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Synopsis 

Cyberoptimists express hopes that the Internet can strengthen democracy as 
parties go online, increasing electoral competition, facilitating information and 
communications among activists, members and elected representatives, and 
providing new opportunities for mobilization and organization in election 
campaigns. Yet cyberpessimists are more skeptical, suggesting that new 
technologies cannot be expected to transform existing disparities of resources 
between major and minor parties, or to revive activism in party organizations. 
 
After reviewing these arguments, the study draws on aggregate data and 
content analysis drawn from 339 party websites in 179 nations worldwide to 
focus upon four core questions: (i) which parties are currently online? (ii) What 
is the impact of this development on party competition? (iii) What is the impact 
on civic engagement, in how far party websites provide information 
transparency and opportunities for interactive communication between voters, 
members and leaders?  (iv) What explains the rise of digital parties, and, in 
particular, how far does democratization drive party use of the Internet? The 
conclusion suggests that many major parties have been relatively conservative 
in adapting to the Internet but one of the most important impacts may be to 
empower challenger and insurgent parties lacking traditional resources, 
especially in some transitional and consolidating democracies like Taiwan, 
Brazil and Slovenia that are rapidly advancing in Internet penetration. 
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 Parties have been adapting, by choice or necessity, to the new 
information and communication environment. More than one thousand parties 
are now online, including over half of all major electoral parties, drawn from 
every political stripe and persuasion1. Cyberspace has become the virtual 
equivalent of Hyde Park corner. Depending upon your inclination, you can see 
the platform of the Mongolian Communists, find the latest news about the South 
African ANC, read speeches by leaders of the Japanese LDP, sign the guest book 
for the Afghanistan Liberation Organization, watch campaign ads on the GOP 
site, consult the history of Sinn Fein, visit the ‘virtual’ annual conference for the 
British Labour party, and join the German Greens. Major players like the 
Australian Labour Party and the US Democrats are online, as are minor parties 
like Le Pen’s National Front and the Scottish Nationalists, protest groups 
opposing the regime in China, Sudan and Viet Nam, and a plethora of fringe 
organizations publicizing single issues, like the New Zealand Aotearoa Legalize 
Cannabis party, the British Raving Loonies and the Lithuanian Political Prisoners 
and Deportees party. The sign above web portals should read: ‘(Almost) all forms 
of political life are here.’ The reasons for this phenomenon are not difficult to 
fathom: potentially the Internet helps parties raise money, attract members, 
organize workers, gather feedback, and get out their message. What is not to 
like? 

Cyber-optimists are hopeful that this development will contribute towards 
revitalizing the role of parties in representative democracy, facilitating 
communications between citizen and the state, and strengthening support for 
these institutions. In contrast cyber-pessimists express doubts about the 
capacity of the Internet to function as more than ‘corporate wallpaper’ – 
providing a vast electronic hording for party propaganda, but providing few 
opportunities for genuine interaction. Critics charge that most parties have been 
slow to adapt, conservative in approach, and unimaginative in design. After 
reviewing theories about these issues, this paper focuses upon four core 
questions surrounding the use of new technologies by political parties: 

? ? To map the spread of digital politics, where and what type of parties are 
currently online?  

? ? What is the impact on party competition? Does the Internet allow more 
opportunities for insurgents and challengers to ‘level the playing field’? 

? ? What are the consequences of digital parties for civic engagement? In 
particular do party websites provide information about their activities and 
opportunities for interactive communication among voters, members and 
leaders? 

? ? Lastly, what explains the rise of digital parties? How far is this process 
driven by the underlying forces of democratization, socioeconomic 
development, or technological diffusion? 

After reviewing alternative theories, the study considers the evidence based on 
aggregate analysis of the distribution of all parties and all electoral parties found 
online in 179 nations worldwide, and content analysis conducted to compare the 
functions of 339 electoral party websites.  The conclusion summarizes the major 
findings and suggests that many major parties have been fairly conservative in 
their approach to the Internet but nevertheless one of the functions of the 
Internet may be to slightly empower challengers and insurgents, such as smaller 
Green parties, where technical know-how can be used to counterbalance 
traditional resources such as members, manpower and money. 
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Theories about the Democratic Impact of Digital Parties  

Cyber-optimists believe that the rapid proliferation of websites provides 
perhaps the best hope in modern times of reviving political parties, the core 
structure mediating between citizens and the state. As the renowned political 
scientist E.E. Scattschneider once concluded: “Modern democracy is unthinkable 
save in terms of political parties.”2 They differ from all other forms of political 
organization since only parties are capable of aggregating diverse interests, 
mobilizing activists, competing for elected office, and organizing government. 
Effective democratic parties should be accountable and responsive to their 
constituents while also generating mechanisms fostering party discipline and 
coherence in government3. Given these essential functions, there is widespread 
concern in western democracies about weakening partisan identification in the 
electorate and waning membership rolls. Many interpret these trends as 
indicators of the decline and fall of political parties as mass organizations, 
although this process should not be exaggerated and it may represent a 
restructuring of mass-based party organizations rather than a simple demise4. 
Even more serious problems face parties in consolidating regimes like Russia and 
the Ukraine, as well as Ecuador and Venezuela, where party systems are 
fragmented and polarized across the political spectrum, and parties contest 
elections based on transient leadership appeals rather than long-standing 
programmatic policies. Lacking a stable institutional structure, parliamentary 
representatives often splinter into unruly factions, based on clientalistic and 
personalistic local party organizations with a shallow electoral base. In many 
authoritarian regimes like Burma, Libya and Turkmenistan opposition parties are 
illegal organization unable to contest elections. In these states, multiple websites 
by dissident parties ranging from the Afghan Hezb-e-Islami to the Zimbabwean 
Movement for Democratic Change may provide an invaluable channel of 
communication for mobilizing critical voices and challenging state propaganda5.   

For all these reasons, cyber-optimists have high hopes about the 
democratic potential of this new technology. Yet such visions are tempered by 
more cautious voices stressing that it is naïve to expect technology to transform 
existing disparities of power and wealth. Given the social and global inequalities 
of access that we have already observed, there are widespread fears that new 
technology will strand many behind in the digital race, serving to reinforce the 
voice of the more affluent and privileged sectors of society. Many observe that 
although major parties have developed websites to promote ‘top down’ publicity, 
and even state propaganda, there are few opportunities so far for genuine 
‘bottom up’ feedback6.  Some commentators conclude that digital parties 
represent ‘politics as usual’ and nothing much has altered as a result of new 
technology7. But the key issues are whether the Internet provides a more level 
playing field facilitating party competition across the ideological spectrum, 
especially for challengers and insurgents, and an effective means of political 
communication and information supplementing traditional channels and 
strengthening internal party organizations. The appropriate question is not 
whether the Net suddenly manufactures a world of virtual Vermont town hall 
meetings or endless policy seminars where everyone spends their evenings 
logged in earnestly discussing the latest proposals on community policing or the 
location of road crossings, but whether the proliferation of political resources 
available via the web detracts from or enriches representative democracy. Ipso 
facto, more information is clearly better than less, but nevertheless the answer is 
not straightforward; clearly some trade offs are involved. Are we staying at home 
surfing alone rather than attending face-to-face local party meetings and, if so, 
does this matter? Party websites provide materials for supporters and activists, 
but do these have the capacity to reach the disengaged and inattentive? In sum, 



DIGITAL PARTIES -  PIPPA NORRIS – ECPR JOINT SESSIONS - GRENOBLE APRIL 2001 4/13/2001 5:50 PM 
 

 4

in terms of the overall opportunities for political information and 
communication, are we better off or worse off in the Internet Age than say ten, 
twenty or thirty years ago? To evaluate these issues we first need to establish 
where parties have moved ahead in the Internet age and then consider 
explanations for this distribution. 

Which parties are online worldwide? 

Digital information and communication technologies may serve multiple 
internal administrative and organizational functions for parties, linking 
horizontally as well as vertically. Fax machines, beepers and cell phones, email, 
listservs and Intranets can help integrate internal communications between 
branches, while computers and electoral databases help with campaigning, 
canvassing and direct mail8. Electronic mail is particularly important for 
strengthening one-to-one communications and group networks within party 
organizations, as in the corporate world and local community, as well as linking 
citizens and parties9. Technologies like fax machines and mobile phones serve to 
supplement or replace older machines without essentially changing the contents 
of communications. Detailed case studies provide insights into campaign 
communications within party organizations, such as targeted mailing and 
telephone canvassing, as well as email and electronic discussion groups or 
virtual conferences10. A growing body of research has described party websites in 
particular countries such as Denmark, Britain and the Netherlands11, and many 
have analyzed the use of the Internet in election campaigns, particularly in the 
United States12. 

Defining and Comparing All Online Parties 

Party websites are the primary focus of this study as the most important 
public face of the Internet. We can start by establishing where and which type of 
political parties were online in June 2000 using a comprehensive list of 1371 
political party websites provided by Elections Around the World13. The accuracy 
of this list was crosschecked and verified against two independent sources14. For 
a consistent overview, each political party with at least one official website was 
counted only once, excluding multiple entries such as separate websites for 
regional, state or local branches, or for affiliated party organizations like youth 
or women’s sections. The distribution of party websites was measured in 179 
countries, excluding dependent territories. Given the pace of change, as with 
parliaments, the count of party websites in mid-2000 provides only a ‘snap-shot’ 
of contemporary developments during the emerging Internet era. The picture will 
inevitably date as more and more parties move online, but establishing 
benchmark data in the early stages of diffusion provides important information 
for monitoring subsequent developments.   

The classification of websites raised some important definitional and 
measurement problems about what counts as a ‘party’ that are common in the 
literature15. In some cases it can be difficult to distinguish between a political 
party, conventionally defined as an organization that contests elections for 
government as well as advocating certain causes, and an interest group. Smaller 
ecology parties without any real chance of electoral success, like Ralph Nader’s 
bid for the US presidency under the banner of the Greens, often run for office 
primarily to raise issues on the policy agenda and promote public awareness of 
the environment. In similar vein, go online in America and you can discover the 
U.S. Taxpayers Party, the Family Values Party, the American Nazi Party, the 
Christian Coalition party, the Pansexual Peace Party and the Reasonable Party 
(what’s not to vote for?). Should all these be counted as parties or as interest 
groups? Parties are also difficult to classify in parliaments such as the Russian 
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Duma where there are frequent shifts in their nomenclature and membership, as 
well as the presence of many non-partisans or independents. Closely allied 
parties that are in semi-permanent coalition create other difficulties, for example 
the Christian Democratic Union and Christian Social Union cooperate closely 
together yet contest seats in different parts of Germany, should they be counted 
as one or two separate parties? In such cases, all parties with a distinct name 
were counted separately in the analysis, on the grounds that each could have its 
own independent website as well as one that operated under any formal 
coalitional umbrella.  

Defining and Comparing Electoral Parties 

Mapping all parties online provides a comprehensive overview but this 
process counts each equally, making no distinction between a minor protest 
group with just a web presence and a few members, and major parties in 
government such as the German Social Democrats and the British Labour party. 
To refine the comparison, the study focused on electoral parties, based on the 
distribution of seats in the lower house of the national legislature following the 
most recent general election result prior to June 2000.  Three main categories of 
electoral parties were then classified by size.  

? ? Major electoral parties were defined as those with more than 20% 
of all seats in the lower house of parliament.  

? ? Minor electoral parties were classified as those with more than 3% 
but less than 20% of seats in parliament.  

? ? Lastly fringe parties were defined as those organizations that 
identified themselves as a political party and ran candidates to 
contest parliamentary elections, yet lacked at least 3% of the 
elected members of the lower house of the national parliament.  

This classification, while imprecise in the exact dividing lines, reflects the 
conventional distinctions made in the comparative literature, for example the 
effective number of parliamentary parties commonly assumes a threshold of 3% 
of seats16. Electoral parties were also classified into party families or types, such 
as Social Democratic, Christian Democratic, or Green, based on the typology 
provided by Elections Around the World17, illustrated in Table 8.2. The 
complexity of identifying the ideological family of many parties proved most 
difficult with many religious, agrarian and personalist parties, as well as with 
regional parties or those for certain social groups like pensioners, without any 
other identification, which were simply categorized as ‘other’. Lastly, as with 
government departments and parliaments, content analysis was then carried out 
to measure and compare the information and communication functions of these 
sites. 

The Distribution of Party Websites 

Globally 1,250 party websites were found in the 179 nations under 
comparison, a remarkable phenomenon given that the Internet remains in its 
adolescence. On average about seven parties are online per country but, as with 
governments and parliaments, the regional and national disparities are marked 
with a patchwork quilt of web sites displayed on the map (see also Table 8.1). 
North America has the greatest proliferation - about 41 parties online per 
country - Western Europe comes next, with just over two-dozen parties online 
per country, followed closely by Scandinavia. Multiple party websites are also 
common in Australia. Yet reflecting the pattern of Internet diffusion, party webs 
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were least common in the Middle East, parts of South America and most of sub-
Saharan Africa, all with less than five parties online per country.  

If we rank the distribution by country, the United States tops the list with 
67 digital parties, a striking predominance given that America is one of the few 
remaining two-party systems in government. Interestingly, other nations at the 
top of the ranking are Spain, Germany, Italy, Canada, and the UK, all with more 
than 45 parties online, a somewhat unexpected pattern for the Mediterranean 
countries given the relatively low diffusion of Internet access in this region. At 
the bottom of the ranking, in total no web sites could be located for 45 nations, 
including some of the poorer democracies like Vanuatu, Mali and Benin, as well 
as authoritarian regimes that officially ban opposition movements. Reflecting the 
global inequalities observed in earlier maps showing the diffusion of Internet 
access, the regional contrasts were marked: more parties were online in 
Scandinavia alone than across all the continent of sub-Saharan Africa. Outside of 
South Africa, where there were addresses for African party webs, these often 
failed, and many of those that did exist tended to be updated sporadically, 
usually around the time of election, rather than providing a continuous service 
for members and supporters. The contrasts by type of political and economic 
system are also sharp: there were six times as many parties online in established 
democracies than in non-democracies, and there are eighteen times as many in 
rich than poor societies. Not surprisingly, perhaps, this pattern seems at first 
glance to reflect the global inequalities already observed in general access to the 
Information Society. Yet there are some clear exceptions to this pattern that need 
to be examined in more detail later, particularly poorer democracies with 
minimal public Internet access where party websites still proliferate, such as in 
Argentina (with 29 parties online), India (with 20), and South Africa (with 18). 

[Table 8.1 and Figure 8.1 about here] 

 

The Impact on Party Competition 

So far we have examined whether parties are online, but not which ones. 
The study therefore needs to compare patterns of party competition, referring to 
the number of parties and their spread across the ideological spectrum, whether 
in parliament, the electorate, or cyberspace. Cyber-optimists are hopeful that 
party competition will be maximized through the Internet, given the lower 
financial barriers smaller parties face when contemplating creating, hosting and 
maintaining a website compared with the substantial costs necessary to reach 
the public via television, radio or newspaper advertising, or even the less 
onerous costs of the mass distribution of conventional printed materials like 
pamphlets, bumper-stickers and posters. A few enthusiastic party supporters 
with know-how and technical skills can create a professional looking site utilizing 
the free shareware and web-hosting facilities that are available in many 
countries. Another feature that could potentially benefit minor and fringe parties 
is the relative lack of gatekeepers in cyberspace; search engines and portals like 
Yahoo, AOL and InfoSeek are important ways for people to find sites but, on the 
other hand, the barriers to being listed are minimal compared with the 
difficulties of gaining sustained coverage in the mainstream news media. 
Standard addresses (www.somethingparty.org) also allow many party websites to 
be found with just a few guesses. Authoritarian regimes are attempting to 
silence dissident movements and critical opponents on the Internet in countries 
like Cuba, China and Viet Nam but this process remains more difficult than their 
ability to censor domestic TV stations18. For all these reasons, the Internet can be 
expected to maximize party competition, facilitating opportunities for many 
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more insurgents and challengers to communicate their message, inform 
members, and gain visibility than via the traditional mass media.  

Although there will be a more level playing field, this does not mean that 
absolute equality can be expected in cyberspace. In particular, major parties will 
probably have greater resources of money and personnel to create and maintain 
professionally designed websites complete with the latest multimedia bells and 
whistles like Java script and Macromedia, streaming audiovisuals, and 
opportunities for processing electronic commerce like secure online payment of 
membership dues or campaign donations.  In contrast minor or fringe parties, 
are likely to have fewer financial and staff resources to maintain an extensive 
and professional website, although at the same time a basic online presence can 
be easily established at minimal cost using skilled volunteer labor.  

[Table 8.2 about here] 

The results in Table 8.2 show that the size of electoral parties was related 
to their Internet presence: about one third (31%) of all fringe electoral parties had 
developed a website compared with 47% of minor parties, and just over half 
(52%) of all major parties. Nevertheless the relatively similar development of 
minor and major parties online suggests that the Internet provides a more level 
playing field for party competition than the traditional mass media, like the high 
costs of purchasing TV or newspaper advertisements, although it is still not a 
perfectly egalitarian battlefield.  

Are there significant differences in the proportion of parties online by 
their ideological orientation, for example have Social Democrats adapted faster 
to the Internet than Christian Democrats, and have Green parties adopted to 
digital politics faster than the far right nationalists? Previous studies about 
political balance remain inconclusive. Hill and Hughes’ study of interest groups 
on the Web in the United States found that, at least in the early years, those on 
the right of the political spectrum tended to have bigger and glitzier websites 
than their leftist counterparts19. Yet a comparison of Sweden and the Netherlands 
suggested that left-of-center parties put slightly more efforts into their 
websites20. The lack of barriers to minor players may produce more digital 
parties drawn from both the extreme left as well as right, in a pot pourri ranging 
from the unreformed Cuban and Kyrgystan communist parties to the Austrian 
Freedom Party or the fascist Movimento Sociale Fiamma Tricolore in Italy. 
Multiple minor and fringe parties communicated online, from radical Marxist 
freedom fighters in Afghanistan to environmentalists, anarchists and neo-fascist 
Militia in America.   

[Table 8.2 and Figure 8.2 about here] 

The distribution of websites by party family displayed in Table 8.2 and 
Figure 8.2 suggests that there is no clear bias online towards either the ‘left’ or 
‘right’, instead a rough political balance exists on the Internet.  Green parties are 
most likely to take advantage of the new opportunities, with 71% of all ecological 
parties online, perhaps because their membership is likely to be drawn from 
among the highly educated professional classes who, we have seen, are among 
highest users of the Internet, and Green parties are also strongest in advanced 
Information Societies. As discussed later, the predominant cyberculture, at least 
in America, is also one that is broadly sympathetic to causes like 
environmentalism. Among major mainstream parties, about half or more of all 
the Social Democrats, Christian Democrats, Liberal and Conservative parties are 
online. These parties are common in Scandinavia, Western Europe and North 
America, all regions with high interconnectivity. Lastly about four out of ten of 
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the nationalist and extreme right parties were online, about the same level as the 
Communists and extreme right. Some fear, and others hope, that the Internet 
can provide a flourishing environment for groups that are currently marginalized 
in the traditional mass media, and the evidence suggests that although the 
mainstream parties are more commonly online, many minor and fringe parties 
on the extreme left and right have developed an online site for political 
expression, mobilization and organization. 

The Impact of Digital Parties on Civic Engagement 

Yet the distribution of websites tells us nothing about their role and 
functions. The home pages shown in Figure 8.2 illustrate some of the differences 
and similarities in how parties chose to present themselves online and also the 
common functions of these sites, which range from the African National 
Congress and Afghanistan Liberation Organisation to the Bharatiya Janata Party 
in India and the British Labour Party, as well as the U.S. Democrats and 
Republicans. Some websites consist of a few pages about the history and 
principles of the party, updated at infrequent intervals, lacking sophisticated 
graphics and features, though often with hit counters suggesting few visitors 
over the years. In contrast other parties have developed detailed and rich sites 
commonly providing multiple features: many layers of archived information 
about the history, organization and core principles, including the full text of 
party manifestos; biographical and contact information about the leadership of 
the party, parliamentary candidates and elected members; regularly updated 
press releases and multimedia streaming audio video of events like leadership 
speeches; a schedule of activities and events at branch, constituency and 
regional levels plus links to local party websites; email addresses and telephone 
contact information, including how to join the party; links to related parties and 
affiliated groups at national and international levels;   ‘virtual’ live annual 
conference coverage; and professional keyword search facilities plus a site map. 
The US major parties display some of the latest whiz-bang features, including 
facilities for multimedia presentations like streaming video, interactivity such as 
online polls, and the opportunity to make financial donations electronically using 
secure servers.  

[Figure 8.3 about here] 

To explore this more systematically, the contents of the electoral party 
websites were analyzed. Websites were classified according to their information 
transparency, based on 19 criteria, listed in Table 8.3, such as whether online 
parties included information about their party history, constitution, organization, 
program and schedule of events. In addition these websites were coded 
according to their communication interactivity, using 13 criteria such as whether 
people could join the party online, donate money, volunteer services, email 
officials and join discussion groups (see Appendix A). The items were summed 
into two scales that were then combined into a summary standardized 100-point 
digital party index. 

[Table 8.3 about here] 

Table 8.3 shows the popularity of different types of activities. Websites 
most often provided basic information about the party history, program, 
organization and press releases, as well as biographical information about 
parliamentary candidates and links to external websites. People were also often 
encouraged to join the party, with secure servers for electronic membership, and 
many provided opportunities to contact party officials by electronic mail. Yet 
parties proved reluctant to raise other sources of funds directly via the Internet, 



DIGITAL PARTIES -  PIPPA NORRIS – ECPR JOINT SESSIONS - GRENOBLE APRIL 2001 4/13/2001 5:50 PM 
 

 9

such as buying goods like publications or donating money, and there were also 
few opportunities to email members of parliament or party leaders via these 
sites. The contents of websites varied slightly among different types of parties, 
with major parties slightly richer in communication and information functions 
than minor parties, and the least developed facilities provided by the fringe 
parties, although overall competition on the web proved fairly egalitarian. When 
compared by party families, as shown in Table 8.4 and Figure 8.3, again there is 
no clear bias online towards either the ‘left’ or ‘right’, instead a rough political 
balance exists on the Internet, with greatest use by the moderate center.   Green 
parties proved among the most successful in adapting to the multiple functions 
inherent in the new medium, especially those such as the Green Links in the 
Netherlands, les Verts in France, and Dei Greng in Luxembourg, although 
websites for Christian Democrat and Conservative parties were also well 
developed online, and the highest scoring parties proved as diverse as the Social 
Democratic parties in Germany and Switzerland, the Liberal Democrats in the UK 
and the Communist party in Japan.  

[Table 8.4 about here] 

 

Explaining the Rise of Digital Parties 

What helps to explain the patterns we have found? It might be anticipated 
that the type of political system is one of the leading candidates, in particular 
that these websites would be more commonly available in long-established 
democratic states with a long tradition of well-established party organizations, 
such as Norway, Germany and Australia, rather than in consolidating and 
transitional democratic societies like Russia, Sri Lanka and Tanzania. The 
contrasts are likely to be even stronger in one-party regimes and authoritarian 
states that legally ban opposition parties from mobilizing and contesting 
parliamentary elections, such as in Cuba, Bhutan and Burma. Yet there may also 
be many exceptions to this pattern since socioeconomic development, and in 
particular the broader technological diffusion of the Information Society, may 
also influence digital politics. If so poorer democracies lagging behind the 
Internet revolution in sub-Saharan Africa and South East Asia, like Mali and 
Bangladesh may have few wired parties, but in contrast far more may be online 
in affluent states like Singapore and Saudi Arabia. Levels of democratic, 
technological and socioeconomic development can be examined to help explain 
the distribution of party websites worldwide.   

[Table 8.5 about here] 

The results in Table 8.5 show that the strongest and most significant 
indicator of the presence of all parties online is technological diffusion, 
measured by the proportion of the population online, followed by levels of 
socioeconomic development. As Appendix B demonstrates, more affluent 
industrialized economies characteristically have the richest access to multiple 
forms of communication and information technologies, including old media like 
telephones and televisions as well as new ones like computers and Internet 
hosts, and this environment is most conducive to the spread of online parties. 
These organizations respond to the opportunities within their broader economic 
and technological environment. Parties are most likely to have the necessary 
infrastructure for establishing and maintaining websites in countries that are rich 
in a wide range of digital technologies, and the incentive to compete for the 
attention of the electorate is also greatest where much of the population is 
wired.  After controlling for socio-economic and technological development, the 
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level of democratization in a country proved unrelated to the density of parties 
online, or their information and communication functions, a pattern that requires 
further scrutiny.    

[Figures 8.4 and 8.5 on the same page near here] 

To confirm this interpretation the main patterns were further examined 
graphically with scatterplots that also help identify any outlier nations. Figure 8.5 
reveals further reasons for the poor fit between the level of democratization and 
the density of online parties. Most authoritarian regimes like China and Viet 
Name have few parties online, a pattern than was not unexpected given the 
concentration of powers in the state, and the restriction on opposition 
movements. Slightly more parties are found online in some of the transitional 
and consolidating democracies, like Russia and Brazil, but many countries in this 
category also have few parties online, like Bangladesh. Lastly there is 
tremendous variation in the density of online parties among the established 
democracies, ranging from the proliferation of party websites in US, Canada and 
Spain at the top end of the spectrum down to many smaller democracies such as 
in Barbados, Trinidad and Micronesia where there are few or none. This suggests 
that, once control are introduced for socioeconomic and technological 
development, then democratization per se fails to explain how far parties have 
moved online.  In contrast the scatter plots of the density of party websites by 
the penetration of the Information Society displays a closer fit. The most 
plausible reason is that, as with government departments, in societies where few 
are online there is minimal incentive for parties to develop websites and the 
infrastructure hinders their development. Countries that have pressed ahead with 
the distribution of computers and Internet access are also the foremost societies 
in how party organizations have adapted to the opportunities of digital 
technologies. This further suggests that the growth of the Information Society 
has influenced the political resources available on the Internet, and therefore the 
process of democratization, more than democracy has affected the presence of 
parties on the Internet.   

Conclusions: Digital Parties & Democracy 

Parties are some of the most important institutions mediating between 
citizens and the state, providing an avenue for political activism and expression 
for members, an institutional structure for the recruitment and selection of 
parliamentary candidates, and a mechanism for the coordination and 
organization of electoral competition and government. All of these things have 
always been done for centuries without the Internet and digital technologies can 
only be expected to supplement rather than replace these functions, just as 
telephones, fax machines and personal computers have gradually altered, 
without essentially revolutionizing, the nature of party election campaigns. If 
parties are falling out of favor with the public, or becoming detached from their 
supporters, as some evidence suggests, then the effective use of new 
communication channels may potentially provide one way to revive public 
confidence.   

Among digital technologies, the use of emails is likely to be most 
important for strengthening party organizations, since it is far more popular and 
widespread than use of alternative mechanisms like party-run chat rooms, 
electronic party conferences, or their equivalent. Party sites on the World Wide 
Web represent the most important public face for connecting with the attentive 
public. What will be the consequences of these developments for representative 
democracy? Any evaluative judgments relate to broader visions of democracy and 
the appropriate functions of parties. Like governments and parliaments, party 
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websites should be evaluated in terms of the quality and effectiveness of their 
informational and communication functions in representative democracy. 

The criteria of transparent information is important because citizens can 
only make effective electoral decisions if they can evaluate the record, programs 
and leadership of the alternative parties and candidates competing for office. 
People can thereby cast informed ballots that accurately match their political 
preferences. Information can and does come from multiple sources, more 
commonly the mass media like television news, as well as unmediated channels 
of political communications such as political advertisements and personal 
discussions. The most extensive party website supplement these sources for the 
attentive public, party members, and middle-level elites, not just with more of 
the same information, but with an easily accessible archived source of 
unmediated party information, such as the full official text of manifesto policies 
and detailed policy documents, updated press releases, information about the 
party organization and structure, as well as information about the biographical 
background and experience of the leadership team and parliamentary 
candidates. For those who are interested, more timely unmediated information 
about political parties is more easily available via the Internet than before. The 
ability to employ innovative multimedia for core activities like annual conference 
party debates, or to drill down to research particular policy issues, holds 
considerable potential for strengthening representative democracy. Parties 
publicize the information and images that they believe is most positive for 
serving their own interests, but this should not necessarily be dismissed as ‘only 
propaganda’.  Insofar as much of this information is often not readily available 
from other sources, and so long as the public can compare information across 
competing party websites, this process can be seen to add to electoral 
competition in representative democracy. As shown elsewhere in Digital Divide, 
party websites tend to reach sympathizers and the attentive more than the mass 
of the politically disengaged. But as with the classic functions of the partisan 
press, campaign rallies or stump speeches, the ‘one-sided’ nature of information 
provided by party websites can serve to crystallize wavering supporters and 
mobilize activists, essential in any get-out-the-vote drive21. 

Representative democracy requires two-way communication as well as 
information, at regular intervals beyond elections, so that leaders receive 
feedback and maintain contact with the grassroots. Many advocates of ‘strong’ 
or ‘direct’ democracy commonly argue that these functions are not well served 
by digital parties. It is true that on balance slightly fewer opportunities existed 
for ‘bottom up’ interactivity in communicating with parties than for ‘top down’ 
information.  Nevertheless over three-quarters of the sites provided email 
addresses to contact party officials, one half the websites provided submit 
message forms, one third of all party websites included discussion forums or 
list-servs, while one quarter provided ways to email elected MPs. Moreover 
deliberation within parties may be more easily facilitated through more private 
electronic communications, such as emails circulated among members, rather 
than public message boards. All these forms of electronic communication may 
reinforce internal party democracy, facilitate political participation, mobilize 
around campaigns, and help the party leadership and officials keep in touch with 
the concerns of their supporters and activists. This function may prove 
particularly important for parties that already have an established mass-branch 
organization, facilitating faster and easier communication about local meetings 
and events.    

The evidence in this study suggests that many parties have taken 
advantage of digital technology – about half of all major parties currently have 
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websites - and the momentum is likely to continue until it would be remarkable if 
any party were not online. Moreover while the major parties were most 
commonly found online, and these sites tended to offer the richest information 
and communication functions, there were only modest differences among major, 
minor and fringe electoral parties in these regards. Out of all party families, 
there was a broad overall left-right balance online, although the Green websites 
offered the most developed information and communications facilities, followed 
by the Christian Democrats. Compared with other channels of mass 
communications, the Internet therefore offers a relatively egalitarian 
battleground for party competition, allowing minor parties to present a website 
that is just as developed as those offered by many of the governing parties. 
Smaller opposition parties and minor challengers may often lag behind in 
campaign funds and traditional mass membership organizations, but they may 
be able to compensate via technical mastery of the digital technologies and 
greater flexibility to adapt to building support, networking and mobilizing in the 
new environment.   

The evidence therefore suggests that the rise of digital parties seems 
unlikely radically to alter many of the traditional patterns of party politics. As 
cyberpessimists argue, many parties have adapted only conservatively to the 
Internet, using it as a traditional tool of campaign propaganda rather than as an 
interactive way to strengthen and revitalize party organizations. Nevertheless the 
Internet does provide an environment where the traditional resources of money, 
manpower and members may be less important than technical know-how. 
Smaller, less well-resourced and adaptable challengers with many potential 
supporters online, like Green parties, may be able to use the new opportunities 
most effectively to supplement traditional campaign channels. The Internet may 
also provide effective forms of communications strengthening party 
organizations in transitional and consolidating democracies where Internet 
penetration is rapidly advancing, such as in Taiwan, South Korea, Brazil, Latvia, 
and Slovenia.  Whether the Internet fulfils this potential, as Internet use spreads 
more widely throughout the population, remains a major challenge in the Digital 
Age. 
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Table 8.1: The World of Party Websites 
 All Party Websites  

(i) 
All Electoral Party 

Websites (ii) 
 Total Number  Mean Number 

per Nation 
Mean Number per 

Nation 
All 1250 7.3 2.7 

    
North America 124 41.3 5.0 
West Europe 374 24.9 8.9 
Scandinavia 95 19.0 10.0 
Central and Eastern 
Europe 

185 7.4 3.9 

Asia-Pacific 181 5.2 2.1 
Middle East 69 4.9 1.2 
South America 141 4.7 2.0 
Sub-Saharan Africa 81 1.6 0.8 
    
High human 
development 

766 18.2 6.6 

Medium human 
development 

395 4.4 1.9 

Low Human 
development 

46 1.3 0.5 

    
Established democracies 913 12.3 5.0 
Consolidating 
democracies 

259 3.6 1.5 

Non-Democracies 78 2.4 0.2 
Notes and sources:   
All party websites: Column (i) in the table summarizes the distribution of 1250 
official party websites in June 2000.  Each party with at least one national-level 
official website was counted only once, excluding regional, state or local 
branches or affiliated party organizations like youth sections with separate 
websites. Party websites were identified from Elections Around the World. 
www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. 
 
Electoral Party Websites: Column (ii) summarizes the distribution of the 488 
websites identified for electoral parties, defined as all parties that contested 
seats for the lower house of parliament in the most recent election prior to June 
2000. Electoral party websites were also identified from Elections Around the 
World. www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. 
 
Level of human development was derived from the UNDP Human Development 
Index 1999. UNDP Human Development Report 1999. New York: Oxford 
University Press/UNDP. 
 
Type of Democracy: The level of democracy for each country was classified 
according to Freedom House 7-point scale of political rights and civil liberties. 
Countries were then classified as established democracies (1.0 to 2.5), 
consolidating democracies (3.0 to 4.5) and non-democracies (5.0 to 7.0). 
Freedom House Survey of Political Rights and Civil Liberties 1999-2000. 
www.freedomhouse.org.  
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Table 8.2: Types of Electoral Parties Online   
 

 Fringe 
Parties 

Minor 
Parties 

Major 
Parties 

ALL  

 % % % % 
Extreme Left 35 65 44 42 
Social Democrat  38 53 74 52 
Greens 59 88 0 71 
Center 33 45 28 37 
Liberals 39 73 82 57 
Christian Democrats 52 71 78 62 
Conservative 36 55 66 51 
Nationalist, far right 49 41 32 41 
Others including religious, 
agrarian, and regional parties 
lacking another identification. 

18 22 19 19 

ALL 31 47 52 39  
Notes and sources:  
The table lists the percentage of all electoral parties with an official national 
website in 179 nations in June 2000, and the ideological family for each party, 
according to Elections Around the World. 
www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. The total analysis examined 1,244 
electoral parties in the countries under comparison of which 488 were found to 
have a website.  
Electoral parties were defined as all those that contested seats for the lower 
house of parliament in the most recent election. Parties were classified by size 
according to the distribution of seats in the lower house of parliament in the 
latest election results. 
Fringe parties included those with less than 3% of seats in parliament.  
Minor parties have more than 3% and less than 20% of seats.  
Major parties have more than 20% of seats. 
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Table 8.3: The Contents of Electoral Party Websites 
 
 Communication 

Function 
Information 

function 
% 

Can email party officials *  79 
Party history  * 78 
Program, manifesto, statement of principles  * 78 
Press releases/media section  * 70 
Party organization  * 63 
Parliamentary candidate information (e.g. 
biographies) 

 * 60 

Links to external websites  * 60 
Email contact address for webmaster *  57 
Join party *  57 
Leadership information or speeches  * 53 
Party constitution and rules  * 52 
Website in English  * 52 
Submit message form *  50 
Parliamentary candidates contact details 
(e.g. mail address, fax, phone or email) 

*  50 

Constituency information or election results 
by districts 

 * 45 

What’s new section/page  * 42 
Party congress, conference or convention  * 37 
Schedule of events  * 37 
Join discussion/ list serve *  35 
Other affiliated organizational section  * 32 
Can email party leader *  32 
Any multimedia video or audio  * 31 
Youth section  * 31 
Search facility *  31 
Volunteer services *  28 
Can signup to receive a regular electronic 
newsletter 

*  26 

Can email elected members of parliament *  26 
Women’s section  * 25 
Website in other non-native language  * 24 
Union section  * 20 
Donate money *  15 
Buy party goods (e.g. publications) *  7 
N. 13 19  
Notes and Sources:  
The content analysis examined the websites for 339 Electoral Party websites, 
defined as the number of parties contesting the most recent election for the 
lower House of Parliament. Calculated from Elections Around the World. 
www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. 
All the above functions were coded as present (1) or absent (0) when the 
websites were content analyzed in November 2000. In total 399 websites were 
analyzed worldwide, with 58 unable to be contacted from the listed web address. 
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Table 8.4: The Function of Electoral Party Websites 
 

 (Number 
of 

parties) 

Fringe 
Parties 

Minor 
Parties 

Major 
Parties 

ALL  

 (N.) % % % % 

Extreme Left (28) 46 54 39 47 

Social Democrat  (80) 35 46 54 46 

Greens (20) 52 67 - 60 

Center (27) 57 45 58 50 

Liberals (31) 43 56 60 49 

Christian Democrats (26) 48 71 66 57 

Conservative (51) 49 53 60 53 

Nationalist, far right (31) 55 51 40 49 

Others including religious, 
agrarian, and regional parties 
lacking another identification. 

(45) 40 40 32 40 

ALL (339) 45 51 54 49 

Notes and sources:  

The table lists the combined standardized (100-point) score on the Information 

Transparency and Communications Interactivity website scale. See Table 8.3 for 

the items used in constructing the scale, based on contents analysis of 339 

electoral parties in 179 nations in November 2000.  

The ideological family for each party was classified according to Elections 

Around the World. www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm.   

Electoral parties were defined as all those that contested seats for the lower 

house of parliament in the most recent election. Parties were classified by size 

according to the distribution of seats in the lower house of parliament in the 

latest election results. 

Fringe parties included those with less than 3% of seats in parliament.  

Minor parties have more than 3% and less than 20% of seats.  

Major parties have more than 20% of seats. 
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Table 8.5: Explaining party websites 
 
 Distribution 

of all party 
websites 

 Information 
Transparency 

Scale 

 Communications 
Interactivity 

Scale 

 

 Beta Sig. Beta Sig. Beta Sig. 
Human 

development 

.186 .016 .103 .548 .409 .007 

Technological 

development 

.502 .000 .425 .002 .437 .000 

Political 

development 

.100 .168 .045 .777 -.123 .367 

       

Constant -6.4  6.09  -.438  

R2 .457  .238  .436  

Notes and sources: The beta coefficients represent the results of stepwise OLS 

regression models predicting the distribution and function of party websites. 

 

Total Number of Parties: The number of online parties in June 2000 calculated 

from Elections Around the World. www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. For 

the items contained in the Communication and Information scales analyzed in 

November 2000 see Table 8.3. 

 

Human Development is measured by the UNDP Human Development Index 1999. 

UNDP. 1999. Human Development Report 1999. NY: UNDP/Oxford. 

 

Technological development: % Online from www.nua.ie (see Table 3.2 for details) 

 

Political Development: Freedom House Annual Survey of Political Rights and Civil 

Liberties 1999-2000. www.freedomhouse.org/survey/2000/ 
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Figure 8.1: The global map of parties online 
 
 

 
N. of Parties Online
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3 to 7  (32)
1 to 3  (42)
0 to 1  (41)

Online Parties

 
 
Source: Total Number of Parties: The number of online parties in June 2000 
calculated from Elections Around the World. 
www.agora.stm.it/elections/alllinks.htm. 
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Figure 8.2: The Proportion of Parties Online by Type 
 
Source: See Table 8.4 
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Figure 8.3: Examples of party websites in South Africa, Afghanistan, India, Britain 
and the US 
 

 
 

 
 



DIGITAL PARTIES -  PIPPA NORRIS – ECPR JOINT SESSIONS - GRENOBLE APRIL 2001 4/13/2001 5:50 PM 
 

 21

 
 

 



DIGITAL PARTIES -  PIPPA NORRIS – ECPR JOINT SESSIONS - GRENOBLE APRIL 2001 4/13/2001 5:50 PM 
 

 22

 
 

 
  



DIGITAL PARTIES -  PIPPA NORRIS – ECPR JOINT SESSIONS - GRENOBLE APRIL 2001 4/13/2001 5:50 PM 
 

 23

 Figure 8.4: Online parties and democratization 
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Sources: Total number of all party websites identified in June 2000 from 
Elections Around the World www.agora.stm/it/elections/alllinks.htm 
 
Level of Democratization: Freedom House 7-point scale of political rights and 
civic liberties, 1999. www.freedomhouse.org.  
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Figure 8.5: Online parties and the Information Society 
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Sources: Total number of all party websites identified in June 2000 from 
Elections Around the World www.agora.stm/it/elections/alllinks.htm 
 
Infosoc Index: Old Media + New Media See Table 3.2 
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Appendix A: Party Coding Sheet 
Contents of party web site (one coding sheet per party). Score yes Chk 

Your name: 
RefNo  
Country:  (write in) 
Party name: (write in) 
Date of analysis:  
Web site in English?   1   
Web site in other non-native languages?   
Email contact address for webmaster? 1   
Any multimedia video eg Real audio or windows media player? 1  

BACKGROUND   
Party History? 1  
Party Constitution and Rules? 1  
Party Organization? 1  
Program, manifesto, statement of principles, policy pages? 1  

NEWS   
Congress/party conference/convention web site? 1  
Schedule of events? 1  
What’s new section/page? 1  
What’s new last updated daily (3) within month (2) later than 1 
month (1) 

1, 2 or 3  

Press releases/media section? 1  
GROUP SECTIONS   

Women’s section 1  
Youth section 1  
Union section 1  
Other affiliated organizational section eg international, regional 1  

PERSONNEL   
Constituency information and/or election results by district 1  
Candidate address contact details (eg mail address, tel, fax or 
email) 

1  

Candidate information (eg biographies) 1  
Leadership information and speeches 1  

COMMUNICATIONS   
Join party 1  
Donate money 1  
Buy party goods online eg publications, mugs etc. 1  
Volunteer services 1  
Links to external web sites 1  
Search facility 1  
Submit messages form 1  
Join discussion/list serv 1  
Can email party officials or general party email 1  
Can email elected members of parliament 1  
Can email party leaders 1  
Can sign up to receive a regular electronic newsletter 1  
Estimates difficulty of navigation measured from 1=very easy to 
5=very difficult 

1-5  

Other: (note)   
Note: The coding was conducted by a multilingual team of students at the 
Kennedy School of Government. 
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Appendix B: The Percentage of the Population Online Spring 2001 
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Lithuania          
Russia             
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P o rtugal           
Poland             

Lebanon            
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Uruguay            
Latvia             
M alta              
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Cyprus             
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Israel             
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Ireland            
Taiwan             
Japan              
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Singapore          
Sweden             

US                 

 
Source: All countries worldwide with 2 percent or more of the population online. 
Calculated from ‘How many online?’ Spring 2001. www.NUA.ie. 
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