State Politics & Policy Quarterly (2023), 23: 2, 166-186
doi:10.1017/spq.2023.1

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Preaching to the Choir or Proselytizing to the
Opposition: Examining the Use of Campaign
Websites in State Legislative Elections

Joshua Meyer-Gutbrod

University of South Carolina, Department of Political Science, Columbia, SC 29208, USA
Email: meyerguj@mailbox.sc.edu

(Received 08 March 2022; revised 26 May 2022; accepted 22 July 2022)

Abstract

The Internet has spawned a renewed hope for facilitating increased access to candidate infor-
mation for voters. However, the nationalization and polarization of constituents have left many
candidates averse to the risks of personalized campaigns, especially in subnational elections.
Under what conditions are state candidates willing to establish a personalized web presence as
opposed to relying on partisanship? This study introduces a novel dataset of campaign website
presence for the 2018 and 2020 state legislative elections. During this time, approximately one-
third of state legislative candidates opted to forgo a personalized campaign website. District-level
constituent ideology was significantly correlated with the website use, even when controlling for
district education, income, age, and race, and the candidate’s competitive position. District
ideological homogeneity encouraged website use across both parties, while adversarial district
ideology corresponded to low website use among Republicans. The results indicate that state
legislative candidates, especially Republican candidates, are far more likely to preach to their
partisan choir rather than incur the risks of proselytizing among their partisan opposition. The
results reiterate the divergent responses of the political parties regarding partisan polarization
and shed light on the impact of nationalization within state legislative campaigns.
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Introduction

The Internet has altered the lives of individuals across the globe and political
campaigns in the US have not been spared from this revolutionizing force. According
to Pew, by 2008, 55% of the US adult population already turned to the Internet for
political information (Smith 2009). A year later, Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin (2009,
343) declared campaign websites essential arguing that they “provide an unmediated,
holistic, and representative portrait of campaigns”. Modern campaign websites have
expanded to increase donor access, facilitate interaction with candidates, and foster
personalized constituent experiences (Bimber 2014; Gibson, Ward, and Lusoli 2002;
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Smith and Duggan 2012). While this revolution spawned significant early research,
recent efforts have shifted to concerns over the role of social media platforms, taking
websites as perfunctory requirement for a campaign.

While the early literature on digital campaigning saw the use of websites as a
forgone conclusion, nationalized, partisan polarization has thrown this assumption
into question. The polarization of the national parties has resulted in more central-
ized control of party messaging alongside a nationalizing citizenry, and an increasing
divide between opposing partisans (Abramowitz and Webster 2016; Cox and
McCubbins 2005; Hopkins 2018). This increase in partisan polarization has left
some candidates facing more ideologically homogenized constituencies. Candidates
running in ideologically adversarial or moderate districts need to simultaneously
appeal to both highly partisan primary constituents and moderate or adversarial
general election constituencies. Under these polarized conditions, are candidates
willing to employ substantial personalized campaign websites at the risk of alienating
polarized voters, or are websites merely another tool to preach to the partisan choir in
safe districts?

To better understand the interaction between polarization and state legislative
campaign websites, this study introduces a novel data set that identifies the
presence of campaign websites for all general election, and state legislative cam-
paigns during the 2018 and 2020 campaigns. I argue that the growth of national
partisan polarization has encouraged state legislative candidates to forgo websites
in favor of the anonymity of partisan heuristics, especially in districts that leave
them divided between polarized constituencies and general election appeals. Across
the nation, approximately one-third of state legislative candidates do not establish a
clearly identifiable website with significant variation across the candidates. To
assess the drivers of individual variation, I model website presence against constit-
uent demographics, resources, partisan contestation, and district-level citizen
ideology. Competition and constituent preferences, rooted in age, income, race,
and education, all contribute to higher likelihoods of website use. However, the
more striking effect was the impact of constituent polarization on website presence.
While candidates from both parties are more likely to employ websites in more
homogenous districts, only Republicans are particularly averse to website use in
ideologically opposing districts.

The effects present a pessimistic picture regarding the influence of polarization on
campaign website use in the states. First, the low use of campaign websites provides a
strong indication that candidates are willing to forgo individualized campaign
content. In addition, the data reveals that candidates are averse to the risks associated
with proselytizing within diverse districts and for Republicans in opposing districts.
Candidates instead favor the safety of preaching to the partisan choir in safe districts.
When candidates opt for anonymity or micro-targeting in situations of potential
conflict within their districts, it reduces citizen exposure to potential policy distinc-
tions between state-level candidates and the national political parties. Combined with
the decline in local news coverage, this can present a serious challenge for local
information to shift perceptions of nationalized partisan agendas, furthering citizen
polarization (Moskowitz 2021). A careful analysis of these competing effects is
necessary in order to reinvigorate the potential for digital campaign content to
advance norms of democratic citizenship by diminishing polarization and national-
ization of state political agendas.
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Websites as reward and risk

The Internet revolution renewed hope in democratic norms by facilitating increased
information and communication. In terms of engagement, the Internet has a mixed
record for facilitating the mobilization of non-traditional groups or encouraging
participation beyond donations (Bimber 1998; 2001; Bimber and Copeland 2013).
However, scholars have viewed websites as a key tool for campaigns, fostering the
growth of consultants dedicated to facilitating digital content (Benoit and Benoit
2005; Johnson 2002; McKelvey and Piebiak 2018). Candidates and parties establish
clear web presences to communicate campaign information, target critical donor
communities, and enhance participation for core constituent groups (Bimber and
Davis 2003; Druckman et al. 2009; Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin 2010; 2018; Gaynor
and Gimpel 2021; Gibson et al. 2002). Studies have shown that access to these online
campaign portals corresponds to the increased likelihood of voting (Tolbert and
McNeal 2003). As early as 2002, scholars highlighted how parties around the world
had established a web presence and by 2008 scholars examining the US declared that
“most if not all political campaigns will develop and maintain a presence on the
Internet” (Gibson et al. 2002; Latimer 2009, 1036). Subsequent studies of congres-
sional websites have found them to be consistent in spite of significant technological
shifts (Druckman et al. 2018; Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin 2014). The growth of
digital resources effectively facilitated the expansion of low-cost, substantial cam-
paign content, with most scholars taking website use as a perfunctory component of a
viable campaign.

However, little work has been done on evaluating the role of polarization and
nationalization in shaping personalized campaign content through websites. Candi-
dates, especially incumbents, have historically been averse to taking strong policy
stances during campaigns that could prove unpopular in future elections (Arnold
1990; Druckman et al. 2009). While this aversion to concrete statements is a unique
feature in individualized American politics, the centralization of party power under
national polarization heightens this risk. The ideological polarization of America’s
national parties has corresponded to a more direct and centralized control of partisan
agendas and messaging from congressional leadership (Cox and McCubbins 2005;
Lee 2016; Sinclair 2011; 2014). This has resulted in increased ideological distance
between the two major parties and increased internal homogeneity within each party
(Hare and Poole 2014; Poole and Rosenthal 2011). The nationalization of partisan
agendas has trickled down into constituencies across the nation, with an increased
focus on national issues at the expense of local issues and a growing animosity for the
opposition party (Abramowitz and Webster 2016; Hopkins 2018). The resulting
heightened risk of significant opposition might discourage candidates from running
individualized digital campaigns due to the risk of alienating such strongly opposed
partisan camps.

This risk is especially pronounced for candidates in state legislative races due to
the lack of local control of partisan agendas. The twenty-first century has seen an
increase in the influence of national partisan trends in state elections, with pres-
idential elections dominating state races (Rogers 2016). At the same time, a
significant decline in local news and the effective growth of intermittent “flashlight”
coverage for local politics has reduced the potential for accountability in state
politics (Abernathy 2020; Conerly 2013; Graber 1989; Moskowitz 2021). The
nationalization of media sources within American politics has shifted the concerns
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and opinions of citizens, resulting in an almost exclusive focus on national partisan
agendas (Hopkins 2018). Modern voters reflect these shifts and are less interested in
robust local campaign information but instead prefer some middle ground between
concrete policy and simple partisan heuristics (Lipsitz et al. 2005). Nationalizing
citizen preferences corresponding to national control of partisan agendas, com-
bined with the lack of local news, should discourage website use within state
elections. In addition, recent studies have found that state legislative candidates
are more likely to engage in digital advertising on Facebook, allowing them to
engage in more partisan and directly targeted advertising and avoid concrete policy
stances (Fowler et al. 2021). The result is that state-level candidates should neglect
personal campaign websites to avoid individual campaign content, relying instead
on partisan cues or targeted advertising.

However, candidates may feel compelled to adopt websites in spite of this
competing interest. Early website adoption by congressional candidates in the late
1990s was frequently correlated with incumbency status, resources, and the pres-
ence of competition (Klotz 1997; Ward and Gibson 2003). Further, the availability
of this new resource created additional social pressure forcing candidates into the
digital arena (Gibson et al. 2002). In a single study targeting state legislative
campaigns, Herrnson, Stokes-Brown, and Hindman (2007) used survey evidence
from 1759 campaigns in 1998 and 2000 to conclude that website adoption in the
states was rooted in competition, professionalization, and district demographics
including race, age, and education. Finally, similar factors have contributed to the
adoption of Facebook as an alternative digital medium, with early adoption
favoring democrats, and more affluent and educated districts (Williams and “Jeff”
Gulati 2013).

These studies have provided a suite of potential explanations for the expansion of
website use, but most focus on the role of early adoption and none engage with the
growth of polarization and nationalization in the modern political environment.
While website use has been accepted as a forgone conclusion for successful cam-
paigns, the nationalization and centralization of partisan agendas creates a credible
incentive for candidates to avoid individualization through websites. This is espe-
cially problematic in low salience elections, like state legislative races. This can
undermine accountability and enhance citizen reliance on partisan cues as opposed
to substantial policy claims, contributing to nationalization and polarization. Fully
understanding the competing influences of partisan polarization and the expecta-
tions of digital campaigning at the state level requires a thorough assessment of these
competing factors.

Constituent pressure, competition, and polarization

The polarization and nationalization of voters may leave state legislative candidates
with a strong incentive to avoid individualization through campaign websites. This
incentive against campaigning may not be felt equally across the states or districts.
Significant variation in levels of partisan polarization within state legislatures pro-
vides an indicator that the nationalization of agendas, while common, is not ubiq-
uitous (Shor and McCarty 2011). Further, using survey data and post-stratification
techniques, scholars have identified significant variation in constituent ideology both
across states and across state legislative districts (Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2013;
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Warshaw and Rodden 2012). Candidates should react differently to districts that
share their ideology as opposed to districts in which they are running opposed to the
dominant ideology. However, understanding the impact of district ideology on
websites requires separating two distinct components of polarization: the cohesion
within each district and the district’s level of ideological extremism.

From a national standpoint, higher partisan cohesion tends to indicate more
centralized control of partisan priorities and clearer partisan agendas. This is no
different at the state level, where centralized cohesive parties can discourage candi-
date deviation. However, candidates that confront highly cohesive constituents run
few risks in taking strong stances. With little variation, campaign agendas should be
clear and candidates should feel free to preach to the proverbial choir, leading to the
Ideological Homogeneity Hypothesis:

Ideological Homogeneity Hypothesis: Higher levels of homogeneity in constit-
uent ideology within a district will correspond to higher levels of website use
among candidates.

Alternatively, more extreme partisan ideologies can produce competing effects.
Generally, higher levels of ideological extremism indicate significant buy-in into
nationalized partisan polarization. Under this scenario, higher levels of ideological
extremism within a district could encourage candidates to conceal themselves in the
anonymity of a partisan label. However, this effect will likely vary. A district with
significant ideological support for a candidate would likely encourage a more active
position taking due to the low level of risk associated with the constituent opposition.
Alternatively, a candidate confronting an oppositional ideological district is forced to
balance the competing demands of partisan and general election constituencies. Risk
aversion, in this situation, would lead to the avoidance of strong policy stances on
either side, resulting in a decline in website use, leading to the Ideological Extremism
Hypothesis:

Ideological Extremism Hypothesis: A greater distance between the district’s and
candidate’s ideology, will correspond to lower levels of website use among
candidates.

Measuring website use

Identifying the influence of constituent demands, competition, and polarization on
website use in state legislative elections requires a systematic assessment of the
presence of campaign websites across state legislative districts. Websites were iden-
tified for all major party candidates for upper and lower state legislative races during
the 2018 and 2020 general elections. Websites were identified using the Google search
engine. Search terms included the candidates’ full name, chamber, state, and cam-
paign year. All searches were conducted between six and two weeks prior to the
general election date. The first twenty Google results were included in each search
and all searches were conducted with history-driven search improvements disabled.
In addition, official Facebook pages returned in the Google search were subsequently
searched for links to external campaign websites. This search method focused on
websites most likely to be identified by constituents, assuming that a well-concealed
website is functionally no website.

https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2023.1 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/spq.2023.1

State Politics & Policy Quarterly 171

A number of specific types of websites were excluded from the results. First, official
legislative office websites, denoted by a .gov address or with a consistent attribution
statement to the legislature, were not included as personalized campaign content.
Second, official websites produced explicitly by the state party, identified by a
common attribution statement and consistent design, were excluded. Third, partisan
donation-specific websites, including ActBlue and WinRed, that include donor
portals for multiple candidates were excluded. In all of these instances, candidates
lacked exclusive control over website content and are seen as relying on partisan
signals as opposed to personalized agendas. Finally, Facebook, Twitter, and other
social media sites were excluded. While the current trend in campaigns has been to
increase the use of social media to both advertise and engage with constituents, the
types of engagement are distinct from a major website. While both accomplish the
goal of outreach, including announcing campaign calendars, and fundraising, sub-
stantial policy engagement requires the unlimited space associated with a campaign
website. The fluidity and space limitations of the Facebook and Twitter platforms
lend themselves more to platitudes than policy proposals, though they remain a
potentially fruitful avenue of future research (Fowler et al. 2021).

In total, 7,074 candidate websites were identified amongst the 10,483 candidates in
2018 and 6,721 websites were identified amongst the 9,874 candidates in 2020. Across
both years, approximately one-third of state legislative candidates opted not to set up
an accessible campaign website. These low numbers provide significant evidence on
the desire of state legislative candidates to avoid engaging in personalized campaign-
ing that could put them at risk with polarized constituencies. The following analysis
will restrict the sample to single-member legislative districts to avoid more compli-
cated interactions with partisanship, web presence, and even shared web space
between multiple candidates.! Among single-member districts, websites were not
evenly distributed across the nation. Tables 1 and 2 provide the percentage of
candidates with websites for 2018 and 2020, respectively, for single-member districts
by the state for uncontested incumbents, contested incumbents, uncontested chal-
lengers, and contested challengers, and totals. As the table indicates, as competition
levels increase both in terms of contested elections and for challengers facing
incumbent opposition, the likelihood of website use increases. However, this increase
is not consistent across all states, with some states exhibiting significantly higher rates
of website use than others.

Figures 1 and 2 map the presence of websites across lower and upper chamber state
legislative districts by the party for the 2018 and 2020 campaign years. You can
tind higher-resolution regional breakdowns of these figures in the Supplementary
Material. The maps illustrate a few potential trends. First and foremost, more rural
populations, especially in the South and Midwest, appear less likely to have a strong
website presence from either party, as indicated by the blocks of gray. This could be a
combination of uncontested elections, a decline in constituent expectations regarding
web presence, or simply reduced availability of Internet access among constituents.
Secondly, there is a complex interaction between competition and professionaliza-
tion, with states like Florida, California, Wisconsin, Minnesota, and even Colorado

'A number of states were not included in the analysis because of either lack of elections or lack of clear
district dynamics, as is the case with multi-member districts. NH and VT were excluded for district dynamics
in both election years. NJ, MS, and VA did not have elections in 2018 and NJ, NE, AL, LA, MD, MS, VA, and
WA did not have elections in 2020
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Table 1. Percentage of candidates with websites by incumbency and competition, 2018 election

Incumbent- Incumbent- Challenger- Challenger-
State Total uncontested contested uncontested contested
Alabama 55% (205) 24% (59) 48% (42) 56% (16) 80% (88)
Alaska 80% (80) 55% (11) T7% (22) 86% (7) 88% (40)
Arizona 94% (52) 67% (3) 94% (16) 100% (1) 97% (32)
Arkansas 51% (166) 32% (41) 51% (51) 33% (9) 66% (64)
California 94% (186) 100% (13) 92% (75) 100% (13) 949% (85)
Colorado 90% (155) 100% (3) 96% (50) (0) 87% (102)
Connecticut 48% (350) 15% (13) 29% (147) 0% (1) 66% (189)
Delaware 80% (82) 80% (10) 68% (28) 100% (4) 88% (40)
Florida 86% (231) 41% (22) 86% (77) 83% (6) 94% (126)
Georgia 75% (326) 60% (87) 72% (120) 100% (8) 89% (111)
Hawaii 57% (86) 45% (22) 59% (29) 100% (5) 57% (30)
Idaho 71% (55) 64% (11) 84% (19) 0% (1) 67% (24)
lllinois 85% (239) 81% (54) 88% (74) 100% (7) 83% (102)
Indiana 54% (212) 29% (21) 40% (87) 50% (2) 70% (101)
lowa 64% (214) 30% (20) 46% (80) 75% (4) 82% (110)
Kansas 69% (185) 58% (31) 73% (75) 50% (4) 71% (75)
Kentucky 63% (221) 33% (12) 55% (82) 0% (1) 71% (126)
Maine 29% (345) 29% (7) 28% (115) 50% (6) 30% (212)
Maryland 82% (124) 73% (11) 849% (45) 89% (9) 81% (59)
Massachusetts  79% (259) 69% (109) 79% (61) 88% (16) 92% (73)
Michigan 76% (297) (0) 84% (75) (0) 74% (222)
Minnesota 86% (264) 0% (1) 86% (109) 100% (1) 87% (153)
Missouri 61% (311) 55% (22) 61% (92) 71% (14) 61% (183)
Montana 39% (209) 21% (14) 34% (73) 40% (10) 45% (109)
Nebraska 85% (27) 85% (13) 100% (2) 75% (8) 100% (4)
Nevada 92% (88) 100% (8) 100% (28) 80% (5) 87% (47)
New Mexico 64% (102) 28% (18) 70% (40) 50% (2) T4% (42)
New York 54% (353) 44% (50) 44% (142) 83% (6) 65% (155)
North Carolina  76% (336) (0) 74% (146) (0) 77% (190)
North Dakota 20% (44) 0% (3) 12% (16) 0% (1) 29% (24)
Ohio 75% (217) 80% (5) 74% (69) 50% (2) 76% (141)
Oklahoma 72% (220) 42% (19) 62% (53) 60% (5) 80% (143)
Oregon 91% (129) 100% (8) 95% (59) 100% (1) 87% (61)
Pennsylvania 72% (373) 51% (47) 65% (142) 67% (6) 83% (178)
Rhode Island 44% (154) 31% (51) 48% (44) 80% (10) 45% (49)
South Carolina  52% (169) 37% (49) 53% (62) 3% (6) 63% (51)
South Dakota 34% (71) 0% (4) 41% (27) 0% (1) 33% (39)
Tennessee 67% (200) 50% (22) 59% (64) 100% (6) 73% (108)
Texas 89% (271) 84% (56) 91% (87) 100% (3) 90% (125)
Utah 75% (164) 57% (7) 74% (61) 100% (4) 76% (92)
Washington 91% (45) 71% (7) 93% (15) 100% (4) 95% (19)
West Virginia 44% (117) 0% (2) 33% (48) 100% (1) 53% (66)
Wisconsin 80% (187) 73% (11) 72% (86) 100% (4) 88% (86)
Wyoming 40% (101) 30% (40) 27% (22) 40% (5) 59% (34)

Note. Percentages are calculated based on all single-member districts across both chambers in the state. Category totals
are shown in parenthesis. Categories without candidates are denoted by a (0).

showing a strong web presence over the last few years. While the maps provide an
interesting cursory glance, they underscore the complexity of determining which
factors motivate campaign websites use.

To fully assess competing explanations, I model website presence as a logistic
regression where the dependent variable is coded as 1 for the use of a website and 0 for
not. Independent variables are designed to test whether polarization has an impact on
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Table 2. Percentage of candidates with websites by incumbency and competition, 2020 election

Incumbent- Incumbent- Challenger- Challenger-
State Total uncontested contested uncontested contested
Alaska 73% (71) 38% (13) 75% (24) 100% (5) 83% (29)
Arizona 75% (55) 50% (4) 84% (19) (0) 72% (32)
Arkansas 46% (165) 20% (45) 43% (60) 50% (2) 69% (58)
California 90% (189) 93% (14) 88% (69) 100% (10) 90% (96)
Colorado 89% (157) 100% (3) 95% (60) 100% (1) 84% (93)
Connecticut 54% (347) 21% (14) 38% (156) (0) 70% (177)
Delaware 74% (78) 75% (16) 67% (30) (0) 81% (32)
Florida 86% (242) 14% (7) 80% (83) 60% (5) 94% (147)
Georgia 74% (352) 56% (86) 75% (120) 100% (11) 84% (135)
Hawaii 64% (74) 40% (5) 62% (26) 100% (2) 66% (41)
Idaho 70% (50) 64% (11) 83% (18) 100% (1) 60% (20)
Illinois 73% (204) 62% (47) 67% (75) 100% (4) 83% (78)
Indiana 56% (209) 17% (23) 42% (93) 67% (3) 79% (90)
lowa 56% (216) 58% (19) 38% (88) 67% (3) 72% (106)
Kansas 71% (275) 47% (36) 73% (94) 78% (9) 74% (136)
Kentucky 66% (187) 56% (16) 60% (83) 100% (4) 71% (84)
Maine 45% (359) 67% (6) 37% (136) 43% (7) 50% (210)
Massachusetts ~ 83% (245) 78% (113) 88% (68) 100% (11) 83% (53)
Michigan 66% (220) (0) 70% (84) (0) 63% (136)
Minnesota 82% (395) 50% (4) 79% (173) (0) 84% (218)
Missouri 65% (271) 48% (25) 54% (97) 88% (17) 73% (132)
Montana 46% (206) 14% (14) 31% (64) 62% (13) 57% (115)
Nevada 86% (86) 100% (11) 96% (27) 100% (2) 76% (46)
New Mexico 74% (194) 26% (27) 78% (69) 67% (3) 84% (95)
New York 60% (353) 46% (46) 46% (127) 100% (8) 72% (172)
North Carolina  77% (333) (0) 78% (149) (0) T7% (184)
North Dakota 33% (39) 0% (7) 36% (14) (0) 44% (18)
Ohio 65% (216) 50% (4) 60% (88) (0) 69% (124)
Oklahoma 75% (174) 46% (26) 74% (81) 100% (4) 86% (63)
Oregon 82% (141) 86% (7) 77% (53) 100% (1) 84% (80)
Pennsylvania 68% (371) 40% (47) 60% (156) 100% (7) 84% (161)
Rhode Island 46% (149) 42% (48) 47% (45) 67% (12) 43% (44)
South Carolina  64% (250) 52% (67) 64% (88) 100% (4) 70% (91)
South Dakota 46% (61) 0% (5) 39% (23) 100% (1) 56% (32)
Tennessee 68% (162) 59% (27) 60% (77) 100% (3) 82% (55)
Texas 93% (29) 100% (3) 92% (12) (0) 93% (14)
Utah 80% (149) 54% (13) 80% (61) 67% (3) 85% (72)
West Virginia 48% (112) 33% (3) 41% (44) (0) 54% (65)
Wisconsin 79% (178) 50% (10) 71% (75) (0) 89% (93)
Wyoming 48% (96) 30% (33) 52% (21) 46% (13) 66% (29)

Note. Percentages are calculated based on all single-member districts across both chambers in the state. Category totals
are shown in parenthesis. Categories without candidates are denoted by a (0).

website use, while controlling for constituent demographics and competitive posi-
tion. Polarization within the district is measured using Tausanovitch and Warshaw’s
2013 state legislative district ideology estimates, as the most recent estimates using the
2018 and 2020 districts (Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2013). District extremism is
measured using their MRP mean estimated ideology within the district. However, to
account for the ideological position of candidates, it is calibrated against the candi-
date’s party. The new measure positions Democratic candidates at the most liberal
point and Republican candidates at the most conservative point and then measures
the district’s ideological distance from that point. Therefore, a Democratic candidate
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Lower Chamber

Presence E’ No Data D Neither . Republican . Democratic . Both

Figure 1. Distribution of Website Use by Party for 2018.

Figure 1 plots the map of state legislative, single-member districts, for 2018 races. Shading indicate the
presence of websites by, partisanship. Missing data, including districts with no race that year are shown in
white. Alaska and Hawaii are shown not to scale to visualize the districts. Regional maps with clearer district
lines can be found in the Supplementary Material.

facing an extremely liberal district will have a score of 0 and a Republican facing an
extremely conservative district will have that same score. As the ideology score
increases, the Ideological Extremism Hypothesis would dictate that we would be less
likely to see a website due to the risks of alienating partisan constituents. District
homogeneity in ideology is measured using the standard deviation for their MRP
ideology estimates. According to the Ideological Homogeneity Hypothesis, increases
in the standard deviation of the district ideology would result in a lower likelihood to
have a website due to the risks associated with alienating more diverse constituents.
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Partisan D No Data D Neither - Republican . Democratic . Both

Presence

Lower Chamber

Figure 2. Distribution of Website Use across Party for 2020.

Figure 2 plots the map of state legislative, single-member districts, for 2020 races. Shading indicates the
presence of websites by, partisanship. Missing data, including districts with no race that year are shown in
white. Alaska and Hawaii are shown not to scale to visualize the districts. Regional maps with clearer district
lines can be found in the Supplementary Material.

In addition to district ideology, two binary variables are included to assess the
impact of the competitive environment on a candidate’s decision, including an
indicator if the candidate is a challenger and an indicator if the candidate faced a
contested general election through major party opposition.? In addition, an

“Contestation in general elections is used as a proxy for competition both due to low levels of contestation
in state legislative elections and the general difficulty of accurately measuring actual competitive elections.
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interaction effect between these two variables is included under the assumption
that challengers might approach competitive and non-competitive elections dif-
ferently.

Finally, controls for district demographic composition include district education
level, median income level, median age, and percentage of the population who identify
as “white” are all calculated using the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey
2016 five-year estimates (United States Census Bureau 2016). In addition, controls are
included for candidate party and small district size, measured as districts with a
population smaller than 33,300. While district population has been shown to impact
early website use (Herrnson et al. 2007), it actually holds a non-linear relationship with
website use in 2018 and 2020. Instead, the data reveals a stepwise shift at around the first
quartile of population sizes, capping at 33,300. This is unsurprising given that the
marginal impact of websites given larger populations significantly diminishes at a
certain point. The model controls for professionalization, operationalized as the state’s
most recent Squire Professionalization Index, a measure of the resources available to
state legislators relative to the resources available to Congress, and a binary variable for
upper chamber races (Squire 2017). Missing from these controls is a measure of
Internet availability among constituents. The US Census Bureau’s American Commu-
nity Survey measures Internet access by the household at the county level but does not
provide a similar measure at the state legislative district level. Approximately 80% of
households nationally have some form of within-home Internet (United States Census
Bureau 2016). However, the disparity in mapping between county lines and state
legislative districts across states renders inferences from this measure problematic.
However, there is a positive and significant correlation between county population and
county Internet access rates (r[3218] = 0.43, p < 0.01) rendering population size a
significant proxy for Internet access.

Models are run including and excluding relevant interaction terms and include
robust standard errors clustered at the state level and separate models are run for the
2018 and 2020 campaigns to allow for variation between presidential and midterm
elections across all variables. The model formulation is robust to alternative controls
for the effect of states. Alternative models, including a model using state fixed effects
and state random effects, are included in the Supplementary Material.

The competing effects of polarization

Results for the 2018 and 2020 models are presented in Table 3. The first column for
each model shows the coefficient and robust, clustered standard error and the second
column lists the odds ratio for each coefficient. Model years are separated and separate
models are run within each year, excluding and including key interaction terms.

The non-interaction baseline models support many of the existing theories of
website use with most of the control variables being statistically significant and
substantial. In addition, Democratic candidates, challengers, and candidates with
major party competition are all more likely to use websites. Finally, the statistically
significant coefficients for the measures of district heterogeneity and candidate
relative distance lend support for both the Ideological Homogeneity Hypothesis and
Ideological Extremism Hypothesis. More ideologically diverse districts and candidates
confronting more adversarial districts both corresponded to a reduced likelihood of
website use by candidates in those races. However, the statistically significant
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Table 3. Logistic regression results for website use

Model 1 - non-interaction Model 2 - interactions

2018 Model Coefficient (SE) 0Odds ratio Coefficient (SE) 0Odds ratio
(Intercept) 0.47 (0.62) 1.592 0.8 (0.77) 2.229
Citizen ideological heterogeneity —6.47 (1.78)* 0.002* —5.95 (2.26)* 0.003*
Citizen ideological relative distance —0.42 (0.13)* 0.659* —0.94 (0.27)* 0.392*
Democrat (binary) 0.6 (0.13)* 1.83* —0.43 (0.52) 0.651
Democrat x ideological hetero. — — —0.88 (1.61) 0.416
Democrat x ideological distance — — 1.15(0.48)* 3.155*
Challenger (binary) 0.52 (0.11)* 1.685" 1.27 (0.15)* 3.545*
Competitive (binary) 0.27 (0.12)* 1.304* 0.4 (0.13)* 1.499*
Professionalization (squire) 0(0.01) 1.003 0.01 (0.01) 1.009
Upper chamber race (binary) 0.05 (0.1) 1.055 0.06 (0.1) 1.058
Median age (district) —0.03 (0.01)* 0.971* —0.03 (0.01)* 0.971*
% Bachelors or more (district) 0.014 (0.006)* 1.014* 0.021 (0.005)* 1.021*
Median income (district) 0.017 (0.005)* 1.017* 0.014 (0.005)* 1.015*
Percentage white (district) 0.011 (0.003)* 1.011* 0.007 (0.003)* 1.007*
Small district (binary) —0.91 (0.21)* 0.404* —0.82 (0.22)* 0.439*
Competitive x challenger — — —0.84 (0.16)* 0.431*
N 8,883 8,883

AIC 9,903.4 9,852.9

Model 1 - non-interaction Model 2 - interactions

2020 Model Coefficient (SE) QOdds ratio Coefficient (SE) 0Odds ratio
(Intercept) 0.34 (0.43) 1.408 0.84 (0.52) 2.307
Citizen ideological heterogeneity —4.58 (1.47)* 0.01* —5.33 (1.96)" 0.005*
Citizen ideological relative distance —0.74 (0.17)* 0.479* —1.17 (0.26)" 0.31*
Democrat (binary) 0.81 (0.12)* 2.24* —0.57 (0.53) 0.568
Democrat x ideological hetero. — — 1.91 (1.89) 6.784
Democrat x ideological distance — — 1.03 (0.38)* 2.806*
Challenger (binary) 0.75 (0.09)* 2.114* 1.68 (0.24)* 5.369*
Competitive (binary) 0.39 (0.13)* 1.473* 0.5 (0.14)* 1.649*
Professionalization (squire) —0.01 (0.01) 0.992 0(0.01) 0.996
Upper chamber race (binary) 0.01 (0.08) 1.013 0.02 (0.09) 1.017
Median age (district) —0.02 (0.01)* 0.979* —0.02 (0.01)* 0.979*
% Bachelors or more (district) 0.02 (0.005)* 1.02* 0.027 (0.006)* 1.027*
Median income (district) 0.012 (0.004)* 1.013* 0.01 (0.004)* 1.01*
Percentage white (district) 0.01 (0.004)* 1.01* 0.007 (0.003)* 1.007*
Small district (binary) —0.88 (0.18)* 0.414* —0.83 (0.18)* 0.436*
Competitive x challenger — — —1.02 (0.23)* 0.362*
N 8,318 8,318

AlC 9,323.7 9,277.5

Note. The first set of models for each year excludes interaction terms, while the second column incorporates a series of
theoretically important interaction terms. The first column for each model lists logistic regression coefficients with robust
standard errors clustered by state in parenthesis. The second column lists converted odds-ratios.

*p < 0.05 two tailed.

interaction effects reveal a more complex story across parties and across incumbent-
challenger dynamics.

Both interaction models show support for the argument that constituent demo-
graphics can have a substantial impact on the likelihood of website use. District median
age, education level, median income, and racial composition are significant for both
models. A single standard-deviation increase in the percentage of the district popula-
tion with a bachelor’s degree (14% increase) corresponds to an increase of
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approximately 6% in the likelihood of having a campaign website in 2018 and 2020,
controlling for other variables. With regard to income, a one standard-deviation shift or
an increase of $20,000 in median income also corresponded to an increase in the
likelihood by approximately 6% in 2018 and 3% in 2020. A one standard-deviation
increase in the percentage of the population who identify as “white” (a 20% increase)
corresponds to a 3% increase in the likelihood of website use for both models, holding
other variables constant. Finally, a 10-year increase in median age corresponded to a
decline in the likelihood of having a website by 6% and 5% in 2018 and 2020,
respectively.

Lurking behind all of these shifts is the important role of small population sizes as a
control variable. Districts under 30,000 citizens are significantly less likely to have
campaign websites, with a drop-in the likelihood of having a website by 16% in the
midterm election and 14% in presidential election years, even controlling for demo-
graphic variables. This is unsurprising as smaller districts may facilitate more
personal campaign styles while larger sizes do not provide a significant marginal
advantage and are correlated with other more predictive variables. However, there is
no strong evidence that significant expectations are produced by the professionali-
zation of the state legislature or the office. Both upper chamber races and measures of
state legislative professionalization failed to achieve statistical significance. These
results indicate that citizen expectations are a localized phenomenon, rooted in
district demographics, and not broader professional standards across the state.

While constituent demographics clearly have a significant impact on the presence
or absence of websites, the competitive environment in which a candidate is running
has an equally robust impact. The coefficients for competition and incumbency status
are both statistically significant and in the expected direction. Figure 3 plots the
predicted probabilities of having a website based on both models for different levels of
competition, incumbency, and party.

The likelihood that an incumbent facing a contested election employs a campaign
website is 8% higher in 2018 and 11% higher in 2020, relative to unchallenged
incumbents. Further, within contested elections, challengers see an 8% increase in
the likelihood of website use in 2018 and a 10% increase in 2020 compared to
incumbents. This results in an increase in the likelihood of having a website by
16% in 2018 and 21% in 2020 for challengers in contested elections compared to
incumbents in non-contested elections. The statistically significant interaction term
between contestation and incumbency serves as an indicator that the bulk of this shift
occurs within the realm of incumbency. The difference between competitive and
non-competitive challengers is much smaller compared to these other shifts. Finally,
as Figure 3 illustrates, in both 2018 and 2020 Democrats were more likely to employ
websites compared to Republicans, with an 11% increase in the likelihood of having a
website in 2018 and a 12% increase in 2020.

While constituent demographics and competitive environment both play a strong
role in forcing candidates to take visible campaign positions through a personalized
campaign website, the impact of polarization is more nuanced and dynamic. As
Figure 4 illustrates, there is a strong correlation between relative ideological oppo-
sition within the district and the likelihood of website use. However, this distinction is
asymmetric, in a manner typical of conversations concerning polarization. For safe
districts, with relative distance scores less than 0.6, both parties seem more than
willing to engage in digital campaigning. These candidates confront friendly districts
and are comfortable preaching to the partisan choir. However, in adversarial districts
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Figure 3. Predicted Percentage Chance of Website Use by Party, Incumbency, and Competition.

Figure 3 plots the predicted percentage chance of having a website against the candidate’s partisanship,
incumbency status, and presence of major party competition. All other variables are held at their mean or
mode. The left axis corresponds to the predicted percent probability dot plot. The right axis corresponds to
the histogram. Predictions are obtained using Model 2-Interactions in Table 3 and state-clustered standard
errors are shown using bars around the dot plot.

where the relative ideological position of the district moves further from the candi-
date’s party, there is a divergent response between the two parties. Democrats are just
as likely, if not more likely to employ a campaign website in these adversarial districts.
This is an indication that Democrats are willing to reach out and proselytize amongst
this strong opposition. On the contrary, among Republicans, the likelihood of a
campaign website drops precipitously as the ideological composition of the district
moves from safe to adversarial. A 1 standard-deviation increase in adversarial
ideology (+0.36 shift) corresponds to a 9% drop in website use in 2018 and 2020.
Republican candidates confront the risks of engagement with oppositional districts
differently and appear unwilling to engage in personalized digital campaigning in this
environment (Figure 4).

In addition to the relative ideological separation between a candidate and their
district, the model also illustrates the importance of district homogeneity for both
parties. Figure 5 plots the model-predicted probability of having a website against the
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Figure 4. Predicted Percentage Chance of Website Use by District Ideological Adversity.

Figure 4 plots the predicted probability of having a website against relative district ideological distance
from a candidate, by party. Ideological distance scores of 0 indicate a strongly supportive district while
higher scores indicate an ideologically opposed district. Candidate variables are set as an incumbent in the
chamber majority party in a competitive election. All other variables are held at their mean or mode. The
left axis corresponds to the predicted percent probability line plot. The right axis corresponds to the
histogram. Predictions are obtained using Table 3 Model 2-Interactions for 2018 (Panel 1) and 2020 (Panel
2). State-clustered standard errors are shown using shading around the linear plot.

range of district ideological heterogeneity measured as the standard deviation for the
MRP estimated district ideology. Again, the bar plot along the bottom shows a
histogram with the frequency of ideology scores.

Unlike the effects of ideological distance, the effects of ideological heterogeneity
are similar across both parties. A 1 standard-deviation increase in heterogeneity
(2 0.05 shift) corresponds to approximately a 7% decline in the probability of having a
website for both parties and in both years.

The results from both Models 1 and 2 and across both years show that a number
of demographic variables and increased competition can increase the likelihood of
campaign website use in these subnational elections. However, even controlling for
district demographics and competition, district ideological polarization has a
strong potential effect on website use. When considering both district extremism
and district ideological homogeneity, the safer a candidate feels in a district, the
more likely they are to take up a personalized campaign web presence. More
homogenous districts and districts with the mean ideology that is closer to the
candidate’s party both correspond to an increased likelihood of website use.
Candidates in these districts feel safe preaching to the choir, with little risk of
angering large groups of constituents by playing to a clear party line. However, in
more heterogenous districts, candidates confront increased risks due to the diver-
sity of opinion. This is especially pronounced for Republican candidates in
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Figure 5. Predicted Percentage Chance of Website Use by District Ideological Heterogeneity.

Figure 5 plots the predicted probability of having a website against district ideological heterogeneity by
party. Ideological distance scores of 0 indicate a homogenous district while higher scores indicate an
ideologically diverse district. Candidate variables are set as an incumbent in the chamber majority party in
a competitive election. All other variables are held at their mean or mode. The left axis corresponds to the
predicted percent probability line plot. The right axis corresponds to the histogram. Predictions are
obtained using Table 3 Model 2-Interactions for 2018 (Panel 1) and 2020 (Panel 2). State-clustered
standard errors are shown using shading around the linear plot.

adversarial districts, where proselytizing among the competition risks angering
both the primary and general election constituencies. The same effect does not
apply to their Democratic counterparts who seem more willing to engage in this
activity. This one-sided aversion to engagement undermines critical opportunities
for state-level policy development and understanding among citizens and instead
implicitly reinforces national partisan platforms.

Conclusion

The expansion of the Internet at the turn of the twentieth century provided renewed
hope among scholars and journalists for a more active and engaged citizenry with
abundant access to information. Scholars have continued to examine the role of the
Internet in shaping political activity and engagement, and have found that the
promise of the Internet largely fell short (Bimber and Copeland 2013). Even in terms
of information flows, recent scholarship has focused on the ability of the Internet to
foster the propagation of misinformation (Anderson and Rainie 2017; Mitchell et al.
2021). However, the general consensus at the turn of the twentieth century was that
this new medium would, at a minimum, provided campaigns with an easy, cost-
effective mechanism to convey information to citizens. As a result, websites should
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have become the new standard for campaigning in a digital world, and for national
campaigns, this has largely been true (Druckman et al. 2018).

However, far from becoming a standard of professionalization, state legislative
candidates frequently forgo campaign websites entirely with one-third of state
legislative campaigns in 2018 and 2020 failing to establish an easily identifiable
website. Within low-information settings, like state legislative campaigns, candidates
can avoid websites to enjoy some degree of anonymity, relying instead on either
partisan heuristics or microtargeting messages at particular communities. This
strategy has been fostered by the nationalization and polarization of the electorate
and the low rates of competition in state legislative campaigns, relative to their
national counterparts (Abramowitz and Webster 2016; Hopkins 2018). By avoiding
public, personalized, campaign websites, candidates can avoid concrete policy state-
ments, which may alienate more diverse electorates.

With only two-thirds of state legislative campaigns opting for personal campaign
websites, there is strong evidence that the trend toward anonymity in down-ballot
elections is strongly at work. However, there is substantial evidence for local factors
impacting the use of campaign websites, most notably, constituent expectations
rooted in demographic variation and the competitive environment a candidate faces.
The models show strong evidence that higher education, younger, wealthier, and
more Caucasian districts were more likely to encourage campaigns to use websites.
This is largely driven by the expectations of citizens, with white, young, affluent, and
educated populations being more likely to obtain news and campaign information on
the Internet (Smith 2009). However, the impact of more professionalized state
legislatures is not statistically significant, indicating that norms of professionalization
largely vary across district, and not necessarily state.

Finally, two additional variables loomed large in understanding district-level
variation in website use. First, district population sizes within the first quartile of
the population distribution (less than 33,000 residents) are less likely to correspond to
website use. These districts may favor more personalized campaigns due to the lower
populations. Low populations are also associated with low rates of in-home Internet
access. According to data from the 2018 American Community Survey, approxi-
mately 85% of counties that fall into the first quartile of the population distribution
have in-home Internet access rates less than 60%, a stark contrast compared to the
80% national average (United States Census Bureau 2016). Low Internet access
within a district may correspond to reduced incentives to communicate with con-
stituents through digital means. In addition, the competitive environment a candi-
date confronts may compel them to engage in more visible campaign strategies,
including the use of a personal campaign website. In 2018 and 2020, a challenger was
16%-21% more likely to use a website than an uncontested incumbent. In addition,
incumbents in contested races were approximately 9% more likely to use a campaign
website than an uncontested incumbent.

While constituent expectations and competition can push candidates out of their
preferred state of anonymity, the ideological environment within a candidate’s
district can also have a significant impact on state legislative campaign website use.
Ideologically diverse districts have a negative correlation with website use across both
parties. The risks associated with alienating diverse populations through concrete
policy statements deter this type of engagement from candidates. Instead, candidates
can rely on simple partisan heuristics, name recognition, and in more professional-
ized campaigns, microtargeting of messages to constituent groups. Further,
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Republicans are especially unwilling to engage in website use in adversarial districts,
where they risk alienating either primary or general election constituencies and
imperiling their electability. In both instances, candidates are willing to preach to
the partisan choir, but averse to engaging in proselytizing among diverse and
occasionally adversarial constituencies.

The failure of the digital revolution of the twentieth century to drag state legislative
campaigns into public scrutiny is deeply problematic for a number of reasons. Most
importantly, a lack of distinguishing information about candidates and a reliance on
nationalized partisan heuristics reinforces citizen polarization. State candidates
confront a difficult task of navigating local concerns with the tangible influence of
nationalized partisan agendas within the constituency. When state candidates are not
compelled to endorse local concerns over national interests in a public capacity,
citizens are not confronted with variation in partisan agendas. Instead, they are
encouraged to view things through the nationalized red-and-blue dichotomy asso-
ciated with polarization. The result enhances the potential one-sided affective citizen
polarization and discourages citizen engagement with state and local politics, per-
mitting state governments to operate their tremendous policy influence with reduced
accountability.

In addition, while the Internet has facilitated the potential for additional avenues
of news and information, it has also undermined specifically local coverage of state
politics (Abernathy 2020; Graber 1989; Hopkins 2018). With the decline in local
newspapers, citizens must increasingly rely on campaign information from candi-
dates themselves, which they are loath to provide barring the scrutiny of competition,
constituent demand, or the impact of a state polarization. This combination is
especially problematic when low access to information via news media combines
with low website use.

While this study highlights a potential failure of the Internet to expand informa-
tion access to campaigns, the changing digital media environment further compli-
cates this position. Missing from this study is the expanded use of digital campaign
content beyond a candidate’s personalized website, including social media platforms
and official websites. While individual candidates are averse to consistently employ-
ing and updating campaign websites, state governments experience significant
pressure to establish official legislator pages. These pages provide a key opportunity
for incumbents to credit claim on significant legislation for campaign purposes while
avoiding making assertive statements on undecided and contested agenda items. In
addition, the growth of social media has also provided an opportunity for candidates
to reach out to citizens without providing a substantial campaign agenda. Through
Facebook and Twitter, candidates can respond to constituent expectations regarding
web presence. However, the truncated nature of both mediums lends itself more to
platitudes of support and campaign announcements than substantial policy claims.
Recent research has highlighted this important distinction, especially within state
legislative campaigns, showing that campaign advertisements on Facebook are more
targeted to particular constituents, more identifiably partisan, and also less likely to
engage in concrete policy discussions (Fowler ef al. 2021). These alternative mediums
have provided candidates the opportunity to gain some of the clear benefits of web
presence without incurring the risks of a full, individual, campaign website. This is
especially beneficial to candidates who wish to avoid controversial statements in
diverse or ideologically opposing districts.
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While this study effectively dispels the myth that campaign websites are standard
practice for down-ballot elections, it raises important questions in terms of campaign
content at this level. Political science has focused extensively on the role of polari-
zation in shaping national campaigns and partisan agendas. Campaign websites at
the state level reveal a potentially alterative avenue to better explore the impact of
polarization for candidates in low-information settings. First and foremost, subse-
quent studies should target the use of campaign websites in primary elections as well.
Primary elections often include fewer professional candidates, but may spur
increased use of websites when they present significant competition in spite of
potentially nonexistent competition in the general election. In addition, access to a
consistent collection of campaign websites across the years creates opportunities to
examine campaign content. While this study highlights the significant variation in
website use, it does not engage in evaluating the content of campaign websites, which
could provide clues as to the degree that websites individualize state candidates in the
face of strong national parties. Measures of ideology and space dedicated to particular
issues should be examined across not only geographic boundaries but district
demographics including urban-rural distinctions. Finally, what influence do candi-
date qualities have on not only web presence but content as well? While the Internet
has facilitated a renewed hope in the potential for information to enhance citizen
engagement and democratic accountability, this study underscores the prevailing
interests of politicians to avoid facilitating improved access. Future studies should
continue to explore this tendency as it relates to campaigns, with an eye to better
understanding the potential for state variation to undermine national partisan
polarization and the polarization and nationalization of the electorate.
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