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Nate Silver
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 Lectures every Friday 6-9, 2A

 Minor exceptions (i.e. next Monday!)

 Class obligations

 2-4 papers

 Final Exam 

 Class Participation 

538
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 “Policy Paradox – The Art of Political Decision Making” – Deborah 

Stone, Norton

 “Information Rules” – Carl Shapiro & Hal Varian, HBS Press

 “The Structure of Scientific Revolutions” – Thomas Kuhn, Chicago 

University Press

 Mainly:

 Lecture Notes

 Papers that I will be e-mailing you

Twitterati
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• What are you going to use Technology Policy for?

• Economic models are typically a large part of problem analysis.

• Model thinking is useful for EVERYTHING.

• Especially for managerial positions.

• It’s good to understand a newspaper.

Best-Seller
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Nate Silver, Bayesian
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So it Begins
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• Longtime political 

operative Joe Trippi 

cheers the innovations of 

Obama 2012, saying 

they restored the primacy 

of the individual voter.

• ―Technology has given 

politics back its soul‖

Joe Trippi, Campaign Manager
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Nicco Mele, Webmaster
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Big Data & Politics
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• ―As Sasha Issenberg describes at length in ―A More Perfect Union,

big data gave Obama 2012 the names of all 69 million people who 

voted for the candidate in 2008 and allowed the campaign to rebuild 

that winning coalition, vote by vote. Big data told the campaign which 

voters were undecided, and even which voters with otherwise 

Republican attitudes could be swayed to vote for the president. The 

campaign spent over $100 million developing the biggest network of 

people in political history. Millions of Americans heard from other 

Americans about issues that mattered to them. Those conversations 

were more powerful than the billions of dollars spent on TV ads. It 

requires no hyperbole to say that Obama 2012 changed everything.‖

• Source: http://www.technologyreview.com/featuredstory/508831/how-

technology-has-restored-the-soul-of-politics/

Joe Trippi
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The New Methods
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• Message= f (machine)

• Machine = f (methods)

• Obama 2012  New Methods 

• New squad convened from multinational ad agencies, corporate 

consultancies and high-tech start-ups.

• Goals were the same as ever: money in the bank, door knocks, 

phone calls, voter registrations, voters at the polls. 

• Methods bordered on the revolutionary: Data crunchers created 

algorithms for predicting the likelihood that someone would 

respond to specific types of requests to accomplish each of 

those goals. 

• Vast quantities of information were collected and then employed to 

predict just which television shows various target voters in certain 

cities were watching at just what time of day — the better to decide 

where to place TV ads. 

New Methods
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• Facebook, which was an afterthought in 2008, became the new 

electronic telephone call, employed to persuade more than 600,000 

Obama supporters to reach out to 5 million swing-state friends online 

with targeted messages in the days before the election. 

• Geek squad also invented new ways to fundraise. 

• Refined meet-the-candidate lotteries into an art form, invented a 

system for texting dollars from a mobile phone that required entering 

only a single number and experimented with the language of e-mail 

pitches until they stung. 

• Obama was able to raise $690 million online in 2012, up from about 

$500 million in 2008. More than $200 million of that came in 

donations of $200 or less, a 10% increase over the history-making 

frenzy of 2008. In a campaign that big super-PAC money was 

supposed to dominate, Obama’s operation proved that many small 

efforts were more powerful than a few big ones. 

New Methods
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• Exactly what that team of dozens of data crunchers was doing was a 

closely held secret. ―They are our nuclear codes,‖ campaign 

spokesman Ben LaBolt would say when asked about the efforts. 

• Around the office, data-mining experiments were given mysterious 

code names such as Narwhal and Dreamcatcher. 

• The team worked at a remove from the rest of the campaign staff, in 

a windowless room at the north end of the vast headquarters office. 

• The ―scientists‖ created regular briefings on their work for the 

President and top aides in the White House’s Roosevelt Room, but 

public details were in short supply as the campaign guarded what it 

believed to be its biggest institutional advantage over Mitt Romney’s 

campaign: its data.

Data as Institutional Advantage
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• Obama 2008: too many databases.

• Volunteers making phone calls through the Obama website were 

using lists that differed from the lists used by callers in the office.

• Get-out-the-vote lists were never reconciled with fundraising lists. It 

was like the FBI and the CIA before 9/11.

• Over the first 18 months  a single massive system that could 

merge the information collected from pollsters, fundraisers, field 

workers and consumer databases as well as social-media and 

mobile contacts with the main Democratic voter files.

• The new megafile didn’t just tell the campaign how to find voters and 

get their attention; it also allowed the number crunchers to run tests 

predicting which types of people would be persuaded by certain 

kinds of appeals. 

• Call lists in field offices, for instance, didn’t just list names and 

numbers; they also ranked names in order of their persuadability.

Creating a Megafile

23



• 75% of the determining factors were basics like age, sex, race, 

neighborhood and voting record. 

• Consumer data about voters helped round out the picture. 

• ―We could [predict] people who were going to give online. We could 

model people who were going to give through mail. We could model 

volunteers,‖

• ―In the end, modeling became something way bigger for us in ’12 

than in ’08 because it made our time more efficient.‖

• Early on, for example, the campaign discovered that people who had 

unsubscribed from the 2008 campaign e-mail lists were top targets, 

among the easiest to pull back into the fold with some personal 

attention. 

• The strategists fashioned tests for specific demographic groups, 

trying out message scripts that they could then apply. They tested 

how much better a call from a local volunteer would do than a call 

from a volunteer from a non–swing state like California. 

Key factors
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• The new megafile also allowed the campaign to raise more money 

than it once thought possible. 

• A large portion of the cash raised online came through an intricate, 

metric-driven e-mail campaign in which dozens of fundraising 

appeals went out each day. 

• Many of the e-mails sent to supporters were just tests, with different 

subject lines, senders and messages. 

• Inside the campaign, there were office pools on which combination 

would raise the most money, and often the pools got it wrong. 

Michelle Obama’s e-mails performed best in the spring, and at times, 

campaign boss Messina performed better than Vice President Joe 

Biden.

• In many cases, the top performers raised 10 times as much money 

for the campaign as the underperformers.

E-mail & metrics
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• It was this database that helped steady campaign aides in October 2012.

• ―We ran the election 66,000 times every night,‖ said an official, describing 

the computer simulations the campaign ran to figure out Obama’s odds of 

winning each swing state. ―And every morning we got the spit-out — here 

are your chances of winning these states. And that is how we allocated 

resources.‖

• In the final weeks of the campaign, people who had downloaded an app 

were sent messages with pictures of their friends in swing states. They were 

told to click a button to automatically urge those targeted voters to take 

certain actions, such as registering to vote, voting early or getting to the 

polls. 

• The campaign found that roughly 1 in 5 people contacted by a Facebook pal 

acted on the request, in large part because the message came from 

someone they knew.

Simulations & Facebook
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The Platform

27



The *Real* Thing
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The Movement
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HubSpot
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HubSpot
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Kickstarter
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Innocentive
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Quirky
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• How much of this survives for future Democrats when Obama exits the 

stage?

• Obama’s advisers are quick to say it won’t be around for others to tap. Too 

much of the Obama coalition, they say, is about Obama himself. It might 

reject anyone who tries to take up his mantle in a few years. ―This 

organization is not transferable,‖ says a senior campaign adviser. ―The next 

nominee on either side is going to have to build their own coalition.‖

• Obama 2008 & Obama 2012  Proprietary!

• EU Privacy laws  Stringent, might not adapt too quickly

• However, Obama 2012 insights do have applicability for EU elections

Some Afterthoughts
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