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Big Data & Obama 2012



“Moneyball”

 The approach adopted by political 
campaigns is increasingly 
becoming a “Moneyball” for 
politics: Maximizing votes per $.

 “Moneyball” initially made famous 
for data-oriented baseball (“hits-
per-run”).

 Targeting has been a part of 
political campaigns since their 
conception (De Witt Clinton 1812, 
Truman 1947).

 Much more efficient than bulk 
advertising (i.e. same message for 
everyone). 



New methods

 Message= f (machine) 

 Machine = f (methods) 

 Obama 2012    New Methods 

 New squads convened from multinational ad agencies, 
corporate consultancies and high-tech start-ups. 

 Goals same as ever: money in the bank, door knocks, phone 
calls, voter registrations, voters at the polls. 

 Methods border on the revolutionary: Data crunchers 
creating algorithms for predicting the likelihood that 
someone would respond to specific types of requests to 
accomplish each of those goals. 

 Vast quantities of information collected and then employed 
to predict which television shows target voters in certain 
cities are watching at just what time of day - the better to 
decide where to place TV ads. 



 Millions of voter-contact calls or door-

knocks in every single election cycle. 

 However data mined from these efforts was 

discarded at the end of each campaign. 

 Eventually, Democratic voter data were 

organized into a central repository, and 

allowed all progressive campaigns in the US 

to draw on and update that database as 

they were attempting to reach the voters

(Positive Feedback Loop)

 This file was turned into a for-profit venture, 

Catalist.

CATALIST



Gathering data

• Big leap between the 2008 and the 2012 election: Knowledge about 
people was stored separately from data about the campaign’s 
interactions with them (volunteers, donors etc.)  interoperability 
one database.

• Campaigns buy data from private sources, mainly private data vendors 
(Acxiom, Dun and Bradstreet, InfoUSA). 

• Telephone numbers, estimated years of education, home ownership status, 
mortgage info - not so much credit card/magazine profiles. 

• Also: Census data, voter files (state), publicly stated positions (local 
newspapers /blog posts), public petitions, telephone polling, canvassing, 
donor databases, social media data, observations of volunteers.

• Observations mobile canvassing operation (name, gender, age, affiliation, 
position). 

• “Narwhal” merged all data operations – from digital, field and financial sources 
– into one database (50 Terabytes, with Catalist at 2 Petabytes).
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Processing data

• Obama 2012: $100m investment in  technology (“data on everything”).

• 66,000 daily computer simulations (Bayesian). 

• From 1-5 to 1-100. 

• Optimizer: Buy more for less (TV ads, phone banks). 

• Control and Treatment Groups (testing messages to voters), or A-B 
comparisons.

• Time/effort maximization algorithms (i.e. “don’t knock on that door”).

• Decentralized over-the-phone volunteers (VoIP).

• Predictive Scores (i.e. 1-100):

• Behavior Scores: demographics + past electoral behavior (will he vote/donate/ 
/attend?)

• Support Scores: predictors of political preferences (probability of support per 
issue at the aggregate).

• Responsiveness Scores: Predictors of citizens respond to campaign outreach. 
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United States, 2012

9



European Union, 2012 & 2015
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The perils

• Personalized Targeting cannot be fact-checked.

• An election could be subtly influenced without anyone knowing (Zittrain: 
“Digital Gerrymandering”).

• Personalized positions (i.e. tailored websites for evangelicals, gays, etc.)?

• “Likeability factor” for Obama.

• Necessary counterweights:

• Public investment in investigative journalism and data science.

• State regulators need to augment their technical expertise in order to 
conduct audits and enforce “algorithmic accountability”. 

• Full disclosure of all outreach messages (tailored or not).

• EU privacy laws currently much more stringent than the US.

• “Catalist” could have never emerged in Europe.

• But: All campaign innovations have happened in the US. 
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General conclusions

 Obama 2012 was groundbreaking with regards to the uses of 

Big Data in politics.

 Certain campaign methods can be (and have been) emulated 

by European campaigns (targeted use of social media).

 However: Most of the campaign methods, especially those 

which entail the purchasing and processing of individual voter 

data, cannot be emulated in a European environment because 

the EU privacy laws do not allow it.

 States and Political Parties in Europe have only marginally 

managed to circumvent privacy laws and use the methods of 

Obama 2012.
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