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Introduction

In 1997, the New Labour government under Tony Blair was swept into power in the biggest landslide in modern British politics. Three years later, Clinton’s “New Democrats” experiment evaporated along with his presidency. President Bush took power, and after governing from the right for four years, won reelection in 2004. Since Bill Clinton left office, the Democratic Party has seen a string of defeats in 2000, 2002, and most recently, 2004. In 2004 John Kerry not only lost to President Bush, but the Republicans increased their hold on the United States Senate.


After working many long hours for the Democratic Party since high school, volunteering on six different campaigns, only one candidate I had worked or volunteered for had ever won. I could have blamed myself. Instead, I blame the direction of the Democratic Party and the after effects of Clinton’s rebranding efforts. Clinton redefined himself as a “New Democrat” at the expense of his party, while Tony Blair brought the party along with him. So I came to London to study how the Democrats could replicate New Labour’s successes and avoid its failures.

Over the last three months, I have spent at least three days a week working at the Labour Party in the Ecampaigns Unit. It was this internship that led to a narrower focus. After all, I was attempting to figure out how Democrats could start winning elections again – a task some great minds have set for themselves and utterly failed to complete. As my boss at Labour, Ecampaigns Team Manager Kate McCarthy, said to me when she found out I was trying to get Democrats to win and my girlfriend was in Berlin studying how to end genocide and ethnic conflict: “I think your girlfriend has a better chance of succeeding.” This wasn’t a reflection upon me – at least, I hope it wasn’t – but on the enormity of the challenge I set for myself. So I narrowed my focus. I have picked, after careful observation, lots of reading, and a good deal of thinking, the three elements of New Labour’s rebranding effort that I believe were most essential to its success. Then I set out to determine not how the Democrats could do the same, but how they could do the same specifically using ‘new media.’

‘New media’ include a whole range of communications technology that stand in contrast to newspapers, television, and radio. It includes, first and foremost, the internet – including websites, weblogs (blogs), and email. It also includes such technologies as PDA’s (personal digital assistants, like Blackberries); MP3 players, like the well-known iPod; mobile phones, that today can send text messages as well as take pictures and short movies; and digital television. These are the technologies of the future, and I set out to discover how Labour was using these technologies and how Democrats could take it one step further.

How New Labour Did It


This is just about as big a question to answer as “how can the Democrats start winning elections again?” But there were three specific changes that New Labour made that brought it electoral success. First of all, it successfully recast itself as the party of the future. This involved an emphasis on a new kind of policy. It backed up these pronouncements with actual action. New Labour was an exercise in rebranding but one that was backed up by real shifts in policy positions and the way the party worked. Thirdly, Labour won the values debate. It declared succinctly what it stood for and successfully exposed what principles drive the Conservative Party. New Labour won the hearts and minds of Britain by showing that their values were the better values.
The Party of the Future

In my first interview with Kate McCarthy, Ecampaigns Team Manager, she made a statement that really resonated with me, being a young student as I am. She said, “1997 was the election of the past against the future. The victory of Labour was also a victory for the youth of Britain. There was a tremendous amount of hopefulness.” I remembered all the times in 2004 when I was out campaigning for John Kerry, talking to people as I walked from door to door. I was hopeful that if Kerry and other Democrats won they would help build a better, fairer country. But the strongest emotion running through me was not hope but fear – fear of another four years of unchecked radical conservative tearing the country apart. Most of what I talked about, face to face with voters and over the phone, was about everything the Republicans had screwed up over the past four years.

George Bush, while running a deceitful and mean-spirited campaign, sounded the rhetoric of hope. He talked about how you could make a better life for yourself as long as government got out of the way and you did not vote for Democrats who would make it bigger. Kerry talked about how bad things were going and how he would fix them. We were pledging a return to 2000 while Bush was offering a vision for 2008. That we lost makes me give new weight to Labour 1997 argument that they were the party of the future. I do believe it played a very powerful role. Today, it seems like the Labour energy is fading. It is the new Conservative leader, David Cameron, who talks about the endless possibilities of tomorrow, while Labour talks – quite reasonably – about its successes of the past 8 years and – quite unreasonably – about Conservative failures in the 14 years before that. If New Labour seems to have stalled it is because it is in danger of losing its message and vision of a hopeful future; if the Democrats keep losing elections, it is because it has been some time since we expressed one at all.

Put Your Money Where Your Mouth Is

Philip Gould, in his book, The Unfinished Revolution: How the modernizers saved the Labour Party, said that Labour could have won the 1997 election based on Conservative sleaze and anti-incumbent sentiments alone. But he also said that approach had been tried in 1992, the year when the Conservatives pulled out an astonishing last minute victory. The Labour Party could not depend on dislike of Conservatives to help them win; they needed to give the electorate an actual reason to support them. Too many people did not trust the Labour Party. It had to change. So the Party went through an extensive policy process that successfully redeveloped how it tackles public policy issues.
The Ecampaigns table in Labour Party headquarters is right next to the table where the Policy Department sits. The depth of the change in policy was evident from some of the conversations I could overhear. I was amazed to learn, when I first started studying Labour, that it had been committed (at least in theory) to all-out socialist policies in the early 1990’s. I was even more amazed to hear, a scant 10-15 years later, policy workers make statements deriding “outdated command-control policies” that did not “accept reality or actually work.”
 But that even, was not as remarkable as watching Prime Minister’s questions and then chatting with the policy folks about tax policy. Blair had accused the Conservatives of being bad on tax, and I asked how it was possible for a progressive party to attack a conservative one on tax policy. I found out that by making the government more efficient, Labour was able to decrease the corporate tax, reduce the top tax band from 23 to 22, and create a new 10 band for lower income earners while all the while investing in education and healthcare.
The point here is not to be uncritical of Labour or to not acknowledge that there have been some tax increases, just called ‘fees.’ The point was that Labour had recognized what the Democratic left has not: just because the Republicans want to cut taxes for the rich does not mean that cutting taxes on the poor and middle-class is a bad idea. It is not. The debate does not have to be between big government Democrats and small-government Republicans; New Labour showed that it can between a fairer, more effective, and more efficient progressive government and a wasteful one devoted rewarding only the upper class. The minutiae of policy are not important. What matters is that by systematically reworking its policies, New Labour reframed the entire debate about the role of government to its advantage. Rhetoric alone would not have done that.

Winning the values debate

The transformation from Old Labour to New Labour involved a pretty titanic policy shift. This was epitomized by the revoking of Clause 4, which called for the nationalization of the ‘commanding heights’ of the economy. Those changes might have been popular with the general public, but they had to be correctly sold to the Labour party membership. Perhaps because the policy shifts were so great, Tony Blair had to spend an inordinate amount of time talking about Labour party values. He had to confirm to Labour supporters that the values were indeed the same. New Labour was only a shift in means, not a shift in ends.


Not only did Blair successfully sell Labour values to Labour, he ended up selling those values to the general public. Governing in a modern age is complicated, policy more so. Voters have little enough time to pay attention to campaigns, much less the nuances of policy. They want to know who you are and what you stand for. If they find someone who shares their values, they will vote for them. Bush realized this, and won the votes of significant portions of the voting bloc who had been and would continue to be hurt by his policies. Much was made of swarms of voters voting on social values instead of economic interests. In fact, conservatives in American try to dominate values talk by making it synonymous with their values. I was surprised, coming to Labour, to here how much not only the politicians but the staff talked about values. To the staff, values were not their thoughts on social issues but the reason they work so hard for Labour.


Tony Blair sold the country security, equality of opportunity, and an effective government that works hard for everyone, not just the few. You can go back and forth for hours (and I did, with some of the policy folks) about whether he and Labour have actually implemented those values. But the country knew what they were voting for. It is almost cliché today to say that Democrats were voting against Bush rather than for Kerry. It is only half true. They were voting against Bush’s values, against the principles that guide him and disgust us. But nobody vocalized those values coherently. Not like I have seen New Labour politicians do every day I posted their speeches onto the website, and not like the staffers did every time we put a news story up on the site to highlight a Labour value. Had Kerry better vocalized his – and all Democrats – values, he would have won.
Winning the Future with New Media

Becoming the Party of the Future

If a party seeks, as I think the Democrats must, to create a new image as the party of the future and new ideas, new media is essential. Labour used new media in 2001 for that exact purpose: “1997 was the election of the past against the future,” Kate McCarthy told me, “In 2001 Labour wanted to continue that momentum. We used the message of technology to show that Labour was forward-looking and the Tories were backward.” A party can not show it is committed to new ways of governing and a new kind of politics without using new media.
There are a number of ways Democrats can take advantage of new media to become the party of the future. First and foremost is to have a modern-looking website. The Labour Party site has gone through six incarnations since 1999, when Andrew Saxton came on as the first website editor. Kate McCarthy, who joined the Ecampaigns team in 2000, explained that those redesigns were intended to keep the site looking fresh and to take advantage of advances in the technology of the internet. In 2001, the team made extensive use of an emerging new technology that came along with the spread of mobile phones – SMS, or Short Message Service, commonly known as text messages. The Labour website contained a tool which allowed people to send text messages to their mates on the Party’s dime, with messages ranging from reminders to vote to promotions of Labour. In the 2005 General Election, the Ecampaigns team had a WAP (wireless applications protocol) site that allowed users of PDA’s like Blackberries to view the Labour website online.

The WAP site did not receive a huge number of visitors. Nor does Mrs. McCarthy think that the text messaging function of the site changed the course of the election. But making both of these functions available had a greater purpose beyond their technical use. They showed that Labour was a party comfortable with modern technology. This added to the image of Labour as the party of the future. The Democrats should consider adopting this practice and adapt it to American politics. For example, the use of SMS is not as widespread or as popular in the states, but online Instant Messaging is very popular. Perhaps the Democrats could make use of this technology to spread its message and thereby demonstrate that it, too, is a party comfortable with the modern world.

Creating and Communicating New Policies


I wrote above that the creation of new policies was the backbone of the transformation from Old to New Labour. If the Democrats as a party are going to repeat New Labour’s success, they will have to have a policy rethink as well. At first, it doesn’t seem as if there is much of a role for new media to play in this policy process. But what I was surprised to learn at Labour was that it was the policy process that really led Labour to view the internet as an effective tool.


According to Kate McCarthy, the Labour party now views the website and emails as an essential part of campaigns, rather than merely something to be “tacked on a the end.” This change took place over several years, with perhaps the only real turning point in this process being the Big Conversation in 2003. The Big Conversation was a 9 month-long project on Labour policy that involved the party leadership and politicians talking with their grassroots supporters about the direction of the party. As McCarthy put it: “Parties that have been in power for some time grow increasingly in danger of become disconnected with the public and their supporters. Labour realized this, and used the website to ensure that disconnect didn’t take place. Through the website, the party could create lines of communication between itself, the public, and its membership.” 

Since a lot of the conversation over policy during the Big Conversation took place online as well as in local meetings, it led to a more integrated website approach. This process has continued. One of my tasks in the Ecampaigns unit was to help with updating the site. There is a wealth of constantly updated policy information available to the public and to Party Members (in the Members section of the site). I also had to update the pages for Partnership in Power (PiP), the process whereby the grassroots are consulted on policy direction. The Democratic leadership, already quite disconnected from grassroots opinions, can and should use new media to talk with the grassroots while developing new policies. Otherwise they risk further alienating the activist base.

Defining the Democrats and Rebranding the Republicans

Everyone knows that Labour works for everyone, from the richest person to the poorest, and the Conservatives work only for the privileged few – right? That at least was the impression I got when I first arrived in Britain, where I was surprised to hear this sentiment voiced not only at Labour but also by some of the regulars in my local pub. This is a demonstration of party “branding,” whereby a political party creates a brand image for itself irrespective of any particular policy positions. In the United States, the Republican Party brand is this: Strong national defense, small government and lower taxes, and traditional values. This ‘brand’ informs our thinking on any particular issue – while working at the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee this past summer, I was amazed when a press officer trying pass sourced information about Republicans’ bad record on veterans issues was told, “I know you have sources, but that just doesn’t sound like something the Republicans would do.”


 I have spent many hours in conversation with friends talking about how what the Democratic brand should be. Obviously, “weak national defense, bigger government and higher taxes, and gay and abortion rights” would probably not get anyone elected. Talking to people at Labour about the same issue, I was told that the Conservative brand once included an acknowledgment that they were the party better able to manage the economy. The Labour party not only rebranded itself as New Labour, it rebranded the Tories as the party of the privileged few, not the party of economic competence for all.


Labour has shown the way with a number of good examples of using new media to create a new party image. First of all, new media can be targeted much more accurately at specific voting groups than can traditional advertising through old media. In 2001, for example, Labour sent a text message to supporters at 10:45 on a Friday night that said: “Cldn’t give a XXXX 4 lst ords vote Lbr June 7.” In English, that’s: “Couldn’t give a XXXX for last orders voter Labour June 7.” The message was a reference to Labour’s proposed changes to licensing laws. Not only was it targeted to a specific group, but the humor of it got it press in independent newspapers and magazines that ordinarily would not have paid attention to Labour. New media allowed Labour to reach a whole new and different segment of the population.

Labour uses new media in two other effective ways that Democrats should copy. First of all, the website reshapes the debate by drawing stark contrasts between the parties. Every news story that we have posted on the front page of the Labour site (until the Cameron announcement) was pro-Labour. None were attacks on the Tories, and so I asked if the site ever went negative. I was told that the medium of the internet is more conducive to drawing stark contrasts – through a combination of detail you can not get in a PEB or thirty-second ad and graphical displays that are clearer than a speech on the topic. The other thing Labour does very well is to use the internet to empower the grassroots of the party. The website has a personalized Members Section where party members can find out more information on policy, message, and campaigning. Computing for Labour (CfL) also distributes software that helps MPs do a better job with their casework and has an online voter file that any Constituency Labour Party or MP can access and download by geographical area to campaign more effectively. Both are wonderful ideas the Democrats should copy.
Conclusion


In an essay entitled “Logging on or Switching Off?”, a part of the Hansard Society publication Spinning the Web: Online Campaigning in the 2005 General Election, Stephen Ward and Wainer Lusoli made this accurate observation: “There are fewer incentives here [in the UK] for both the parties and the public to use the web. In US election, especially primaries, candidates are often having to build supporter networks almost from scratch, campaign over vast distances and, for challengers, develop a national profile, all of which lend themselves to online campaigning.” The way the internet and new media are used will be different in each country. The primary difference is that in the US, the internet is primarily viewed as a cash machine, not a tool for organizing. Although the US may be ahead of the UK in using the internet in politics, Labour has used new media in ways the Democrats should adopt.

Because they do not have to focus almost exclusively on internet fundraising, the Labour Party Ecampaigns team has the time and ability to use new media in interesting ways. They can find new ways to communicate with members and the public. They can use the internet to reach out to the grassroots and give them tools to campaign more effectively for Labour. The Democrats should look to the Labour Ecampaigns team as a model for the use of new media, expand on their success, and adapt their techniques to the United States. If they do so in support of a complete overhaul of the party – this time, following in the footsteps not of Ecampaigns but New Labour as a whole – the Democratic Party will be much stronger. New media alone will not guarantee success, as Kate McCarthy admitted, but to ignore it is to invite “a huge loss, especially among younger voters.” These voters are the future f the American electorate. If Democrats follow New Labour’s example, perhaps the next five years do not have to be as disappointing for Democrats as the past five have been.
� These are examples. I did not write down any one specific statement, but heard a number of comments along these lines during the three months I was there.





