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The (surprisingly interesting) story of e-mail in the 2016 presidential election
Ben Epstein and Jeffrey D. Broxmeyer

ABSTRACT
There was more discussion of e-mails and e-mail servers in the 2016 election than any previous
campaign. Yet, practically no attention was paid to the actual e-mails distributed by campaigns
themselves. This study explores how presidential campaigns used e-mail as a strategic tool during
the 2016 election. We collected and analyzed e-mails from all major party candidates over
10 months leading up to election day. The campaigns were organized into three categories
based on how successful they were and how seriously they were run. Comparing the use of
e-mail within each category and between them illuminates variation in how campaigns used
e-mail, including during the primaries and the general election between Clinton and Trump.
Notably, the Trump campaign e-mails were more participatory, fitting the populist theme of the
campaign, and the Clinton campaign made the surprising strategic decision to stop direct e-mail
communication to passive e-mail subscribers over two months before election day. Overall this
study demonstrates how some strategies, such as the frequency of emailing, focus on fundraising,
and consistent forms of interactions have become widely accepted norms. Further, it is clear that
e-mail remains valuable for campaigns and an important subject for scholarship, despite its
mundane nature.
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Introduction

There was more discussion of e-mails and e-mail
servers in the 2016 election than any previous
campaign. Yet, practically no attention was paid
to the actual e-mails distributed by candidates
themselves. While mostly ignored by scholars
and journalists, e-mail campaigns waged during
the 2016 election were strategically important.
Our study explores this particular aspect of
a remarkable presidential cycle. In other words,
we are not “sick and tired of hearing about
[Hillary Clinton’s] damn emails!” as Bernie
Sanders (I-VT) famously stated in the first
Democratic Party debate. We investigate the cam-
paign e-mails from every presidential candidate,
yielding valuable insights about electoral strategies,
campaign innovation, and candidate ambitions.

Despite a rich history of campaign communica-
tion scholarship, very few studies have evaluated
the strategic use of e-mail by campaigns. The inat-
tention is unfortunate because e-mail, as a form of
digital communication, has both the longest track
record and a massive potential political impact. In
2016, every serious presidential campaign utilized
e-mail as part of their digital strategies, just as they

have for over fifteen years (Farnsworth & Owen,
2004; Stromer-Galley, 2014). This study aims to
focus on strategic e-mail use in the 2016 presiden-
tial campaign and finds that some e-mail tactics
were used by all campaigns, including the over-
whelming proportion of e-mails dedicated to fun-
draising. Yet, we also find that different campaigns
deployed this tried and true tool in very distinctive
ways throughout the election cycle, suggesting very
different strategies.

We begin with a literature review covering
a history of e-mail and digital campaign tools, and
the theoretical argument underlying the importance
of studying e-mails in 2016. Next, we discuss the
methods used to gather and track e-mails from
2016 presidential campaigns, followed by the notable
findings analyzed from the avalanche of 2016 cam-
paign e-mails. Overall, we find it useful to categorize
the 2016 campaigns into three groups that organize
the long list of competitors in both major parties.
“Frontrunners” were candidates who won caucus or
primary states, accumulated convention delegates,
and led the field in polling. “Undercards” were
those with impressive credentials who ran serious
campaigns by traditional metrics but, ultimately,
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failed to break out of the pack and compete with
Frontrunners. Finally, “Also-Rans” included those
who announced formal campaigns but received few
endorsements, failed to gain traction in the polls,
raised little money, and struggled to draw crowds.
Comparing the use of e-mail within each category
and between them illuminates variation in how cam-
paigns used e-mail, not only according to the nomi-
nating calendar and election rules (like fundraising
quarters), but also by the ebb and flow of competi-
tion. After detailing the e-mail strategies apparent
during the 2016 primaries, we compare the Trump
and Clinton campaigns during the general election.
Our findings show how some strategies, such as the
frequency of emailing and the type of interactions,
have becomewidely accepted, while other campaigns
made notably different strategic choices. Both major
party nominees, for instance, took surprising risks in
the choice of what and when to communicate with
supporters. We conclude with important lessons
learned about the balance between using e-mail to
fundraise or mobilize, and present ideas for future
research in political communication scholarship.

E-mail in historical context: relevant but
overlooked

Among the increasingly sophisticated array of
digital tools used by campaigns, e-mail has become
an afterthought. E-Mail became a digital tool used
early on to interact with the public and mobilize
political supporters to action. Nielsen organized
a typology of internet tools in mobilizing practices
by differentiating between mundane, emerging,
and specialized internet tools. Mundane internet
tools are those that are built into our communica-
tion practices and often taken for granted. E-Mail
is perhaps the prime example (Nielsen, 2011). The
very fact that e-mail is in no way considered inno-
vative is what establishes it as mundane, even as it
continues to play a central role in web-based com-
munication. With a few exceptions (Kang, Fowler,
Franz, & Ridout, 2018; Vaccari, 2014), the mun-
dane nature of e-mail has also contributed do
a dearth of political communication studies.

Emerging tools are those that are used by early
innovators and while they often get more atten-
tion, they are not yet used by all nor in consistent
ways. While the use of social media platforms by

the general public is growing, they are far from
universal. As of January 2018, 68 percent of all
American adults were on Facebook compared to
only 24 percent of all American adults on Twitter
(Smith & Anderson, 2018). The reach of these
platforms is vast, but they are not on the same
level as e-mail, at least not yet. In 2011, 92 percent
of online users employed e-mail. The number has
since remained constant (Purcell, 2011).

Social media tools like Twitter and Facebook
received growing attention for how campaigns
have deployed them, and their perceived or mea-
sured impact on electoral success starting in the
2008 election and escalating after 2012 (Baldwin-
Philippi, 2015; Baldwin-Philippi et al., 2016; Bode,
2012; Bode, Dalrymple, & Shah, 2011; Bode &
Lassen, 2016; Chadwick & Stromer-Galley, 2016;
Epstein, 2018b; Kreiss, 2012, 2016; Stromer-Galley,
2014; Williams & Gulati, 2007, 2009, 2010). Before
and after the 2016 election scholars have increas-
ingly focused on the sophisticated use of big data
and data analytics by campaigns (Avirgan &
Kreiss, 2016; Darr, 2016; Issenberg, 2012a; Karpf,
2016; Kreiss, 2016; O’Neil, 2016; Siroker, 2009), or
use of newer platforms like Instagram (Ludwig,
2017; Towner & Munoz, 2018).

Specialized tools are those custom made for
political groups, like campaign websites, that they
control for targeted purposes. Nielsen argues that
specific mundane internet tools (like e-mail) are
much more deeply integrated into mobilizing
practices than emerging tools and specialized
tools (Nielsen, 2011). Recent studies support the
finding that e-mails are effective mobilizing tools
for campaigns (Vaccari, 2017), which helps to
explain why serious campaigns use it heavily.

Importantly, the fact that e-mail is mundane
should not suggest irrelevance or a lack of com-
plexity. Previous studies have detailed the lack of
uniformity in e-mail strategies used by interest
groups, and also the general categories of e-mails
sent (Karpf, 2012, 2014). Early Political e-mail was
commonly used for fundraising but also to mobi-
lize political action and to inform targeted audi-
ences, with fairly consistent effectiveness. Studies
have shown that e-mail mobilization, along with
reading online news, blogging, and online political
discussion were positively related to offline politi-
cal participation (Quintelier & Vissers, 2008),
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including voting (Mossberger, Tolbert, & McNeal,
2008). But people respond differently to different
sources of e-mail, and there is evidence that direc-
tives given by official sources, like campaigns,
carry greater weight (Malhotra, Michelson, &
Valenzuela, 2012).

Further, there is evidence to support what most
of us have already experienced: too many e-mails
can be counterproductive. For businesses that aim
to build relationships and responsiveness with cus-
tomers, excessive e-mails can lead to marking
e-mails as spam, reduced responsiveness, and tun-
ing out (Neely, 2015). According to a 2015 survey
(N = 2,057) by a leading marketing firm, 61% of
respondents surveyed stated they would like to
receive promotional e-mail “at least weekly”.
Meanwhile, 86% did not mind receiving promo-
tional e-mails at least monthly and only 15%
would like to receive promotional e-mails
every day (Tomboc, 2016). Businesses have
responded, and for most, sending weekly, or per-
haps monthly e-mails have been shown to be most
productive. According to the 2015 National Client
E-Mail Report by the Direct Marketing Association,
54 percent of marketers send a maximum of 1–3
e-mails per month and only eight percent sent more
than eight e-mails per month (Neely, 2015;
Tomboc, 2016). With e-mail, less is more, as the
saying goes. But that approach is rarely feasible
during the short and frenetic campaign calendar
when the competition for voters’ attention is
cutthroat.

In short, it is clear that e-mail continues to play
a valuable and varied role in campaigns, though it
receives minimal attention. Therefore this study is
guided by the following two research questions:

RQ1: How did 2016 presidential campaigns use
e-mail during their campaigns?

RQ2: To what extent were candidate e-mail strate-
gies consistent across campaigns?

Methods

We developed an original dataset to track the
e-mail communications of all major 2016 candi-
dates in both political parties. Going directly to

each presidential candidate’s website, we set up
five unique e-mail accounts whose only purpose
was to subscribe to the e-mail list of one particular
candidate. When prompted for subscriber infor-
mation, we supplied the names of fictional sup-
porters and randomized zip codes from Iowa or
New Hampshire, the first two nominating states.
Each individual account had an exclusive associa-
tion with one campaign and this was repeated five
times per individual candidate. For example, we
created five unique accounts for Hillary Clinton’s
campaign, each with their own login and pass-
word, and the same was done for all Democratic
and Republican candidates.

Our original dataset includes high profile candi-
dates who ran viable national campaigns, along with
figures that failed to gain traction (e.g. Martin
O’Malley on the Democratic side or Lindsay
Graham, on the Republican) as well as more quixotic
gadflies like the internet activist and Professor
Lawrence Lessig (D), and former Virginia
Governor Jim Gilmore (R). We recognize there are
many reasons why a candidatemay run for president
beyond trying to win. Candidates have other goals
like raising their public profile, promoting an issue
position, angling for a cabinet nomination, or simply
selling books andmerchandise. Our main criteria for
inclusion was whether a campaign generated jour-
nalistic coverage, hosted press conferences, hired
staff, engaged in fundraising, made public appeals,
appeared in national polling, and led efforts to mobi-
lize voters. We therefore cast our net widely in an
election cycle with an uncharacteristically large field
of viable candidates. In total, we created five
accounts each for 23 candidates (six Democrats and
17 Republicans), totaling 115 unique accounts.1

Our goal in creating these accounts was to capture
enough observations for each campaign to identify
patterns, trends, and quirks in the communications
strategy. Results from a single account might plau-
sibly be dismissed as coincidental or the product of
human error. Multiple e-mail accounts per cam-
paign allow us greater leverage to assess the volume,
type, and range of e-mail communications and to
infer meaning. Five separate accounts, therefore,
were used to gauge the uniformity or variation in
volume and content of e-mail messages sent to those
on each campaign list and establish patterns suitable
for comparison between campaigns.
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The first accounts were created in spring of
2015 when candidates began making formal
announcements about entering party primaries.
As new candidates joined the field, we expanded
our data set to include them. These accounts uti-
lized a variety of free e-mail services including
Gmail, Yahoo, AOL, Gmx, Yandex, and Outlook.
In this way, we attempted to mitigate the risk of
unanticipated problems and potential loss of
access to accounts. Our choice did produce some
difficulties in data collection, as campaign e-mails
that went to spam folders in AOL accounts might
not in Yahoo. Gmx was challenging to check
because advertisements would land directly in the
inbox, which was distracting. Finally, we did not
anticipate the role of external factors. Multiple
hacks at Yahoo during the course of the project
were cause for alarm, but did not end up corrupt-
ing or blocking our access to the e-mail accounts
hosted by that company. The most shocking devel-
opment was Russian intervention in the presiden-
tial campaign. Early in the project we began using
Yandex, a free e-mail service owned in part by the
Russian government, because of the ease of gen-
erating new accounts. Escalating tensions between
the United States and Russia have now cast
a completely different light on such free online
products. So many of our accounts were already
hosted with Yandex that we continued to use them
by necessity.

We attempted to maximize the value of each
e-mail account to each campaign by selecting an
advantageous geographic location. When prompted
at the time of subscription to a candidate’s e-mail list,
we registered user zip codes in either Iowa or New
Hampshire. We chose these two states to host our
mock voters for several reasons. First, the status of
these states as early nominating contests suggested
that campaigns would see these accounts as useful
even if a candidate dropped out of the race before the
first ballot was cast. Primary activists are strongly
committed to ideological principles, more likely to
volunteer or donate to candidates, and more reliable
to turnout on Election Day (Dimock, Kiley, Keeter,
& Doherty, 2014). We anticipated that Iowa and
New Hampshire would also be competitive in the
general election.2 Voter contacts in those states
would remain important after the primary season
was over and most original contenders were

sidelined. Second, these states have viable two-party
competition for elections beyond the presidency.We
hypothesized that ambitious office seekers, political
parties, interest groups and other entities would
likely be interested in a campaign’s list for reasons
beyond presidential politics alone. Our data tracked
campaign e-mails from September 2015 to the gen-
eral election on November 8, 2016. Each month, we
counted the total volume of e-mails sent to
a particular account.

Overall we were interested in the source of the
e-mail message, and the purpose of message that
was being communicated. Regarding the source of
messages we coded e-mails according to whether
they were received from (1) the campaign that
each e-mail address was connected to; (2) outside
sources including other campaigns or organiza-
tions such as political party committees, interest
groups, independent expenditure groups, nonpro-
fits, or companies. For the purposes of this study it
was important to be able to identify which e-mails
were created by and for each campaign in ques-
tion. Next we coded for an e-mail’s purpose:
between (1) fundraising; (2) an action ask that
attempted to mobilize some form of action outside
of fundraising; or (3) information dissemination.

Campaigns have always used communication
strategies to try to achieve a number of consistent
goals (Chadwick, 2013; Epstein, 2018b; Jamieson,
1996). Fundamentally, campaigns share information
in order to affect the views of the public and activate
the electorate (Gronbeck, 1978). Early online cam-
paigns were no different, using e-mail and basic web
platforms to share information, and mobilize the
public to take political action and, increasingly
donate money (Bimber & Davis, 2003; Owen, 2017;
Stromer-Galley, 2014). Political campaigns began
using web-based tools during the 1992 Clinton cam-
paign. It was rudimentary by modern standards and
few paid attention at the time (Bimber & Davis,
2003). These primary functions of digital campaign
tools including information dissemination, resource
acquisition, and political mobilization have
remained very stable even while the tools themselves
have become more sophisticated and applied
throughout the world (Epstein, 2018b; Trammell,
Williams, Postelnicu, & Landreville, 2006). Recent
studies have shown how these purposes have
remained prominent even in modern digital
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campaigns (Jungherr, 2016), and in the use of social
media (Bode, 2012; Jensen, 2017).

If an e-mail made any appeal for money, or
invited a voter to take part in a fundraising effort
(e.g. a lottery to meet the candidate for dinner),
then we coded the e-mail as “Fundraising.” We did
this even if there were informational aspects to
such an e-mail because we assumed the main
priority was raising money. An “Action Ask” was
typically an appeal for a voter to do something like
sign a petition, attend an event, register to vote,
complete a survey, or volunteer for a phone bank
or canvas. For coding purposes, the action
requested had to be something other than an
appeal for donations. Informational e-mails out-
lined a candidate’s issue position, explained
national or international events from the candi-
date’s perspective, or gave basic updates about
campaign progress. A typical e-mail in this cate-
gory would be one that touts an endorsement,
expresses a position on an issue, provides a link
to a web video in which a candidate gave a speech,
or explains to supporters why a candidate decided
to drop out of the race.

The coauthors evaluated 30 e-mails together at
the beginning of the study, after which they com-
pleted coding responsibilities independently, each
collecting and coding e-mails for a month at
a time before trading off coding responsibilities.
Following data collection, a sample of e-mails were
coded by both authors and compared. There was
a 100% agreement between coders (Cohen’s
Kappa = 1.00), perhaps because so many of the
e-mails were fundraising appeals.3

Campaign 2016: e-mail overview

The electoral calendar is of obvious importance in
determining campaign strategy, outreach to suppor-
ters, and expenditures. It is unsurprising that most
campaigns ramped up e-mail use during the periods
leading up to primary and caucus contests until the
point when candidates dropped out of the race. The
Iowa Caucuses occurred on February 1, 2016 and the
New Hampshire Primary took place just over a week
later on February 9. Every campaign that fit into the
Frontrunner or Undercard category increased e-mail
output from January to February as the primaries
went underway.

March 1 was “Super Tuesday” with 14 differ-
ent states or territories holding contests.4 During
this stage of the campaign, the number of active
campaigns and overall e-mail output across all
candidacies dropped precipitously. By the end of
the month, approximately half of all primary and
caucuses had been held and the vast array of
candidates had dwindled down to five. Only
Bernie Sanders and Hillary Clinton remained in
the race on Democratic side. Ted Cruz, John
Kasich, and Donald Trump continued to pursue
nomination in the GOP field. Due to the con-
tested nature of both primaries, neither Clinton
nor Trump secured the required number of dele-
gates for the nomination until unusually late in
the process. Trump secured the requisite 1,237
delegates needed for the GOP nomination on
May 26, 2016. Clinton finally hit her magic num-
ber of 2,383 delegates on June 6, just over a week
later. Therefore, it matters when campaigns fold.
Table 2 includes the date that each campaign
officially ended their bid for the presidency,
along with their launch date, party, and classifi-
cation (Frontrunner, Undercard, or Also-ran).

The second broad pattern that became clear is
that e-mails generally increased toward the end of
each month for Frontrunner and Undercard cam-
paigns. More specifically, these e-mails narrowed
their focus to fundraising. This observation fits
with end-of-month deadlines to report fundraising
totals to the Federal Election Commission (FEC).
E-Mails sent by the Sanders campaign between
February and May 2016 are illustrative. During
those months the Sanders campaign sent out
nearly 220 e-mails. Over 88 percent were fundrais-
ing e-mails. However, 8.2 percent of all of these
e-mails were sent on the final day of each month.
Every one of Sanders’s end-of-month messages
solicited donations.

Variation in campaign e-mails sent to multiple
accounts subscribed to the same candidate was note-
worthy. Geography explains some of this variation.
For instance, Trump 2016 regularly invited suppor-
ters to RSVP for campaign rallies that were relatively
close to the recipient’s home location. Trump con-
ducted over 300 rallies in a campaign that lasted just
over 500 days so it makes sense that these e-mails
would be used to notify supporters of a central cam-
paign strategy (Epstein, 2018a). Other discernable
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emailing patterns were not obviously connected to
voter location. On the Democratic side, the Clinton
campaign varied the quantity of e-mail distribution
to individual accounts during the election cycle dra-
matically more than the Sanders campaign. GOP
standouts in this respect were the Rand Paul and
Ted Cruz campaigns. One plausible explanation for
non-location specific variation is the ongoing A/B
testing that has become standard practice (Issenberg,
2012b; Karpf, 2016; Kreiss, 2012; Siroker, 2009).
Campaigns that invested more in digital infrastruc-
ture and experienced staff early on, like Clinton,
Cruz, and Paul, were simply better positioned to
utilize analytics and data.

The sheer volume of e-mails sent during the cam-
paign was staggering. Consider, for a moment, how
little campaign e-mails are discussed by political
journalists or even by campaigns themselves, with
the exception of the Russian hack targeting the
Clinton campaign. Here, collective silence demon-
strates the mundanity of e-mail. Yet, despite their
mundane nature, e-mails were sent out at an amaz-
ing clip in 2016. Figure 1 displays the total e-mails
sent to people who had signed up to be on campaign
e-mail lists, including e-mails from the campaigns
themselves and third parties. When the focus nar-
rows to campaign e-mails alone, no campaign came
close to Clinton’s in terms of volume. FromFebruary
through July an average of 78.9 e-mails were sent out
across each account receiving Clinton messages. For

context, this was the equivalent of 2.6 e-mails per day
for six solid months!While that volume seems inten-
sive, one of our Iowa Clinton e-mail addresses con-
sistently received far more e-mails than the rest,
totaling 795 e-mails over that same period, or the
equivalent of 4.4 e-mails each day! The greatest range
was in February 2016, when the lowest number of
e-mails from one Clinton account that month was 68
while another received 129. The only other cam-
paigns approaching Clinton’s intensity were the
Sanders campaign during February and March, and
the Trump campaign in October, immediately
before Election Day.

E-mail strategies during the 2016 presidential
primaries

Frontrunners

Recall that the frontrunners are candidates who
won caucus or primary states, accumulated con-
vention delegates, and had reasonably strong poll-
ing numbers for at least some of the campaign.
Specifically, frontrunners were the candidates who
earned support from over 10 percent of those
polled after the primaries began on February 1,
2016 (see Table 1). In this category, we include
Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders on the
Democratic side and Donald Trump, Ted Cruz,
and Marco Rubio among the Republicans.5 Their

Figure 1. Total E-Mails Received by Subscribers to Campaign E-Mail Lists*.
*Arrows indicate months when Cruz, Sanders, and Rubio ended their campaigns. Other than Clinton and Trump all other campaigns
had already formally ended.
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differing use of e-mail communication sheds light
on the strategies of each particular campaign.

On the Democratic side, both Clinton and
Sanders unleashed a torrent of e-mails upon sup-
porters. The vast majority of these contacts were

appeals for cash to pay for campaign expenses,
from outright “asks” and merchandising to lottery
schemes where donors could win a chance to meet
with the candidate in person. To give an example of
the disproportionate amount of fundraising: in the

Table 1. Party, Classification, Polling & Fundraising Totals of Each Campaign.
Candidate Party Classification Polls 11/1/151 Polls 2/1/16 Polls 5/1/16 Fundraising totals2

Jim Webb Dem Also-Ran - - - $776,828
Lincoln Chaffee Dem Also-Ran - - - $418,136
Lawrence Lessig Dem Also-Ran <1 - - $1,236,445
Martin O’Malley Dem Undercard 5 - - $5,706,888
Bernie Sanders Dem Frontrunner 27 37.2 45.2 $228,164,501
Hillary Clinton Dem Frontrunner 48.8 51.6 49.4 $563,756,928
Rick Perry GOP Undercard 1 - - $1,427,133
Scott Walker GOP Undercard 1 - - $8,515,722
Bobby Jindal GOP Undercard 1 - - $1,442,464
Lindsay Graham GOP Undercard 1 - - $5,858,698
George Pataki GOP Also-Ran 1 - - $28,485
Mike Huckabee GOP Undercard 3 2 - $4,335,904
Rick Santorum GOP Undercard 1 <1 - $1,765,798
Rand Paul GOP Undercard 2.8 2.4 - $12,149,234
Carly Fiorina GOP Undercard 5.6 2 - 11,974,161
Chris Christie GOP Undercard 2 3 - $8,433,750
Jim Gilmore GOP Also-Ran <1 <1 - $391,436
Jeb Bush GOP Undercard 6.6 4.8 - $34,088,583
Ben Carson GOP Undercard 22.2 7.6 - $63,336,171
Marco Rubio GOP Frontrunner 9.6 10.2 - $52,331,502
Ted Cruz GOP Frontrunner 7 19.6 29.8 $89,528,776
John Kasich GOP Undercard 2.2 2.4 20 $18,8897,737
Donald Trump GOP Frontrunner 27 35.8 44 $333,127,164

aPolling numbers are the RealClearPolitics polling averages at each date. A dash represents a campaign that had already ended.
2Fundraising totals taken from opensecrets.org.

Table 2. Party, Classification, Launch and End Date of Each Campaign.
Candidate Party Classification Campaign Launch Date End Date of Campaign

Jim Webb Dem Also-Ran 7/2/2015 10/20/2015
Lincoln Chaffee Dem Also-Ran 6/3/2015 10/23/2015
Lawrence Lessig Dem Also-Ran 9/6/2015 11/2/2015
Martin O’Malley Dem Undercard 5/31/2015 2/1/2016
Bernie Sanders Dem Frontrunner 4/30/2015 7/12/2016
Hillary Clinton Dem Frontrunner 4/12/2015 Secured Dem Nomination 6/6/2016
Rick Perry GOP Undercard 6/4/2015 9/11/2015
Scott Walker GOP Undercard 7/13/2015 9/21/2015
Bobby Jindal GOP Undercard 6/24/2015 11/17/2015
Lindsay Graham GOP Undercard 6/1/2015 12/21/2015
George Pataki GOP Also-Ran 5/28/2015 12/29/2015
Mike Huckabee GOP Undercard 5/5/2015 2/1/2016
Rick Santorum GOP Undercard 5/27/2015 2/3/2016
Rand Paul GOP Undercard 4/7/2015 2/3/2016
Carly Fiorina GOP Undercard 5/4/2015 2/10/2016
Chris Christie GOP Undercard 6/30/2015 2/10/2016
Jim Gilmore GOP Also-Ran 7/30/2015 2/12/2016
Jeb Bush GOP Undercard 6/15/2015 2/20/2016
Ben Carson GOP Undercard 5/4/2015 3/4/2016
Marco Rubio GOP Frontrunner 4/13/2015 3/15/2016
Ted Cruz GOP Frontrunner 3/23/2015 5/3/2016
John Kasich GOP Undercard 7/21/2015 5/4/2016
Donald Trump GOP Frontrunner 6/16/2015 Secured GOP Nomination 5/26/2016
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month of February alone, Clinton sent a total of 129
e-mails to a single Iowa-based e-mail account. Of
this trove, 94 e-mails requested donations (73 per-
cent), while 5 out of the 129 e-mails recruited mem-
bers to take an action (e.g. canvas or phone bank)
(4 percent). Only 4 e-mails were informational (e.g.
explanations of issue positions or current events)
(3 percent). After she outdistanced Sanders in the
delegate count, the frequency of Clinton e-mail con-
tacts temporarily decreased in this same account to
about 40–60 e-mails per month from April to June.
Then during July and the following months, the
number of e-mail contacts increased again as
Trump secured the Republican nomination and
the general election approached. From July to
August, the Clinton camp was sending out e-mails
with dizzying rapidity of up to 8 e-mails per day.

Then a significant shift occurred. In mid-
September 2016, the Clinton campaign sent an
e-mail flagging our accounts as “unresponsive” and
encouraging us to “reactivate” our address by click-
ing on a link.6 We declined as part of a deliberate
choice to maintain consistent passivity for each
account across all candidates. After we failed to
reactivate, none of the five of the Clinton accounts
received further e-mails from the Clinton campaign.
Instead, the accounts began to receivemessages from
Emily’s List, a Political Action Committee (PAC)
that supports pro-choice Democratic women run-
ning for office (see Figure 1).7 E-Mails are a cheap
way to reach supporters and control messaging;
many voters, especially less informed ones, do not
begin to engage with an election until the final four-
to-six weeks. The Clinton campaign effectively
ceased reaching out directly to passive e-mail sub-
scribers two months before the election, a stunning
campaign strategy.

The communication pattern between the Clinton
and Sanders campaigns was oddly similar, given the
insurgent position of the Vermont senator. At the
peak of the nominating contest, Sanders emailed his
supporters with a frequency approaching that of the
Clinton camp (40–70 e-mails per month from
February to April). Given the participatory nature
of the candidacy, and the rhetorical emphasis on
inclusive mobilization, we might have expected
Sanders to request more from supporters in terms
of volunteering or attending events. Instead, the
e-mail operation overwhelmingly focused on raising

money. Take one representative example: In
February 2016, Sanders came close to winning the
Iowa Caucus and subsequently enjoyed a runaway
victory in New Hampshire. During this time, the
campaign sent out 42 e-mails in total to just one of
the five accounts. Of those 42 e-mails, 38 were
fundraising asks (90.5%). Only four were categor-
ized as e-mails to prompt action (9.5%). This pattern
was similar for all the Sanders accounts for the
months in which he was gaining ground on
Hillary Clinton in the polls and capturing headlines
about voter enthusiasm with mass rallies. The high-
point of Sanders’s non-fundraising contacts
occurred during April 2016, when the ratio of fun-
draising e-mails to non-fundraising (action asks
combined with informational contacts) reached
a more balanced 6:1.

Republican frontrunners took a different
approach than Democrats. In keeping with his
unorthodox candidacy, Donald Trump sent very
few e-mails the entire primary season and most of
the general election campaign. Accounts sub-
scribed to his campaign list averaged fewer than
a dozen e-mails per month, with members receiv-
ing zero e-mail contacts during the months of May
and July. Then, abruptly in October 2016, the
Trump accounts surged to life. Accounts that
were dormant for most of the campaign suddenly
received a torrent of contacts – one account
received 117 in October alone. These contacts
were overwhelmingly directed at fundraising.

By comparison, Ted Cruz sent his supporters
a stream of e-mails during the peak months of the
nominating contest in February and March (60 on
average), but few at all after Trump neared clinching
a majority of delegates in the run up to the
Republican convention in Cleveland. From April to
the general election, the Cruz campaign sent no
further e-mails to supporters. Here, we contrast
Republican and Democratic runners-up. Whereas
Sanders founded an activist group, Our Revolution,
that came alive and began emailing again shortly
after his candidacy ended, total silence from Cruz
echoed his campaign’s demobilization.

Undercards

A second tier of candidates is grouped as
“Undercards,” named after the scheduling of cable
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news debates that segregated lower performing cam-
paigns. Due to the historic size of the primary field,
many candidates with impressive credentials ran ser-
ious campaigns by traditional metrics of fundraising,
organizational capacity, and media attention. Yet ulti-
mately, the Undercards failed to break out of the pack
and compete with frontrunners. On the Democratic
side, we include Martin O’Malley, who laid careful
groundwork for an insurgent campaign that never
took off. In the Republican camp, we include John
Kasich, Jeb Bush, Carly Fiorina, Scott Walker, Rand
Paul, Chris Christie, Rick Santorum, Mike Huckabee,
Lindsay Graham, Bobby Jindhal, Ben Carson, and
Rick Perry. As Table 1 shows these candidates had
fundraising totals that suggested they wanted to be
competitive. Undercards averaged 13.7 USD million
dollars raised and raised a median of 8.4 USDmillion.
Unlike the Also-Rans, the Undercards competed
aggressively for votes, but didn’t really attract them
when it mattered as none registered nationwide poll-
ing averages over mid-single digits during the
primaries.

While Undercards seemed to compete aggres-
sively for votes, their e-mail campaigns were consis-
tently less robust than the Frontrunners. Figure 2
shows a comparison of average e-mails sent by
Frontrunners and Undercards each month through
the primaries and general election. However, a closer
look at the e-mail campaigns of Frontrunners and
Undercards in February, before most of the

Undercards dropped out of the race, is more illus-
trative. As displayed in Table 3, the Frontrunners
sent on average nearly four times as many e-mails
overall (42.5) compared to Undercards (10.8),
a difference that was statistically significant.
Unsurprisingly that proportion of approximately
four to one was similar to the average number of
fundraising e-mails (31.2 and 8.2) and action asks
(4.1 and.9) sent by Frontrunners and Undercards
respectively, as shown in Tables 4 and 5. The t-tests
showed statistical significance for the difference in
means for the total number of e-mails (p = .032), and
action asks (p = .039), and the measure of fundrais-
ing e-mails fell just outside of the range of statistical
significance (p = .06).

After dropping out of the race in early
February 2015, Paul sent virtually no e-mails to his
list. The only exception was a handful of informa-
tional updates about career highlights and a switch
to appeals for donations to help him win reelection
to the U.S. Senate. Mike Huckabee was similar, but
he sent even fewer e-mails than Paul. During the
height of activity between August and September 30,
2015 the Huckabee campaign sent a mere 14
e-mails. However, between September 30 and
February 2, when he dropped out of the race,
Huckabee sent no e-mails at all, an e-mail silence
that continued after publicly folding his campaign.
John Kasich falls into this same pattern. He sent few
e-mails during the formal campaign. This was an
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Figure 2. Average Number of E-Mails Sent by Frontrunners and Undercards Each Month.
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unusual finding in light of how long Kasich officially
stayed in the race. Like Paul, Huckabee, and Kasich,
Bobby Jindal sent only sporadic post-drop out
career updates, with the exception of one e-mail
sharing his CNN op-ed: “Trump’s Success Exposes
Our Failure As Conservatives.”8 Given the data,
Undercard campaigns did not view e-mail as
a particularly useful resource to achieve discrete
communication, fundraising, or mobilization goals.
Even a candidate like Kasich, who ran a high-profile
race, was closer to the Also-Rans than the
Frontrunners when it came to e-mail practices.

Also-Rans

How did the group of “Also-Rans” use e-mail in
2016? The short answer is: not much. Also-Rans
are candidates who announced formal campaigns

but received few endorsements, failed to gain trac-
tion in the polls, raised little money, and struggled
to draw crowds to events. Many long-shot candi-
dates routinely complain about the chicken-and-
egg problem in presidential campaigns: it is hard
to raise your national profile and attract public
attention when you have little money to pay for
campaign staff or advertising. Absent a grassroots
upsurge, it proves daunting to entice prospective
donors or activists to contribute valuable money
or time on your campaign’s behalf. We might then
logically expect candidates with fewer traditional
resources who are shut out of media coverage to
have a strong incentive to communicate frequently
with supporters over e-mail. E-Mail, after all, is
a rare campaign tool that is a low-cost way to
reach a massive audience with complete messaging
control.

It is therefore striking how little Also-Rans both-
ered with e-mail communication of any kind.
Overall, the group sent very few e-mails to suppor-
ters throughout the election cycle. This was particu-
larly true of Jim Webb, Lincoln Chaffee, and Jim
Gilmore. Notably, all three candidates had long
careers in public service and plenty of experience
campaigning. The only Also-Rans to send e-mail to
supporters with any regularity were George Pataki,
a formerNewYork governor with a history of testing
the presidential waters, and Lawrence Lessig,
a Harvard law professor and technology advocate.
Even these two more active Also-Rans relied on
e-mail far less than Frontrunner or Undercard cam-
paigns. George Pataki sent out a total of 39 e-mails to
supporters from June 16 to December 16, 2015. That
sum is fewer than the average number of e-mails by
Frontrunners in a single month (see Figure 2).

Many of Pataki’s campaign e-mails were classic-
style updates and elaborations about issue positions.
For example, running as a social moderate and fiscal
conservative, he attempted to differentiate himself
from rivals with a sweeping denunciation of
Donald Trump and other Republican candidates
who failed to condemn him for “inciting” a “tide of
resentment.”9 Notably, Pataki sent only one e-mail
after dropping out, and it did not concern the gen-
eral election phase of the presidential campaign. In
the summer of the following year, Pataki sent
a fundraising exhortation on behalf of a New York
State Assembly candidate, Matthew Varvaro.

Table 3. T-Test Comparing Total E-Mails Sent by Frontrunners
and Undercards in February.

Frontrunners Undercards

Mean 42.54 10.8708333
Variance 750.408 107.147986
Observations 5 12
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 4
t Stat 2.51144458
P(T ≤ t) one-tail 0.03297781
t Critical one-tail 2.13184679

Table 4. T-Test Comparing Fundraising E-Mails Sent by
Frontrunners and Undercards in February.

Frontrunners Undercards

Mean 31.18 8.19416667
Variance 642.732 94.1064992
Observations 5 12
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 4
t Stat 1.96820896
P(T ≤ t) one-tail 0.06020816
t Critical one-tail 2.13184679

Table 5. T-Test Comparing Action Ask E-Mails Sent by
Frontrunners and Undercards in February 2016.

Frontrunners Undercards

Mean 4.136 0.92333333
Variance 8.84973 1.07462424
Observations 5 12
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 4
t Stat 2.35595943
P(T ≤ t) one-tail 0.03900304
t Critical one-tail 2.13184679
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Along with Pataki, the Lessig 2016 campaign was
among the more engaging within this inactive group.
An advocate of digital technology’s democratizing
potential, we might have expected Professor Lessig
to engage with supporters routinely through e-mail.
In particular, he ran a single-issue campaign to raise
awareness about the corrupting influence of money in
politics. Lessig did take advantage of social media
platforms to build issue awareness, and, most promi-
nently, to crowdsource donations and decision-
making about vice-presidential selection. But he did
not engage with e-mail communication on the level of
Frontrunners or Undercards. Throughout the course
of his efforts from September to December 2015, he
sent only 25 e-mails. Many of these contacts were
appeals to retire campaign debt rather than invitations
to become active or endorsements of other contenders
in the Democratic primary. From the standpoint of
e-mail, Lessig 2016 was a rather orthodox and low-
energy effort.

Compared with Pataki and Lessig, however, most
of the Also-Rans left behind virtually no e-mail
imprint whatsoever. Remarkably, Jim Gilmore,
a former Governor of Virginia and RNC Chairman,
did not send one single e-mail to supporters.
Nevertheless, he did maintain a relatively sophisti-
cated website and received votes in the Iowa Caucus
(just 12 – in total). Lincoln Chaffee, a former U.S.
Senator and Governor of Rhode Island, boldly
announced a major campaign priority to switch the
United States to the metric system. Yet, he only sent
a total of eight e-mails during the three-month period
from August 6 to October 26, 2015. This lack of
supporter engagement underscores how public fig-
ures flirt with presidential campaigns as a device to
capture attention for a brief moment in the news
cycle, with little to no follow through.

Jim Webb is the prime example of a candidate
who creates the appearance of running for presi-
dent in press coverage without reaching out to
voters. While his announcement received media
attention, he raised very little money compared
to rivals, totaling under 800,000 USD for his cam-
paign (Center for Responsive Politics, 2016). Even
more clearly, our data shows the campaign’s lack
of seriousness. Webb 2016 sent out six e-mails
across four months, a pittance of outreach to sup-
porters. Importantly, this lack of communication
took place as candidate Webb was publicly

complaining about debates “rigged” by the DNC
and the influence of minority constituencies who
were supposedly blocking him from advancing
within the party (Bouie 2015). Toward the end of
his campaign, Webb threatened to bolt the party
entirely and run as an independent in the general
election, potentially siphoning off the votes of con-
servative Democrats. Yet, he declined to even
explain the rationale for a potential run in e-mail
communications to core list subscribers. The only
allusion to an independent run was found in
a single e-mail. He obliquely asked supporters to
watch a press conference in which he promised to
“discuss consideration of an independent candi-
dacy, and his views of the campaign and the poli-
tical parties in the current election cycle.”

The general election: Trump vs. Clinton

The Trump and Clinton e-mail strategies diverged
considerably in the general election. As described ear-
lier, during the final months the Clinton campaign
essentially stopped sending e-mails to passive list sub-
scribers, which are included in this study. These pas-
sive subscribers received a declining number of
e-mails from July to August and those e-mail contacts
were about fundraising. From September to early
November there was virtually no direct Clinton com-
munication at all with passive e-mail supporters.10

This period of disengagement included major events
like Wikileaks’ dump of the Podesta e-mails on
October 7 and news of the Comey letter, which
broke on October 28. Hypothetically, informational
e-mails from the Clinton campaign to frame these
events from their own perspective might have inocu-
lated her from negative press. The closing period of
any election campaign is crucial because low-
information voters are only beginning to pay atten-
tion. This was precisely the time when the Trump
e-mail list began firing on all cylinders as displayed
clearly in Figure 3.

Recall that the Trump campaign generally dis-
regarded the use of its own e-mail list from March
through July. During those five months the Trump
campaign sent out an average of 32 e-mails to each
address, or one every 4.8 days. By comparison, Ted
Cruz, his primary opponent, sent an average of 54
e-mails or one every 2.8 days. Cruz had even
dropped out of the race on May 3, just two months
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into this stretch. The Democratic Frontrunners, on
the other hand, sent e-mails at a much higher
volume. The Clinton and Sanders campaigns sent
a whopping 358 and 178 e-mails respectively dur-
ing those months, though Sanders had effectively
ended his campaign by July 12. That translates
into the Clinton campaign sending 2.4 e-mails
per day, compared with Sanders campaign’s 1.2 -
per day. All this is to say that the Trump cam-
paign’s general election e-mail behavior was an
outlier.

Another key difference between the Democratic
and Republican nominees was in the type of
e-mails delivered. For much of the campaign sea-
son, Trump’s e-mail program appeared far less
sophisticated, sending out e-mails with
a rudimentary feel to them. Messaging was brief
but direct, with numerous e-mails no longer than
a few sentences. Furthermore, the Trump cam-
paign regularly sent duplicate e-mails to the same
address, demonstrating (not unlike during
Trump’s campaign rallies) that they were willing
to throw a ton of messages out to see what stuck.

Perhaps more important than the style of the
messages themselves was what they asked of the
recipient. The Trump campaign, more than any
other, deployed a high number of action asks.
These included appeals to complete a large

number of surveys that presented supporters with
requests for feedback about recent campaign
events or insights into what they wanted from
their candidate. In fact, over half of all e-mails
sent by the Trump campaign during August
(51 percent) and September (61 percent) requested
list subscribers to take action by RSVPing to an
event or filling out a survey. The action asks,
separate from fundraising appeals, stayed right
around 30 percent in October and November.
The numbers of Trump e-mails that were purely
informational were also higher than other cam-
paigns during these months, and followed the
same general pattern from August through the
election, though in smaller numbers than action
asks. It is impossible to discern from this study the
extent to which Trump’s action-oriented e-mail
program drove voter outcomes like volunteering
or turnout. But the data makes it clear that in the
final months of the general election, the Trump
campaign focused much more of their e-mails on
asking their supporters to do something to shape
the campaign in non-monetary ways than the
Clinton camp. As displayed in Table 6, from July
through November, the Trump campaign sent an
average of 14.1 action ask e-mails per month,
nearly four times the number for Clinton,
a difference that was statistically significant
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Figure 3. Average E-Mails Sent by Clinton and Trump Campaigns Per Month.
Our e-mail accounts remained passive throughout the election and did not click on links or donate resources. The precipitous drop in
Clinton campaign e-mails starting in August 2016 was only for those e-mail accounts that remained passive, like the ones in this
study. This is not indicative of e-mail addresses that subscribed to Clinton campaign e-mails and were active.
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(p = .046). Trump presented supporters with a par-
ticipatory outlet that fit with the populist theme of
the campaign.

Discussion

E-Mail may be a mundane form of communica-
tion for electoral campaigns, but it reveals more
about campaign goals and strategies than casual
observers might expect. The two research ques-
tions motivating this study were: (1) How did
2016 presidential campaigns use e-mail during
their campaigns? And (2) to what extent were
candidate e-mail strategies consistent across cam-
paigns? The findings were surprisingly complex
and notable, especially with a lack of recent atten-
tion paid to e-mail as a campaign strategy.

We found that patterns emerged in terms of
timing and type of e-mail messages, although
major variation existed. Many Also-Ran cam-
paigns had no discernable goals whatsoever,
sending few or no e-mails to potential suppor-
ters. Such inactivity speaks volumes about lack of
seriousness despite public pronouncements of
bold agendas and promises of building for the
long haul. Conversely, major campaigns that do
systematically reach out to voters tend to view
their list as little more than the equivalent of an
ATM. In the crowded 2016 presidential field, this
observation transcends party, ideology, and can-
didate viability. Out of thousands of e-mails
across 23 candidates and 115 accounts, the vast
majority were fundraising e-mails. For the 2016
presidential race e-mail primarily meant cam-
paign fundraising. If anything, our case selection
of Iowa and New Hampshire as the physical
location for e-mail subscribers may have actually
suppressed the frequency of fundraising. As the
first two stops on the nominating process, and as

competitive states in the general election, there
were likely more opportunities for direct involve-
ment in local events and activities than were
offered to subscribers in places like California
or Texas.

Furthermore, every campaign that was at least
moderately operational varied the numbers and
types of e-mails sent to subscribers on their list.
Those with more sophisticated digital campaigns,
like Clinton, Sanders, Cruz, and Paul, varied
e-mails more than others. Of course, e-mail com-
munication should be understood as part of an
integrated effort across platforms to reach voters
through in-person contact, direct mail, social
media engagement, and advertising persuasion.
But when it comes to e-mail, campaigns have
embraced a clickbait-style approach to drive
donations.

Frontrunners wove e-mail into communication
strategy as a major part of their campaigns. The
Clinton campaign flooded its list with e-mails
early and often, with Sanders following a similar
strategy, albeit to a lesser degree. This consistency
in strategy coincides with the Democrats long held
advantage in strategic digital campaigning
(Issenberg, 2012b; Kreiss, 2012, 2016; Stromer-
Galley, 2014). However, the Clinton campaign
made the notable and surprising choice to ask
passive members on her list to opt-in to show
their support two months before the general elec-
tion. Our project’s e-mail users remained passive
and, as a result, were handed off to Emily’s List
during the weeks leading up to the election. This
decision essentially cut off a direct connection to
potential swing state voters in the most pivotal
weeks of the campaign when many, including
most passive political observers, are only begin-
ning to pay attention.

Overall, Frontrunners sent more e-mails of all
types compared to Undercards or Also-Rans, but
GOP Frontrunners were more varied in their
approach than Democrats. Most candidates gener-
ally adopted a classic high-volume, all-fundraising
model. Outsiders or less traditional party politi-
cians beat their owns paths. Donald Trump, for
instance, virtually ignored e-mail for much of the
primary, along with open rejection of other data or
modern digital strategies. To say Trump’s cam-
paign was not a sophisticated digital operation

Table 6. T-Test Comparing Action Ask E-Mails Sent by Clinton
and Trump from July through November 2016.

Clinton Trump

Mean 3.76 14.1334
Variance 12.748 111.629478
Observations 5 5
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
df 5
t Stat −2.0798655
P(T ≤ t) one-tail 0.04603883
t Critical one-tail 2.01504837
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would be a massive understatement. Up until mid-
2016, Trump’s digital team consisted mainly of
one man, Brad Parscale, a marketing entrepreneur
with little prior political experience (Lapowsky,
2018). Trump officially captured the Republican
nomination on May 26, 2016 and quickly there-
after the Republican National Committee (RNC)
aimed to bolster the Trump campaign digital
efforts. In June the Trump campaign hired
Cambridge Analytica, the now infamous British-
based marketing firm that falsely touted its inno-
vative use of psychometric targeting which uses
data to categorize people by personality types
(Grassegger & Krogerus, 2017).

The use of data and strategic communication
aimed at courting Trump supporters and targeting
non-supporters only seriously engaged after
June 2016. Efforts included increasing use of
their e-mail lists, and more sophisticated micro-
targeting and issue based messaging on social
media based on advice offered by consultants
from Facebook, along with those from Google,
Twitter, and Microsoft, that worked closely with
the Trump campaign in the months leading to the
November election (Epstein, 2018a; Kreiss &
McGregor, 2018). Put simply, Trump’s campaign
only seriously began to deploy e-mail as the pri-
mary season closed, after which they heavily
ramped up efforts throughout the general election.
Trump campaign e-mails were less focused on
fundraising relative to nearly every other cam-
paign, and more focused on providing mobiliza-
tion opportunities, supporter outreach, and
information, embodying a more interactive com-
munication strategy in the process.

Undercards offered a more consistent story. The
volume of e-mails for these campaigns started
lower than the Frontrunners and dropped off dra-
matically after these campaigns formally ended.
However, Undercards never contacted supporters
with anything like the ferocious intensity of
Frontrunners. That characterization applied even
for high a profile candidate like John Kasich, who
brought delegates to the Republican National
Convention. Also-Rans, surprisingly, saw little
benefit to e-mail. Whereas we might expect strug-
gling candidates to aggressively use this low-cost
medium, lack of communication was largely
reflective of low intensity campaigns.

Conclusion

The centrality of e-mail as an internet tool in the
2016 presidential campaign is without question.
Each campaign utilized this “mundane” form of
digital communication. Successful candidates
deployed it extensively, if belatedly (like Trump).
And some used e-mail so much that recipients likely
experienced inbox fatigue. Research shows that most
recipients prefer e-mail solicitations between
roughly once weekly and once monthly, which is
a far cry from the average of 4.4 e-mails sent daily
from the Clinton campaign to one of our accounts.
We hope that future studies explore the effects of
campaign e-mail fatigue in areas likemessage satura-
tion and sustaining voter attention. Nearly all candi-
dates varied their use of e-mail widely by degree of
technical sophistication, volume of contact, and
overall strategy.

There were a number of limitations to this
study. First, the time of data analysis was primarily
focused on the primaries, which left out
a substantial period of time before the primaries
officially began. Most importantly a large number
of Undercards and Also-Rans ended their cam-
paigns very early in the period analyzed. This
reduced our ability to analyze the complexity of
those campaigns as they were jockeying for posi-
tion in what is often referred to as the invisible
primary. In addition, we collected a tremendous
amount of e-mail and broke those e-mails down
by month to cover the changes over time. This
minimized our ability to specify how changes to
individual events like primaries or debates may
have affected e-mail volume or content. Finally,
our study maintained a passive e-mail position
by declining to respond or click on any e-mail
appeal. Passivity does not accurately reflect the
breadth of real-life reactions to campaign e-mails
and was another limitation of the study. With
increased account activity on our end or even
minimal financial support provided to each cam-
paign, we would expect campaign targeting to
change. We recommend that future related studies
vary the activity level of the e-mail recipient.

Our findings raise several questions that would be
fruitful for future investigation. Few campaigns
appear to see e-mail’s potential beyond fundraising.
The Trump campaign was a notable exception. To
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what extent did the difference in style and type of
e-mails from the Trump campaign generate interest
and mobilize voters in the lead up to his surprise
victory? On the one hand, the Trump campaign
fundraised less; on the other, they solicited more
involvement by asking supporters to fill out survey
prompts or RSVPs. Shorter and less formal e-mails
were part of a broader informal campaign style that
proved to be a winning strategy (at least in terms of
electoral votes). Does Trump’s overall e-mail strategy
mirror other candidates in congressional or state-
wide races or, like so many other aspects of the
Trump campaign, were these approaches outliers?
Other aspects of the 2016 campaign like the ground
game or paid and unpaid advertising were arguably
more crucial determinants. However, the Trump
campaign’s e-mail strategy must at least be under-
stood as a contributing and complementary factor of
success.

Finally, we wonder about e-mail, that quintes-
sentially mundane tool, within the context of evol-
ving digital innovation. While this study isolated
e-mail, campaign strategies are obviously inte-
grated. More work like Kreiss, Lawrence, and
McGregor (2018), and Kreiss and McGregor
(2018) will be useful to update our understanding
of digital campaign strategies (Kreiss et al., 2018;
Kreiss & McGregor, 2018). Specifically, new pro-
jects might explore how e-mails are dynamically
linked with other communication strategies like
social media or digital advertising.

Notes

1. For some candidates, additional accounts were cre-
ated because one or more had fallen inactive.

2. In this estimation, we proved correct. Iowa remained
neck and neck in public opinion polls until the final
weeks and Clinton won New Hampshire by
a mere.3% of the vote.

3. The sample was selected from Donald Trump’s cam-
paign e-mails because they varied more than any
other, as noted in the next section.

4. This total of 14 contests includes American Samoa
and Americans abroad.

5. The choice for inclusion among Republicans was
more challenging, but John Kasich, who competed
in the field longer than most, failed to prove viable
outside of his home state of Ohio. Kasich ultimately
won 161 delegates, but his avowed strategy was not to

win a majority outright so much as to block
competitors.

6. Hillary Clinton, “Attention Needed: Email Status,”
September 10, 2016.

7. Emily’s List officially endorsed Hillary Clinton for
president on April 12, 2015. Beginning in July 2016,
one of our Clinton accounts first began to receive
e-mails from the organization, but they were infre-
quent and outnumbered by Hillary for President
e-mails. In addition, e-mails from Emily’s List to
Clinton accounts have continued since the election.

8. Bobby Jindal, “Trump’s Success Exposes Our Failure
As Conservatives,” March 3, 2016.

9. Team Pataki, “Donald Trump Is Unfit To Be
President,” September 9, 2015.

10. The authors note that this was not the case for more
actively engaged Clinton supporters. This portion of
her e-mail list continued to receive heavy doses of
e-mail throughout the general election.

ORCID

Ben Epstein http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2026-1163
Jeffrey D. Broxmeyer http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9610-
0799

References

Avirgan, J., & Kreiss, D. (2016). A history of data in american
politics (Part 3): The 2016 primaries. What’s The Point.
Retrieved from http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/a-his
tory-of-data-in-american-politics-part-3-the-2016-
primaries/

Baldwin-Philippi, J. (2015). Using technology, building democ-
racy: Digital campaigning and the construction of citizen-
ship. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Baldwin-Philippi, J., Bode, L., Wells, C., Karpf, D., Kreiss, D.,
& Boulianne, S. (2016, September 3). The past, present,
and future of digital politics research. Paper presented at
the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association, Philadelphia, PA.

Bimber, B., & Davis, R. (2003). Campaigning online: The
Internet in U.S. elections. New York, NY: Oxford
University Press.

Bode, L. (2012). Facebooking it to the polls: A study in online
social networking and political behavior. Journal of
Information Technology & Politics, 9(4), 19. doi:10.1080/
19331681.2012.709045

Bode, L., Dalrymple, K. E., & Shah, D. V. (2011). Profile of
a political tweeter: A survey of twitter users who follow
political candidates. Paper presented at the Annual
Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association,
Chicago, IL.

Bode, L., & Lassen, D. S. (2016). Social media coming of age:
Developing patterns of congressional Twitter use, 2007-14.
In R. Davis, C. H. Bacha, & M. R. Just (Eds.), Twitter and

JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY & POLITICS 15

http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/a-history-of-data-in-american-politics-part-3-the-2016-primaries/
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/a-history-of-data-in-american-politics-part-3-the-2016-primaries/
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/a-history-of-data-in-american-politics-part-3-the-2016-primaries/
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2012.709045
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2012.709045


elections around the world: Campaigning in 140 characters
or less. New York, NY: Routledge.

Center for Responsive Politics. (2016). Also-Rans: 2016 pre-
sidential race. Retrieved from https://www.opensecrets.
org/pres16/also-rans

Chadwick, A. (2013). The hybrid media system: Politics and
power. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Chadwick, A., & Stromer-Galley, J. (2016). Digital media,
power, and democracy in parties and election campaigns:
Party decline or party renewal? The International Journal of
Press/Politics, 21, 283–293. doi:10.1177/1940161216646731

Darr, J. (2016). Trump’s scorning of data may not hurt him,
but it’ll hurt the GOP. Retrieved from http://fivethir
tyeight.com/features/trumps-scorning-of-data-may-not-
hurt-him-but-itll-hurt-the-gop/

Dimock, M., Kiley, J., Keeter, S., & Doherty, C. (2014).
Political polarization in the American public. Washington
D.C..

Epstein, B. (2018a). How innovative was the Trump cam-
paign in 2016: A historical perspective. Paper presented at
the Midwestern Political Science Annual Meeting,
Chicago, IL.

Epstein, B. (2018b). The only constant is change: Technology,
political communication, and innovation over time.
New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Farnsworth, S. J., & Owen, D. (2004). Internet use and the
2000 presidential election. Electoral Studies, 23(3),
415–429. doi:10.1016/S0261-3794(03)00029-5

Grassegger, H., & Krogerus, M. (2017, January 28). The data
that Turned the world upside down. Motherboard.
Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/us/
politics/cambridge-analytica.html

Gronbeck, B. E. (1978). The functions of presidential
campaigning. Communications Monographs, 45(4),
268–280. doi:10.1080/03637757809375973

Issenberg, S., (2012a, December 19). A more perfect union:
How president Obama’s campaign used big data to rally
individual voters. MIT Technology Review.

Issenberg, S. (2012b). The victory lab: The secret science of
winning campaigns. New York, NY: Broadway Books.

Jamieson, K. H. (1996). Packaging the presidency. New York,
NY: Oxford University Press.

Jensen, M. (2017). Social media and political campaigning:
Changing terms of engagement? The International Journal of
Press/Politics, 22(1), 23–42. doi:10.1177/1940161216673196

Jungherr, A. (2016). Four functions of digital tools in election
campaigns: The German case. The International Journal of
Press/Politics, 21(3), 358–377. doi:10.1177/1940161216642597

Kang, T., Fowler, E. F., Franz, M. M., & Ridout, T. N. (2018).
Issue consistency? Comparing television advertising,
Tweets, and E-mail in the 2014 senate campaigns.
Political Communication, 35(1), 32–49. doi:10.1080/
10584609.2017.1334729

Karpf, D. (2012). The moveon effect: The unexpected transfor-
mation of American political advocacy. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.

Karpf, D. (2014). How WILL the Internet change American
Interest groups. In M. Grossmann (Ed.), New directions in
Interest groups politics (pp. 122–143). New York, NY:
Routledge.

Karpf, D. (2016). Analytic activism: Digital listening and the
new political strategy. New York, NY: Oxford University
Press.

Kreiss, D. (2012). Taking our country back. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.

Kreiss, D. (2016). Prototype politics: Technology-intensive
campaigning and the data of democracy. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press.

Kreiss, D., Lawrence, R. G., & McGregor, S. C. (2018). In
their own words: Political practitioner accounts of candi-
dates, audiences, affordances, genres, and timing in strate-
gic social media use. Political Communication, 35(1), 8–31.
doi:10.1080/10584609.2017.1334727

Kreiss, D., & McGregor, S. (2018). Technology firms shape
political communication: The work of Microsoft,
Facebook, Twitter, and Google with campaigns during
the 2016 U.S. Presidential cycle. Political Communication,
35, 23. doi:10.1080/10584609.2017.1364814

Lapowsky, I. (2018). Trump names digital Guru Brad
Parscale campaign manager for 2020 run. Wired.
Retrieved from https://www.wired.com/story/brad-
parscale-campaign-manger-trump-2020/

Ludwig, M. D. (2017). Getting the picture: Issues and the
2016 presidential campaign on Instagram. In
J. C. Baumgartner & T. L. Towner (Eds.), The Internet
and the 2016 presidential campaign. Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books.

Malhotra, N., Michelson, M. R., & Valenzuela, A. A. (2012).
Emails from official sources can increase turnout.
Quarterly Journal of Political Science, 7(3), 321–332.
doi:10.1561/100.00011073

Mossberger, K., Tolbert, C. J., & McNeal, R. S. (2008). Digital
citizenship: The Internet. Society and Participation.

Neely, P. (2015). The surprising data about how often to sed
promotional emails. Retrieved from https://www.campaign
monitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2015/09/the-
surprising-data-about-how-often-to-send-promotional-
emails/

Nielsen, R. K. (2011). Mundane Internet tools, mobilizing
practices, and coproduction of citizenship in political
campaigns. New Media and Society, 13(5), 17.
doi:10.1177/1461444810380863

O’Neil, C. (2016). Weapons of math destruction. New York,
NY: Crown.

Owen, D. (2017). New media and political campaigns. In The
Oxford handbook of political communication.

Purcell, K. (2011). Search and email still top the list of most
popular online activities. Waashington D.C. Retrieved from
http://www.pewinternet.org/2011/08/09/search-and-email-
still-top-the-list-of-most-popular-online-activities/

Quintelier, E., & Vissers, S. (2008). The effect of Internet use
on political participation: An analysis of survey results for

16 B. EPSTEIN AND J. D. BROXMEYER

https://www.opensecrets.org/pres16/also-rans
https://www.opensecrets.org/pres16/also-rans
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161216646731
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trumps-scorning-of-data-may-not-hurt-him-but-itll-hurt-the-gop/
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trumps-scorning-of-data-may-not-hurt-him-but-itll-hurt-the-gop/
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/trumps-scorning-of-data-may-not-hurt-him-but-itll-hurt-the-gop/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(03)00029-5
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/us/politics/cambridge-analytica.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/06/us/politics/cambridge-analytica.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/03637757809375973
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161216673196
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161216642597
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2017.1334729
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2017.1334729
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2017.1334727
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2017.1364814
https://www.wired.com/story/brad-parscale-campaign-manger-trump-2020/
https://www.wired.com/story/brad-parscale-campaign-manger-trump-2020/
https://doi.org/10.1561/100.00011073
https://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2015/09/the-surprising-data-about-how-often-to-send-promotional-emails/
https://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2015/09/the-surprising-data-about-how-often-to-send-promotional-emails/
https://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2015/09/the-surprising-data-about-how-often-to-send-promotional-emails/
https://www.campaignmonitor.com/blog/email-marketing/2015/09/the-surprising-data-about-how-often-to-send-promotional-emails/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810380863
http://www.pewinternet.org/2011/08/09/search-and-email-still-top-the-list-of-most-popular-online-activities/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2011/08/09/search-and-email-still-top-the-list-of-most-popular-online-activities/


16-year-olds in Belgium. Social Science Computer Review,
26(4), 411–427. doi:10.1177/0894439307312631

Siroker, D. (2009). How we used data to win the presidential
election [Guest lecture to computer science 547: Human-
Computer interaction seminar, Stanford University]. Palo
Alto, CA: Stanford Center for Professional Development.

Smith, A., & Anderson, M. (2018). Social media use in 2018.
Waashington D.C. Retrieved from http://www.pewinter
net.org/2018/03/01/social-media-use-in-2018/

Stromer-Galley, J. (2014). Presidential campaigning in the
Internet age. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Tomboc, K. (2016). How often should you email your list?
The ideal email frequency. Retrieved from https://www.
lean-labs.com/blog/how-often-should-you-email-your-list-
the-ideal-email-frequency

Towner, T. L., & Munoz, C. L. (2018). Picture perfect? The
role of Instagram in issue agenda setting during the 2016
presidential primary. Social Science Computer Review, 36
(4), 484–499. doi:10.1177/0894439317728222

Trammell, K. D., Williams, A. P., Postelnicu, M., &
Landreville, K. D. (2006). Evolution of online campaign-
ing: Increasing interactivity in candidate web sites and
blogs through text and technical features. Mass

Communication & Society, 9(1), 21–44. doi:10.1207/
s15327825mcs0901_2

Vaccari, C. (2014). You’ve got (No) mail: How parties and
cadidates respond to e-mail inquiries in Western democ-
racies. Journal of Information Technology & Politics, 11(2),
245–258. doi:10.1080/19331681.2014.899536

Vaccari, C. (2017). Onlinemobilization in comparative perspec-
tive: Digital appeals and political engagement in Germany,
Italy, and the United Kingdom. Political Communication, 34
(1), 69–88. doi:10.1080/10584609.2016.1201558

Williams, C. B., & Gulati, G. J. (2007). Social networks in
political campaigns: Facebook and the 2006 midterm
elections. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the
American Political Science Association, Chicago, IL.

Williams, C. B., & Gulati, G. J. (2009). Facebook grows up:
An empirical assessment of its role in the 2008 congres-
sional elections. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of
the Midwest Political Science Association, Chicago, IL.

Williams, C. B., & Gulati, G. J. (2010). Communicating with
constituents in 140 characters of less: Twitter and the
diffusion of inovation in the United States Congress.
Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Midwest
Political Science Association, Chicago, IL.

JOURNAL OF INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY & POLITICS 17

https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439307312631
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/03/01/social-media-use-in-2018/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2018/03/01/social-media-use-in-2018/
https://www.lean-labs.com/blog/how-often-should-you-email-your-list-the-ideal-email-frequency
https://www.lean-labs.com/blog/how-often-should-you-email-your-list-the-ideal-email-frequency
https://www.lean-labs.com/blog/how-often-should-you-email-your-list-the-ideal-email-frequency
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894439317728222
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0901_2
https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327825mcs0901_2
https://doi.org/10.1080/19331681.2014.899536
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1201558

	Abstract
	Introduction
	E-mail in historical context: relevant but overlooked
	Methods
	Campaign 2016: e-mail overview
	E-mail strategies during the 2016 presidential primaries
	Frontrunners
	Undercards
	Also-Rans
	The general election: Trump vs. Clinton

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Notes
	References

