s Panel http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/have_your_say/4522415.stm
Election Weblog
 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/blog/default.stm
Election Bus: Correspondents Tours of Britain
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/vote_2005/frontpage/4448267.stm
Historic election results 1945-2001
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/past_elections/html/default.stm
2001 election results in detail: constituencies flash map

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/shared/vote2005/flash_map/html/map01.stm
APPENDIX II: CLICK-THROUGH ANALYSIS OF BBC USER PATTERNS

The server logs do not directly link the behaviour of individual users to the number and pattern of how pages are viewed.  To understand how users experience the website, tracking data that traces how individual users navigate through the website needs to be used. The BBC News website does not have such tracking data for the General Election period; but it did carry out such an exercise four months before the election during a two-week period 18 January- 3 February 2004. This survey, carried out with Omniture, revealed clearly the time-constrained way that most people use an internet news site. 

According to this data, the average viewer spends 10.5 minutes per visit to the BBC News website, and looks at 4.4 pages. But 1.5 of these pages are the home index page. So the typical viewer looks at the home page, goes to a story, clicks back to the home page, chooses one more story, and then leaves the site.  Nearly half of all visitors view the home page, and only 10% of visitors go directly to a story (either from a search engine or an RSS feed).  However, 40% of viewers just view one page – which is usually skimming the home page, or a sub-index page. Relatively few viewers use the links in stories to go on to get further information – even at its most successful, only one in ten did so. Generally, business and entertainment are most-visited sub-indexes from the front page.

ATTENTION SPAN OF BBC INTERNET NEWS USERS

	Average minutes on site
	10.5

	Average pages viewed
	4.6

	Average visits to home page per visit
	1.5


SOURCE: OMNITURE CLICK ANALYSIS, BBC NEWS WEBSITES, JAN-FEB 2005

THE AUDIENCE FOR INTERNET NEWS

	
	% OF ALL UK  INTERNET USERS

	ACCESS NEWS ON THE INTERNET
	72%

	BBC NEWS ONCE A MONTH
	48%

	BBC NEWS ONCE A WEEK 
	29%


SOURCE: BMRB/BBC OCTOBER 2004, SAMPLE: 1,503 INTERNET USERS
