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Obamasphere’s online 

lessons for marketers

I
n the previous High Tech 

Office column, I suggested 

that one of 2008’s noteworthy 

events was the successful use 

of the Internet for fundraising 

and organizing by the Barack 

Obama campaign. Most 

often, websites for both pol-

iticians and businesses func-

tion as high-tech brochure-

ware, reworking traditional 

print media into digital form. 

Like print media, they offer 

their sponsors’ spin on infor-

mation, but rarely invite inter-

action.

In contrast, even post-

election, barackobama.com 

welcomes input and inter-

action. Right up at the top is 

a request to “share your feed-

back – help shape this move-

ment.” Beside it is a pitch to 

donate and get a “2008 vic-

tory T-shirt.” Nearby is a link: 

“Get involved now – Nnd an 

event near you.” Lower down: 

up-to-date blog entries, video 

clips and more. Companion 

site, mybarackobama.com, 

offers users Facebook-like 

tools to “talk to other vot-

ers, join a local group, find 

an event, fundraise or blog,” 

along with links to Obama-

friendly groups on a range of 

popular social-networking 

websites.

During the campaign, 

mybarackobama.com host-

ed nearly 10,000 local groups, 

more than 4,000 special in-

terest groups – many with 

memberships in the tens of 

thousands – and 20,000 vol-

unteer-generated blog pages. 

Uough the Obama team has 

not commented, these online 

organizations might continue 

post-inauguration – certain-

ly the continued online ac-

tivities at barackobama.com 

and ongoing regular e-mails 

to supporters.

Besides using its website 

to engage and organize sup-

porters, the Obama cam-

paign made online tools cen-

tral to its fundraising eVorts. 

Obama raised almost US$750 

million during the campaign. 

More than $500 million was 

raised from online donations 

averaging $80.

During the election cam-

paign, Chris Goward, co-

founder of Vancouver-based 

WiderFunnel Marketing,

took a look at barackobama.

com. WiderFunnel works 

with clients to improve their 

online potential using tools 

such as Google’s website opti-

mizer. 

Over repeated visits to the 

Obama home page, he found 

diVerent images of the candi-

date, changing in ways that 

suggested optimization test-

ing. One photo featured a cas-

ual group shot of the Obama 

family, another showed the 

family waving, while another 

grouped Obama, vice-presi-

dential candidate Joe Biden

and their wives. Both colour 

and black-and-white photos 

were tested.

Apparently, the coziest 

image (in black and white) 

proved the most effective – 

or at least brought in the most 

donations – and was used for 

the rest of the campaign. 

Similarly, the donations 

page offered several varia-

tions. Some promised donors 

“a limited-edition shirt” in 

either dark blue, light blue 

or white; others simply asked 

visitors to make a donation. 

Goward doesn’t know 

which design was the most 

eVective donation-generator, 

but he believes the evidence 

is clear: the Obama campaign 

was testing to make sure its 

website was optimized to 

maximize donations and best 

engage visitors.

Goward suggests that, too 

ocen, marketers avoid testing 

the eVectiveness of market-

ing campaigns. When testing 

is carried out, it ocen makes 

use of a small focus group that 

might not be a valid sample 

of the target population or 

might not be run long enough 

to provide meaningful data. 

He likes tools such as 

Google’s website optimizer, 

which allows website owners 

to post multiple versions of 

their online content and an-

alyses which provide the best 

results. Uese tests oVer data 

by measuring the actions of 

everyone who really visits the 

website.

Even these tools are not 

all-powerful, Goward notes. 

In the recent U.S. campaign, 

it might have been useful for 

Republican candidate John 

McCain to have been able to 

run tests comparing Sarah 

Palin with other potential 

vice-presidential nominees, 

but it probably wasn’t prac-

tical.

The Obama organizers 

were able to use website opti-

mization tools to help make 

their use of the web eVective. 

Goward hopes that market-

ers will follow their example – 

particularly in a tighter econ-

omy. He suggests that more 

than ever, marketers have to 

prove their value to clients by 

being able to demonstrate the 

return that their online and 

other marketing eVorts can 

bring. •

Alan Zisman is a Vancouver 

educator and computer spe-

cialist. He can be reached at 

www.zisman.ca. His column 

appears weekly.

The Obama organizers 

were able to use website 

optimization tools to 

help make their use 

of the web effective

Innovation under the gun in economic downturn
Slashing R&D dollars now can erode a company’s innovative abilities in the future, tech industry rep warns
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C
ompanies in B.C.’s 

high-tech sector need 

to ensure that the cuts they 

make in research and de-

velopment today don’t 

undermine their ability to 

innovate tomorrow. 

Uis according to Pascal 

Spothelfer, president of the 

British Columbia Technol-

ogy Industry Association,

who is warning technology-

driven companies to keep an 

eye on the long term even if 

the current market climate 

requires reduced spending 

in the short term. 

“The money you don’t 

spend today on innovation 

can have an impact on the 

products you launch in the 

future,” Spothelfer said dur-

ing an interview with BIV

in which he provided a syn-

opsis of the year to come in 

B.C.’s technology industry. 

Whether they’re experi-

encing challenges related to 

the declining public markets 

or are anticipating tougher 

times ahead, companies of 

all sizes are examining ways 

to cut spending. 

Spothelfer noted that 

some companies that have 

remained relatively un-

exposed to market condi-

tions in 2008 might encoun-

ter economic headwinds in 

2009 when some of their 

Nxed-term contracts come 

up for renewal. 

He said research and de-

velopment is ocen the Nrst 

division in a company that 

faces cuts – be it in head-

count or spending – be-

cause it typically doesn’t 

have obligations to current 

customers. 

This is in contrast to 

other divisions such as 

production and distribu-

tion, which have immedi-

ate commitments to fulfil 

client contracts.

“You may have an in-

novation gap or a reduc-

tion in innovation a few 

years down the road due to 

reduced research and de-

velopment budgets today,” 

said Spothelfer. 

While the reductions 

might be inevitable, Spot-

helfer noted that technol-

ogy companies should rely 

on their own objective data 

rather than gloomy market 

projections before taking 

action. 

Adding that companies 

shouldn’t hesitate to make 

needed reductions, Spot-

helfer said, “the most un-

aVordable thing is procras-

tination.” 

He noted that in the mar-

ket downturn, the high-tech 

sector – which was large-

ly isolated as the lone vic-

tim of the dotcom crash in 

2001 – is in the same pos-

ition as other industries. 

Uat makes the downturn’s 

impacts relative. 

And because the B.C. 

technology sector exports 

only 19% of its output (70% 

of that is into the U.S.), Spot-

helfer said it’s sheltered from 

much of the market turmoil 

compared with other sec-

tors that are more reliant on 

the U.S. market. 

He believes that com-

panies in the technology 

sector that are developing 

energy alternatives to fossil 

fuels are best-positioned to 

weather the downturn and 

will continue to attract the 

investment required to con-

tinue innovating. 

Richard MacKel lar, 

managing director of clean-

tech venture capital firm 

Chrysalix Energy, agrees. 

Although Chrysalix – 

like many investment man-

agement companies – has 

advised its portfolio com-

panies to reign in spending 

to preserve their current 

working capital, MacKellar 

listed various factors that 

will continue to drive clean-

tech innovation. 

He said although the 

price of oil has dropped 

drastically in the past 12 

months, demand for oil in 

countries like India and 

China is increasing, even as 

supply shrinks. 

As a result, the price of 

oil will increase, as will de-

mand for alternative energy 

technologies, which are be-

coming more cost-ejcient 

to develop as they advance. 

Other mechanisms that 

will spur new energy innov-

ations, according to MacK-

ellar, are government sup-

port for clean-energy pro-

jects and capital from in-

vestors that are sitting on 

the sidelines. 

“There are people with 

cash today who are won-

dering where to put it,” said 

MacKellar. “Uis is one of 

the attractive asset class-

es.” •

cgc@biv.com

Pascal Spothelfer, BCTIA president: “the most unaffordable thing 

is procrastination”
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