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When you talk with the staff of TargetPoint Consulting, you can forget you’re discussing politics. There’s little discussion of polls, personalities or congressional scandals. The buzzwords here are “census blocks,” “data overlays” and “SPSS software right out of the box.” But this is nuts-and-bolts politics, and an increasing number of campaigns are hearing these terms as they use something called microtargeting to win elections.
TargetPoint, in Alexandria, Va., is a leading Republican firm that does microtargeting. Its employees reach out to potential voters via consumer data, census figures and other research not previously in the typical campaigner’s bag of tricks. Using the same statistical modeling that retail firms use to find likely customers for soda, gum or washing machines, TargetPoint consultants find correlations between voters’ political ideology and their lifestyles. Other firms like SpatiaLogic and Caliper Corp. are cranking out sophisticated technology that crunches consumer and other data with maps, so candidates in any party can target their votes to a level unimaginable only a few years ago. (TargetPoint’s team declined to discuss specifics of its mapping technology.)
“It’s market segmentation,” said Alex Gage, TargetPoint’s president. “We’re separating which voters are the most profitable, then finding what is it they like about my product. In this case, my candidate.”
Democrats, defeated by some of these tactics in 2002 and 2004, have not adopted them wholesale. But 2005’s successful Democratic gubernatorial campaigns in New Jersey and Virginia both utilized sophisticated voter targeting, and consultants did so aware of the way Republican microtargeting had raised the stakes. In all cases, campaigns are taking advantage of more sophisticated statistical modeling and research into the lifestyles of potential voters.
 
The Technology
Microtargeting evolved after a series of software advances made graphical data analysis possible and practical for political campaigns. One of the first was SpatiaLogic, a firm in Charlottesville, Va., founded by Charlie Lindauer in 1996. Lindauer’s designers wrote software that allowed businesses to map areas they wanted to target and visually represent their data. The software would take an area and “geocode” it - assign longitude and latitude coordinates based on home addresses. Once the information was coded, users could load in their own data about consumers and let the maps organize the numbers visually.
“People are so visual, especially men, that maps that show correlations can be more helpful then just hard numbers,” Lindauer said.
Working at the same time, designers at Caliper Corp. in Massachusetts were turning out a product that would help state and local legislatures with redistricting efforts. Maptitude for Redistricting, first released in 1997, allowed users to combine any and all demographic information with maps. The software came pre-loaded with census data, street addresses and thousands of data points that, in the last decade’s redistricting cycle, had been much tougher to shape and analyze. 
Maptitute for Redistricting sold very well to legislators, and Caliper designed new programs that managers could use to win elections. In 2002 the company released Maptitude for Precinct and Election Management, and in 2003 came the more macro Political Maptitude. Users could load the programs and add their voter files, consumer data or any figures they wanted to see displayed as a multi-faceted map. Versions of  Political Maptitude even allowed users to calculate how long it would take to walk a precinct.
“There was really nothing like this,” said Howard Simkowitz, Caliper’s director of government services. “If you got a typical worksheet for precinct-walking, it listed everyone on the street and their house numbers. But you don’t want to walk from one end of the street without a plan.”
Campaign workers who used the maps had a better idea of where to go for voters, and what to say to voters when they reached them – talking about Medicare with voters over the age of 65, or college tuition with a young voter. Just as it could streamline GOTV efforts, the technology provided opportunities for campaigns with voter files they wanted to expand or update. 
“Every targeting effort has an error rate,” said Alan Gerber, a professor of political science at Yale University who is studying the viability of political microtargeting. “Folks who use microtargeting gather lots and lots of data they can use with the target list they already had. As they apply more data, they find out more about their targets, and they cut the error rate.”
 
The First Tests
Lackluster performances in 2001 kick-started the Republican National Committee’s efforts to improve its GOTV strategies. So for 2002, microtargeting was first tested in three states: Michigan, Massachusetts and Texas. There, Gov. Rick Perry had taken office in 2000 when President-elect George W. Bush resigned. Perry started the year with 60 percent-plus approval ratings. But Democrats found a competitive candidate in businessman Tony Sanchez, a multimillionaire who could pay for his campaign. Perry’s campaign consultants, including David Carney, counted on being outspent.
“We couldn’t afford to talk to people who hadn’t voted,” Carney remembered. “We needed to be able to reach new voters, and target the four million voters who voted in presidential years but sat out off-years. And we couldn’t waste money on TV and radio for people who weren’t going to vote, or were going to vote for us anyway.”
In the summer, Carney began working with the RNC and its consultant Brent Seaborn, who wanted to go beyond the state’s voting records to locate potential Perry supporters. The consultants would use their software to blend voting patterns with census data and marketing data.
“I’d done campaigns since 1980,” Carney said, “and this sounded like so much mumbo jumbo.”
The consultants were able to target new voters and prepared a survey so they could hone Perry’s message for the final stretch. Over the phone, supporters were given a list of 18 issues and gauged on their responses. Tort reform, child pornography, taxes and education got the hottest feedback. In response, the campaign wrote direct mail and prepared scripts for Election Day phone calls that would remind voters what to do if they wanted a governor who would act on these issues.
The Dallas Morning News poll released the day before the election showed Perry leading Sanchez 50 to 38 percent. On Election Day, Perry and the GOP blew the doors off; the governor was elected by 18 points, Attorney General John Cornyn won an expected tight U.S. Senate race by 11 points, and the party gained control of every statewide office. As expected, Democrats had modestly increased Hispanic turnout for Sanchez. But Republicans posted much larger gains in their strongholds like the Panhandle, Collin County and Fort Bend. Overall turnout in the Republican-friendly exurbs around San Antonio, Dallas-Forth Worth, Houston and Austin more than doubled to 52 percent from 25 percent. Overall turnout hit 44 percent of registered voters, up from 33 percent in 1998. And the gains came despite Sanchez spending $67 million to Perry’s $28 million.
Microtargeting experiments in Michigan and Massachusetts met with nearly as much success. Mitt Romney won the close race for Beacon Hill by five points. Michigan’s Lt. Gov. Dick Postumus, who trailed by 13 points in the final Detroit Free Press poll, only lost by 4 points to Attorney General Jennifer Granholm, thanks to strong Republican turnout in the party’s home bases and weak Democratic turnout in Detroit. Michael Meyers, the executive director of the Michigan GOP, had used microtargeting to expand a list of 1.6 million potential voters to 2 million.
 
The Bush Campaign
The success of microtargeting in 2002 encouraged the GOP and the Bush re-election team to give it a spin. The GOP ran more experiments with data crunching, microtargeting, and GOTV phone calls and mailers in Kentucky and Mississippi. In both states, Republican gubernatorial candidates outperformed the final polls. But a microtargeting test in a Pennsylvania state Supreme Court race didn’t produce much useful research. 
The Republicans went to Gage, Meyers and Seaborn, who had founded TargetPoint Consulting in 2003. “They said, ‘We have a problem, we’re not doing a good enough job with GOTV,’” Gage recalled. “The Bush campaign had the courage to say ‘We’ll try this out.’ They didn’t have good enough voter lists. Most precincts are 60 to 40 split between parties, and they couldn’t reach voters in precincts with a minority of Republicans. We saw that as an opportunity to develop our lists.”
Voters were broken down into as many as 32 categories, marked by income, lifestyle, magazine subscriptions and other indicators. All of these voters were matched up with “anger points,” issues that they cared about enough to go to the polls. With this knowledge at the GOP’s disposal, Republicans were able to write very specific GOTV messages for Election Day.
“Before 2004, the Republican message was too bland,” Gage said. “We would set up tapes playing a message from Ronald Reagan, telling people to go out and vote. Democrats had targeted messages – ‘Vote to save a woman’s right to choose,’ ‘Vote for better schools.’ But the GOP didn’t have anyone saying ‘Vote if you want taxes to stay low.’ There may have been right-to-life groups that did it, but that was limited. Now we had calls telling those voters the stakes if they didn’t vote, specifically on the issues they cared about.”
These tactics complemented other uses of the sophisticated mapping technology. In Ohio, Republicans eventually used three copies of Caliper’s Political Maptitude to churn out more than 12,000 maps for precinct walkers. It paid off handsomely, as the Bush campaign staff outperformed final public polls and drastically increased turnout to win the election. At the end of the year, Democrats grudgingly admitted that their union-fueled GOTV advantage had evaporated. The 2005 cycle began with all sides aware of the raised stakes.
A Democratic Version
The strategies for Virginia’s 2005 gubernatorial race were drawn up in December 2004. Democratic Lt. Gov. Tim Kaine and Republican Attorney General Jerry Kilgore had been their parties’ undeclared nominees for four years and faced only token opposition in their primaries. With the luxury of time and copious funding, both campaigns were able to utilize microtargeting.
TargetPoint produced its most complex models yet for Kilgore. The staff combined consumer data with the results of voter polls to rank voters on a scale of 1 to 34. Group 1 voters were solid Kilgore supporters, while Group 34 strongly supported Kaine. There were three different shades of swing voters – 15, 16 and 17 – and 29 more categories based on lifestyle, census facts and candidate loyalty. The data also helped identify “soft” Republicans, who were sympathetic to the GOP message and voted in presidential years, but hadn’t turned out in off-year elections.
“Those voters got more of everything than the normal voter,” explained Kilgore campaign manager Ken Hutcheson. “They got extra phone calls, extra direct mail, and more [door-to-door] contact.”
The Kaine campaign took a different approach. Hal Malchow, who also managed Kaine’s direct mail, gathered independent data on voters that he merged with consumer data. In May, he tested a mailer on some of Kaine’s solid voters. An enclosed poll asked what they thought of the mail, who they were, what issues appealed to them, and what they thought of the effectiveness of certain messages. The responses to the first question indicated that it wasn’t having the desired effect. But the other responses gave a demographic picture of Kaine supporters and revealing analysis of what issues mattered. The number of responses – 10,000 – gave them a broad statistical view of their potential support.
“Let’s say the issue is support of education,” Malchow said. “The question would ask what they prioritized, education or tax-cuts. And then we would look at factors that correlated. Young voters were more likely to care than older voters; voters with higher incomes cared more than voters with lower incomes. We put those factors into [a statistical] analysis, and it would crunch numbers to give us an equation. We could then look at the variables: male or female, age of person, likelihood of supporting Kaine.”
This improved picture of their likely supporters gave the Kaine campaign an idea of where to go after votes. They targeted white, church-going women – a 2004 Bush bloc – after finding how strongly the education-over-tax cuts issue tested with them. Census data showed many likely Kaine supporters were in suburban and exurban counties that had gone for Bush. Noting the concerns about traffic reflected in the poll and long commute times reflected in the census, the campaign approached those voters with Kaine’s message on fighting suburban sprawl.
The Kilgore campaign used its data and target lists to try and turn out enough of the 1.7 million Virginians who had voted for Bush in 2004 to overwhelm Kaine. They were unsuccessful: Kaine’s messages had strong resonance where it counted, and the Democrat won over the swing voters in target areas like exurban Washington, D.C. At the same time, other Republicans won the offices for lieutenant governor and attorney general. While some soft Republicans got to the polls and decided for Kaine, tens of thousands split their ballots to push the rest of the ticket over the finish line.
      “A lot of what we do is aim the gun,” Meyers said. “The campaigns decide what to do with the bullets.”
 
The Future
 Republicans say microtargeting is making campaigning easier and more effective. “The big difference between the old ways and the new ways is that in the old ways, you had reliable information on 10 to 12 percent of the people in your voter file,” Meyers said. “With microtargeting, we can put a code on everyone in the file, 100 percent.”
As of January 2006 the RNC had purchased Political Maptitude, and the DNC had not. But Caliper and SpatiaLogic have sold software to both Democrats and Republicans on state and local levels. Many of the sales were to managers with their next elections more than a year away.
“In 2005, we were very active gearing up for 2006,” SpatiaLogic’s Lindauer said. “There is no time of year in which we’re not busy.”
In 2005, Seaborn took a leave from TargetPoint to join the RNC as a consultant. Without a 2008 presidential candidate, the RNC is pooling its efforts on long-term party building. Voters who are reached through microtargeting won’t just be called on Election Day. The GOP plans to keep them informed, politically concerned and ready to be activated, he said.
At the same time, the technology and amount of data available for sophisticated microtargeting is steadily increasing. SpatiaLogic is working on integrating cable coverage boundaries into the data package within the mapping software. With that information broken down in the maps, Lindauer explained, an ad buy could be limited to some cable coverage areas where the most targeted voters are, or different ads could be shaped to go after different communities. “It would be a tomahawk missile instead of a carpet bombing,” he said. 
That’s a succinct assessment of what all campaigns aim for when they effectively utilize microtargeting.
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