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Abstract. Though substantial research efforts have been spent on understanding
the role of political party websites, there is a lack of in-depth knowledge concerning how such webpages are experienced by their users. In this paper, we
present an interview study addressing users’ experiences of political party websites. Eleven users of a political party website were interviewed to explore their
experiences with this website in terms of its features for information, engagement, mobilization, and interaction. The study contributes new understanding of
how different features of political party websites affect users' experiences. In
particular, our findings shed light on the importance of high-quality informational content in political party websites for user engagement, and the role of
features for interaction and dialogue relative to features for information. On the
basis of our findings we offer lessons learnt relevant to the design and management of political party websites and suggest future research.
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1

Introduction

Political party websites have become important arenas for political communication.
Through such websites, political parties can present their message directly to the citizens, mobilize supporters during and between campaigning periods, and engage supporters and adversaries in dialogue and debate [1].
Political party websites are typically seen as one component in an online strategy
for communication and mobilization, a strategy which may also encompass unofficial
party blogs [2], political candidate websites, general purpose social networking sites,
and microblogging. Political party websites may connect to arenas for political debate
[3] and offer means for interaction with the electorate [4].
A large number of studies have been conducted on political party behavior online
[5], including analyses of the features of political party websites, traffic on such websites, and the correspondence between what is offered and how these websites are
being used [2,3,4], [6]. Few studies go in depth on how political party websites are
experienced by its users [7]; findings of relevance to this topic typically are based on
large scale questionnaire studies [8,9]. This lack of in-depth studies on users' experiadfa, p. 1, 2011.
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ences is noteworthy, given that online political communication is hypothesized to
improve citizens' political engagement [6] and participation [3]. Arguably, the degree
to which online political communication leads to such increased engagement and
participation will depend on how the same communication is experienced by its recipients.
In this paper we present a qualitative study set up to explore how a political party
website is experienced by its target group. In particular, we studied how the different
features of a political party website are experienced. The findings from this exploration strengthen our understanding of the role political party websites may have for the
engagement and political participation of their users. Furthermore, the findings imply
lessons learnt of relevance for the management and design of political party websites.
The structure of the paper is as follows. First we summarize relevant background
from previous studies of political party websites and online political communication.
We then present the research question, method, and results. In the method section, we
provide a detailed description of the case of our study. In the discussion we review
our findings on the basis of the existing literature and suggest lessons learnt for the
design of political party websites.

2

Background

2.1

The evolution of political party websites

The role and appearance of political party websites have changed markedly since their
first appearance in the nineties. Norris [3] described how the initial online presence of
political parties and candidates, in particular in the United States, generated skepticism concerning its ability to strengthen political engagement. Here, mainstream political candidate websites were seen as mainly supporting uni-directional communication, with little opportunity for dialogue. Nevertheless, in her survey of European
party websites of the year 2000, Norris found that about half of these offered an opportunity to join online discussion groups and about the same proportion gave access
to volunteer services [3].
The Dean campaign of the US Democratic party presidential primary, 2004, has
been seen as a turning point concerning the internet as an arena for political engagement, in particular in terms of mobilization [10]. During the last decade, European
parties have introduced a wider range of features and functionality in their websites
[6], [11]. Today, the online presence of political parties is seen as highly important to
political party's ability to inform, engage and mobilize.
2.2

The features of a political party website

Lilleker et al. [6] provide a conceptual framework for analyzing political party websites
that is useful for our study. This framework was used in a study of party websites during
the 2009 European parliamentary elections. The websites were analyzed according to
four distinct feature types: (a) information, (b) engagement, (c) mobilization and (d)
interactivity. The concepts underlying these feature types correspond to key topics in the

literature on online political participation and digital democracy, and are therefore useful as a conceptual framework to study the roles of a political party website.
Information. The information role of political party websites is highlighted by a
number of authors [2,3], [11,12]. In particular, political party websites are seen as
arenas for direct communication from the party to the citizens, where the party does
not have to communicate through the editorial filter of newspapers, radio or television
[10]. Such direct communication has been suggested to be of particular value to minor
political parties with limited resources [3].
Website engagement. Increased political engagement may be seen as the ultimate
goal of using the web for political communication. In particular in the light of the
decline in political interest and organization observed the last few decades [3], [13].
In the conceptual framework of Lilleker et al. [6], the term engagement is used in
reference to those features of a political party website that are designed to support
engagement with the website, such as video, music, pictures, and animations. In particular, such engagement features can be beneficial for the website's persuasive ability. In this paper we refer to this concept as website engagement, and discuss users'
political engagement as something distinct, or in addition to, engagement driven by
website engagement features.
Mobilization. Mobilizing features are understood as functionality that allow
webpage visitors to join the party, make donations, or engage in campaigning activities. The value of mobilizing through political candidate or party websites has in particular been made visible in United States presidential and primary campaigns [10].
Functions for mobilization have also increasingly been taken up by European political
parties [3], [11], [14].
Interaction and dialogue. The promise of increased political participation, induced
by early thinkers on the political implications of the web, have led to an aim for political
party websites to be more than one-way information channels [3], [15]. Norris [3] highlights the potential of political party websites as arenas for dialogue. In the conceptual
framework of Lilleker et al. [6], interaction and dialogue (termed interactivity by
Lilleker et al.) concerns website functionality that support dialogue between the party
and the citizens, such as discussion forums open to party officials and citizens alike.
2.3

Approaches to the study of political party websites

Previous studies on political party websites follow a variety of methodological approaches. A number of studies involve content analysis of political party websites and
associated online material [3,4,5], [15]. Others involve network analysis [16] and analyses of website traffic data [2] to map online networks and behavior on online political
websites. Yet others use surveys to map citizens' high level usage and preference for
political party websites [9] or present interview data from party officials [12], [14].
Some of the studies utilize a combination of different methodological approaches [2].
We are aware of only one previous study, by Baxter and Marcella [7], that go in
depth on how political party websites are experienced by their users. This study provided insight in the need for concise and updated information on party policies and

candidates, in particular on the local level, as well as insight in users' views on negative campaigning and politicians use of social media.
From questionnaire studies [2], [9] we have some insight in the high level experiences and preferences of the users of political party websites. Nevertheless, such
questionnaire studies do not provide in-depth understanding of why these experiences
have come into being and how they may be changed, due to absence of in-depth
qualitative data.

3

Research question

Given the assumed potential for political engagement held by political party websites,
we are intrigued by the current lack in research concerning how such websites are
experienced by its users. We apply the framework provided by Lilleker et al. [6], and
propose the following research question:
How is a political party website experienced by its users? In particular, how is the
website experienced in terms of its informational content, website engagement features, mobilization features, and features for interaction and dialogue?
The research question was framed so as to target the actual users of the website, rather than citizens in general.

4

Method

To make a focused exploration of how a political party website is experienced by its
users, we conducted the study in the context of the website of one of the main political parties in Norway. To gain access to the experiences of the users, we conducted
the data collection as a series of interviews.
4.1

Case and participant selection

The political party website of our case was particularly relevant to address our research question, as it is set up to accommodate all the four types of website features
addressed by Lilleker et al. [10]. The main landing page of the party website resembled any other party website, with features for information, engagement, and mobilization. The party website also included an extensive set of webpages for interaction
and dialogue. Some of these webpages concerned local party bodies, others were
thematically oriented (concerning themes such as health, employment, education, and
integration), yet others concerned political training and additional support for mobilization.
Choosing as our case a Norwegian political party website was beneficial in several
respects. Firstly, the high internet penetration in Norway, where 94% of all households
have internet access as of 2013 [17], makes political party websites available for practi-

cally everyone irrespective of age, education, and income. Secondly, the high penetration of social media in Norway, where 63% of the population visit Facebook daily as of
2013 [18], makes website features for interaction and dialogue particularly relevant.
Thirdly, the relatively egalitarian Norwegian society [19] may indicate relatively low
thresholds for taking part in interaction and dialogue, which is important for the study of
experiences concerning website features for interaction and dialogue.
We invited potential participants to our interview study on the basis of their presence in open groups at the party website. We selected our invitees among people associated with the groups of one or more of five local party bodies. For a person to be
invited he or she had to have visited the interaction and dialogue pages of the party
website at least once the last 30 days, and not be responsible for any of the party
webpages or groups. In total 106 invitations were sent out as personal messages via
the party webpage. In the invitations we informed about the purpose of the study, the
study administrators, and the privacy policy for the study (such as data management,
confidentiality and anonymization, as well as the voluntarity of participation and opportunity to withdraw from the study at any point in time).
We conducted interviews with 11 users of the party website; four female and seven
male. Average age was 45 years (SD = 15; min = 25; max = 72). Eight of the participants used the political party website weekly or more. Eight had used the political
party website for less than a year.
4.2

The interview and analysis process

The data collection was conducted as semi-structured interviews. The participants
were interviewed individually, and the maximum duration of the interviews was 1.5
hours. The interview followed an interview guide targeting the participant's use of the
political party website, reasons for visiting, recall of the participant's last visit, positive and negative experiences, causes of engagement, suggested changes, and suggestions for the party's use of the web site in the coming election period. The interview
session also included time to browse the website together with the interviewer, which
helped the participant provide additional details and also served to uncover possible
usability issues in the webpage.
The interviews were taped following the participants informed consent. When all interviews were completed, they were transcribed and analyzed. The analysis was conducted as a content analysis [20], where each interview transcript was analyzed in terms
of the four types of political webpage features of Lilleker et al. Following this, the data
associated with each feature type were reviewed for common or diverging patterns.

5

Results

5.1

Information

The participants described the political party website as a source of useful and relevant information. They reported to appreciate both static informational content, such

as content concerning the political platform of the party, and content of relevance for
ongoing events or thematic debates.
M72: For example at the last national meeting there were a lot of presentations you
could access. […] This is a great system. If you have the time, there is no end to the
information you can get.
The participants pointed out that the informational content of the party website often is used as part of a broader reading process. For example, when reading about a
particular news topic in a newspaper, they might update themselves on the relevant
party arguments and standpoints via the party website. Thus, an important role for the
informational content on the party webpage may be to supplement news content from
other sources and, thereby, provide the party perspective.
M45: Concerning the choice of fighter planes […] when I started reading about our
choice of the Joint Strike Fighter I, I had to, okay, what are the alternatives. […] And
then I had to go back to the party website to refresh my memory on what we used as
arguments.
Informational content of relevance to the local party level was seen as particularly
desirable by the participants. However, they reported local content often to lack the
richness and updated character as they were used to in the content administered centrally, something that was reported as disappointing.
M39: […] In particular what happens locally. But then, the user experience is somewhat limited concerning what is available of local news. Such as for the webpages of
my local party organization there is nothing.
Some of the participants pointed out that the informational content at times is
structured and presented in a manner that is difficult to use. This may be due to the
informational content being contributed by a large number of authors belonging different local party bodies, and that the information concerns local, national, and international themes. Currently, the central party administration only edits the central parts
of the party webpage. A more centralized editorial function throughout the party
webpage would have reduced these difficulties, but would at the same time hinder the
bottom-up contributions that the website is meant to facilitate.
M25: When no one filters the information, as in an editorial team, it is fully up to the
user to judge what the text says. […] This makes me more critical concerning which
texts I prioritize to read.
5.2

Website engagement

The participants all described themselves as politically engaged, and nearly all reported that their use of the political party website was driven by this engagement. Though

some argued that the party website, in turn, could increase their political engagement
the main rule seemed to be that regular use of the party website was engagementdriven – not driven by website engagement features. Thus, prototypical website engagement features, such as pictures or videos, were not seen by the participants as
critical to build or sustain their political engagement.
M51: I do get engaged by what I am already engaged in, that is, political issues or
people that mean something to me, when they are there and tell about something this
engages me. […] But this is because I have a political engagement.
A few of the participants did report that they saw the benefit of website engagement features. In particular, such features were seen as useful in the context of campaigning. Most participants, however, did not highlight such website engagement
features as important for their experience of the website. Rather, they claimed informational content presented in an engaging and easy to find manner to be the most
important way that the website could support engagement.
Thematic informational content was seen as particularly engaging to the participants, such as content concerning particular issues in health politics, welfare or employment. The participants typically reported their political engagement to be closely
tied to a few thematic areas, and that informational content, or debates, on these areas
in particular could be experienced as engaging.
F32: [My preference for content] depends on the theme, whether it is a theme I am
interested in or not. And if I am interested, a long presentation may be just as interesting as a short one.
Some of the participants argued that for informational content to be engaging it
needs to offer a clear perspective, so that it can be seen as a contribution to a larger
debate. Neutral informational content is argued to be the domain of the newspapers.
Posts and comments formulated in a blend and neutral manner was seen as working
against engagement.
The one website engagement feature that was seen as useful by nearly all the participants was email notifications on newly published content. Most of the participants
reported such notifications often to be the reason why they visited the party website;
without these they would have visited the party website far less frequently.
F36: It is those emails that make me go [to the website] and check. I only very rarely
go to check if not.
5.3

Mobilization

The party website was reported to hold a mobilization potential to the participants mainly in two ways: By providing information on upcoming party meetings and by providing
information on available training and courses. Information concerning party meetings

was seen as particularly useful. Information concerning available training and courses
were seen as important to increasing one's own engagement within the party.
F32: It seems like they also take good care of people who want to volunteer to engage
more people. This concern for training and schooling is very positive.
Some of the participants argued that the webpages could have been used more efficiently for mobilization at a local party level, and that several local bodies still
seemed to rely too much on traditional means of mobilization and not take sufficient
advantage of the opportunities offered by the party website.
M45: I was somewhat disappointed when I found out that [my local party body] did
not publish meetings online, or enter events in the online calendar or anything. But, of
course, I am also obliged to seek such kind of information myself. But it would have
been very easy if they just had put it online.
At the end of the interviews, we asked the participants how they would like the
party websites to be used during the upcoming campaign period. The participants held
that the centrally administered pages of the party webpage could be an important part
of a successful campaign, though it was argued that traditional campaigning would be
more important than online campaigning also in the near future. Local party webpages
were seen as less relevant for campaigning as it was argued that these would require
more resources and competency than what was available for most local party bodies.
M38: I think that by no means [the party webpage] can replace work in the field. But
it may be an addition to this field work. The problem may be that you mostly reach
your own through the party webpage.
5.4

Interaction and dialogue

Though all the participants had some experience with the features for interaction and
dialogue, only two participants regularly used these. These two reported to do so because they were engaged in the topics under debate and wanted to have an impact in
the discussion.
Features for dialogue spark off expectations for replies, preferably from partymembers in decision-making positions. As lamented by M70, experiences with participating do not always live up to expectations. In this example, he refers to a contested
decision with conflicting interests between industry needs and environmental concerns, where he believes the party had taken a stance in conflict with the grassrootlevel of the party.
M70: And this issue, I am somewhat upset concerning this. […] I started a discussion
on this to see what kind of response I would get. But, okay, it went as it had to, I am
old enough in this game to understand that. But at the same time others reading this
might get an eye-opener.

The experiences of the two participants who used the features for dialogue regularly are aligned with the experiences of those who did not use these features much.
Three main reasons were offered concerning own or others' lack in active participation through interaction and dialogue.
Firstly, some participants reported to be uncertain of the possible consequences of
participating in a debate. Such uncertainty concerned, for example, the degree to
which comments should be aligned with the party political platform, or whether opinions in a political discussion online could be in conflict with the participants' other
roles in society.
F36: If I was to say anything in an online debate on [this particular issue] I would
have to, as I am relatively new in the party, check what I was about to write with others in the party.
Secondly, some argued that debates were typically too bland to be engaging. Posts
and comments were perceived not to be sufficiently pointed to be interesting.
M39: You can of course follow [content published by] key politicians, but I find much of
their contributions just to be recirculated opinions. I do not even bother to read all of that.
Thirdly, some reported that they saw online debate at more politically neutral arenas, such as the debate sections of online newspapers, as more relevant. Though the
features for interaction and dialogue of the studied party website were open to anyone, it was held that politically neutral arenas might include more varied voices and
marked differences in opinion and, therefore, be more engaging both for the active
debaters and the observing bystanders.
M25: I do not really bother about what the debaters say at the party website. This
may sound strange, but they are all inclined to support this particular party. Then you
do not get a real debate, like. Then I find it more interesting to read the newspapers.

6

Discussion

6.1

The role of the political party website

The presented results provide new insight into the role of a political party website by
helping us understand how the different features of such a website might affect users'
experiences. One noteworthy finding is that the same website may be experienced
differently, and thus hold different roles, for different users. This is, in particular, seen
for features concerning interaction and dialogue where some participants use the opportunity provided by the party webpage to engage in online debate, others only observe others contributions to the debate, and yet others just disregard the opportunity
for debate. This variation in the roles that a political webpage may hold for different
users highlights the need for a nuanced framework of website features, such as that of
Lilleker et al. [4], to conceptualize this variation.

The role of a political party website for a given user also depends on his or her
thematic preferences. Practically all the participants reported that their political engagement was linked to particular topics. From previous studies we know that the
informational content of political party websites is important [2,3], [11,12]. This study
supplements this knowledge by addressing the need to match the informational content to the specific thematic interests of the users.
We find that though a political party website offers features for website engagement, mobilization, and interaction and dialogue, the user's experience of the website
is strongly determined by the degree to which relevant and interesting informational
content is easily available. This finding is similar to that made by Baxter and Marcella
[7], who highlighted the importance of updated and concise informational content.
Our study participants argue that their use of the political party website is driven by
their political engagement, and that this engagement is best fed by the availability of
well-crafted informational content. For the bulk of our participants, the main role of
the political party website is to provide relevant and interesting information, thereby
contributing the party perspective or opinion on relevant themes or issues. This finding complements the perspective of Norris [3] who argued that the democracyenhancing role of political party websites might be diminished if their only purpose is
to contribute uni-directional information.
In our study, it is particularly thought-provoking that the party webpage is experienced to provide limited room for conflicting and diverging opinions. More
knowledge is needed on the causes for, and extent of, this perceived limitation in the
interaction and dialogue of political parties. One possible cause for this limitation may
be individual users' uncertainty and sense of vulnerability when participating in online
interaction and dialogue, something that may be strengthened by the relative novelty
of such features in political party websites.
6.2

Lessons learnt

The findings offer useful lessons learnt for the management and design of political
party websites, concerning each of the four addressed types of website features.
Above all, it is important to notice the need to balance the party website as a space
where users can be informed about the politics of the party with the need to provide
more space and leeway also for diverging and conflicting opinions.
Information features are critical to a political party website; likely the most important feature type for most users. Informational content needs to be structured in a
manner that fits the main thematic interests of its users. Furthermore, to serve its purpose as a complement to other online informational content, such as that of online
newspapers, the informational content on political party webpages needs to provide a
marked perspective or opinion. Local informational content is important, as this is
closely linked to the users' political engagement. Nevertheless, it may be challenging
to administer local content so that it is perceived as well-crafted and relevant for the
user, possibly due to a lack in dedicated local resources. It will be important to rethink
how local informational content is to be produced and maintained.

Website engagement features are second in importance to informational features; at
least for regular users of a political party website. This is not to say that website engagement features such as images and videos may not be important to sporadic visitors; in particular, in the context of campaigning. Nevertheless, well-crafted informational content clearly arguing for the perspective of the party is reported to be more
important to the user's experience of the website. For sporadic visitors, high level
informational content may possibly be an important driver of engagement, as such
visitors will need to get a quick overview of the party opinion on political themes of
particular relevance for them. Email notifications may be important to bring regular
users to new informational content.
Mobilization features are potentially important to regular users of political party
websites, in particular for meetings and training opportunities. However, until most
party members are regular users of the party website, such features may have to be
paralleled by traditional means of information, to make sure that one reaches a sufficient proportion of the intended recipients. Features concerning funding were not at
all discussed by our participants. Features concerning mobilization for campaign work
were not much discussed either; possibly in consequence of our participants not being
part of a party administration in charge of such campaign mobilization.
Interaction and dialogue features are interesting to some, but not all, of the interviewees. It is worthy of notice that such features are seen as relevant also for some of
those that do not themselves use these actively. Hence, such features should be set up
so as to be relevant also for non-active users. The design of interaction and dialogue
features should be done with care, and the purpose of such features needs to be clearly
communicated to the users. These features might benefit from having an informal
character to signal that contributions can be written and read as spontaneous comments in an engaged dialogue; without differences in opinion there will be no debate.
6.3

Limitations and future work

The presented study has generated valuable insight concerning how a political party
website is experienced by its users. Yet, given the limited scale and the focus on one
party webpage only, the study would benefit from being repeated for a wider range of
political parties and contexts – for example within other countries than Norway. We
suggest, for future work, the continued use of the framework of Lilleker et al [6] to
improve our understanding of what different webpage features means for the webpages' role as platforms to support democracy. Such future studies would also benefit
from triangulating interview data with some of the more frequently used data sources
for the study of political party websites; in particular, analyses of webpage content
and questionnaire studies. The study of users' experiences of political party webpages
is important to understand the role of such webpages in a living democracy. We hope
our study may motivate future research to continue this endeavor.
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