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The existing literature on politics and gender offers little insights into explaining potential 
gender variations in the use of different campaigning tools, especially with regards to cyber 
campaigning. While past research offers little evidence of gender differences with regards to 
the use of traditional campaigning tools, online campaigning might on the other hand display 
significant differences across men and women. In order to employ campaign websites and/or 
social media in one’s campaign, a candidate (and her team) must have the relevant resources 
and skills to make the best use of them. To expect female and male candidates to campaign to 
the same extent online, women and men in general should have similar levels of digital 
literacy and competence. Hence we theorise that the political elites’ employment of online 
campaigning tools is directly linked to the extent to which the general public uses internet. 
Moreover, we hypothesise that the demographic characteristics – such as respondent’s sex 
and age – that predict the public’s use of internet will also explain the variations in how 
candidates campaign online. We anticipate the effects of gender to be moderated by age, with 
the gender gap fading away across younger generations of users, both amongst general public 
and amongst political elites. This contention is tested on multiple data sources to capture the 
diversity in the use of new technologies. We analyse the   general population usage side by 
utilising data from Eurobarometer 76.3 (2011) and the candidate component by exploring the 
European Candidates Study 2009.  
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Introduction 

Electoral campaigns are becoming increasingly complex battlegrounds for candidates and 

parties. While traditional canvassing techniques are still part of the electoral persuasion 

strategy put in place by contenders, campaigns have embedded digital components to a large 

extent. A series of contributions have unveiled nuances of the campaign process and explored 

how the new media have changed both campaign styles and affected candidates’ electoral 

fortunes (to name a few studies: Bimber and Davis 2003; Gibson, Lusoli, and Ward 2005; 

Gibson and McAllister 2006; 2011; Herrnson, Stokes-Brown, and Hindman 2007; Strandberg 

2009; Sudulich and Wall 2010). Yet, the extent to which male and female candidates differ 

with regard to the adoption of cyber campaigning tools remains largely unknown, especially 

in a comparative setting.   

The scholarship on gender and politics has not directly addressed this question either. 

While a growing body of literature examines variation in the share of women among 

candidates and/or elected representatives at the macro level (Jones 2009; Kantola 2009; 

Norris and Krook 2014; Norris 1996; Paxton and Kunovich 2003; Schwindt-Bayer and 

Mishler 2005; Tripp and Kang 2008), limited attention has been paid to explaining how 

individual level electioneering impacts women’s likelihood of success. Yet, scholarly 

attention on female candidates’ individual characteristics and behaviours can lead to a better 

understanding of the mechanisms explaining women’s political underrepresentation 

(Schwindt-Bayer et al. 2010). 

This study takes the first step at examining how gender influences individual 

candidates’ campaign activity. Do female candidates campaign more or less than their male 

counterparts and do they use the same array of campaigning tools? In other words, we 
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explore the extent to which male and female candidates differ in the adoption of tools put 

forward to secure election. In particular, we address potential gender differences in the use of 

digital campaign technologies.  

The internet is nowadays a key space for the production and communication of 

political information between the public and political elites both directly and indirectly via 

the mass media (Dolan 2005; Niven and Zilber 2001). Direct communication should be 

particularly appealing to women candidates as cyber communication tools, such as campaign 

websites and social media profiles (e.g. Facebook and Twitter), can enable them to avoid the 

gender stereotyping of mainstream media (Dolan 2005). Digital campaign technologies 

enable candidates to communicate their message to voters without journalistic intervention 

and might help women candidates avoiding the disfavouring sex role stereotypes often 

reported in the media depiction of the female candidates (Devitt 2002; Kahn 1996; Kahn and 

Goldenberg 1991). 

Yet, in order to employ campaign websites and/or social media, a candidate must 

have the relevant resources and skills to make use of these tools. To expect female and male 

candidates to campaign to the same extent online, women and men in general should have 

similar levels of digital literacy and competence. What differences exist between men and 

women in the use of new technologies at large? Acknowledging gender differences – if any – 

in the use of the internet in the population at large constitutes a solid prior on which to build 

expectations about political elites’ usage of cyber-campaigning. Hence we claim that use of 

online campaigning tools by political elites is linked to the extent to which the general public 

uses the internet. Moreover, we hypothesise that the demographic characteristics – such as 

respondent’s sex and age – that predict the public’s use of internet will also explain the 

variations in how candidates campaign online. 
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To empirically investigate this question we employ data from the 2009 European 

Election Study (EES) Candidate Study and the Eurobarometer 76.3 survey (2011). The EES 

Candidate Study allows us to examine gender differences in the use of campaigning tools 

among the political elites of the 27 European Union member states,1 in parallel we use  

Eurobarometer data to understand gender variation in the use of internet within the public. 

Combining evidence and linking these two data sources enables us to examine how the 

patterns in the use of the internet amongst the general public translate (or not) into the 

political elites’ cyber-campaigning strategies. 

 Preliminary results suggest that female candidates use online campaigning tools less 

then their male counterparts. This is in line with an overall trend whereby women, in general, 

use internet to a lesser extent than men – although younger women tend to be online as much 

as younger men – and are less likely to rely on the internet political newsgathering. As we 

find no significant gender differences in the usage of traditional campaigning instruments, 

our results suggest the gender gap in online electioneering is not due to women campaigning 

less in general. Rather, the evidence points to women’s limited confidence, competence 

and/or willingness of using the internet to the same extent as men, which in turn carries over 

to the political elites’ employment of these modern technologies, too.  

 

Gender, campaigning, and new technologies 

Despite the growing body of literature on women’s political representation, relatively little 

attention has been paid to gender differences in relation to campaigning strategies. Yet, in 

order to understand women’s political underrepresentation, it is crucial to know whether 

women and men run for elected office similarly. While current scholarship is lacking 

                                                      
1 In 2009, the EU comprised 27 members. 
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thorough investigation of gender and electioneering in a comparative setting, past research 

(largely focusing on the United States) offers some cues on the relationship between 

candidate gender and campaign effort. 

Much of the early research on the matter focused on comparing background 

characteristics of female and male candidates and provides some evidence of gender 

differences among candidates, especially with regard to the gendered stereotypes in the 

traditional media’s depiction of candidates (Bernstein and Bernstein 1975; Darcy and 

Schramm 1977; Gertzog 1979; Welch 1978). More recently, attention has shifted to studying 

gender differences in the way candidates present themselves to the electorate (Dolan 2005; 

Schaffner 2005) and how voters perceive female and male candidates (Koch 2002; 

Sanbonmatsu 2002; Steb et al. 2008). Despite both scholarly and popular assumptions, this 

research offers little straightforward evidence that women campaign differently from men 

(Sapiro et al. 2011), suggesting that both women and men conform to the rules of the political 

game by using comparable campaign strategies and techniques (Darcy, Welch, and Clark 

1994; Dabelko and Herrnson 1997). Moreover, research since the 1980s consistently shows 

that there are also no significant gender differences in fund-raising abilities, with women 

candidates spending similar levels of campaign funds to those spent by men when running for 

a wide variety of elected offices in the US (Biersack and Herrnson 1994; Burrell 1985; 

Dabelko and Herrnson 1997; Darcy, Welch, and Clark 1994; Hogan 2007; Werner 1997).   

All in all, the state of the art suggests no substantial gender differences in the 

employment of traditional campaigning tools and strategies. While this evidence originates 

from the US context, there is little reason to anticipate a different relationship between gender 

and campaign effort in European democracies. We therefore expect women and men, who ran 

for the 2009 European Parliament, to employ similar campaign strategies and 

communication techniques to one another when it comes to traditional campaigning tools.  
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With regard to cyber-campaigning we lack a similarly extensive literature providing 

priors. Should we expect cyber-campaigning to be no different from traditional campaigning 

with regard to gender differences? To address this question, we begin by briefly reviewing 

past research on the use of new technologies in the general public to then empirically assess 

(a) whether there actually is a substantial difference between men and women with regard to 

internet use at large and (b) internet use for political newsgathering. As argued above, a 

persistent gender gap in internet use among the general public is likely to carry over to 

political elites’ employment of cyber campaigning.  

Early accounts of the digital divide point at socio-economic status as responsible for 

the gap between those who had internet access and those who did not (Hüsing and Selhofer 

2002; Mossberger, Tolbert, and Stansbury 2003; Norris 2001). These studies also showed a 

consistent difference across gender, with men displaying higher likelihood of being wired. 

Moreover, as online communication technologies have largely been designed and produced 

by men, rooted in the military industry, the internet has been predominantly viewed as a 

masculine domain (van Zoonen 2002). However, access to the technology has grown across 

all member states of the EU, with certain countries having achieved almost full coverage – 

The Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden (World Bank, 2013). Without having to fully embrace 

technological determinism, it is reasonable to expect that increases in broadband coverage 

will dramatically reduce the divide between do and don’t with implications for the 

male/female divide. However, access to the technology per se does not fully solve the divide. 

The digital divide has indeed evolved from being determined solely by access, to being 

determined by factors like digital literacy and online skills. For instance, a substantial gender 

gap has been showed to persist in the extent to which men and women engage with particular 

types of online activities, such as contributions to social media platforms (Hargittai and Shaw 

2015) and sharing content on social networking websites (Hargittai and Walejko 2008). 
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While previous research on gender and electoral campaigning offers little evidence of 

systematic differences between women’s and men’s campaign strategies and techniques, the 

overall gender gap in digital literacy and online skills suggest that differences in the adoption 

of cyber campaigning tools exist.  

Earlier studies have paid passing attention to gender when explaining differences in 

candidates’ websites (Greer and LePointe 2001; Klotz 1998; Williams, Aylesworth, and 

Chapman 2002). Recently more focused accounts on women and their use of digital 

campaigning have been conducted in the Scandinavian context, failing to find systematic 

gender gaps in cyber electioneering when controlling for candidate age, incumbency, and 

party size (Carlson 2007; Larsson and Kalsnes 2014). These studies focus merely on 

individual campaign websites, leaving aside social networking sites, weblogs, podcasts, etc. 

When a wider array of digital campaigning tools are being looked substantial gender 

differences emerge: female politicians are considerably less likely than their male 

counterparts to use social media (Twitter) to communicate with the electorate (Larsson and 

Kalsnes 2014). Moreover, accounts relying on data from Scandinavia, may not be 

generalizable to other contexts in which women enjoy considerably lower levels of 

descriptive representation and where smaller proportions of the overall population are wired. 

As both internet penetration and ratio of women in political life are likely to affect women’s 

adoption of digital campaign, addressing the digital gender gap by using a pool of countries 

with larger levels of variation could unveil a different picture.   

 Besides candidate’s sex and overall internet usage among women and men, we expect 

candidate’s age, incumbency status, and viability (election list placement), too, to influence 

the probability of using online campaigning tools. Past research suggest that general 

predictors of campaigning carry over to online campaign. We therefore anticipate that 
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traditional campaign effort and party size contribute to explaining whether candidates opt for 

cyber campaigning or not. 

 

Overall gender gap in the use of internet  

Before examining the potential gender gap in digital campaigning by the political elites, we 

explore the extent to which gender affects usage of the medium and address the moderating 

role of age, under the premise that younger generations have embedded the use of such 

technology in their everyday life with no apparent difference between young men and 

women. We then explore – within the group of internet users – the extent to which there are 

differences between men and women in using the medium to gather politically relevant 

information. This account will provide an insight into the structure of the online audience for 

politics.   

First, we provide a snapshot of internet usage across EU member states, relying on a 

large probability sample of the European population. The Eurobarometer 76.3 (November 

2011) posed a battery of questions on media consumption in general and specifically about 

the extent to which EU citizens use different media to gather politically relevant information. 

This unique source of data about online habits enables us to dig deeper into the determinants 

of usage as well as into the structure of that portion of the online population that uses the 

internet for political information.  

We begin by visually exploring differences in internet use between men and women 

across the 27 member countries at the time of fieldwork. Figure 1 depicts simple averages for 

the male and female populations, by country. It shows a consistent difference across gender, 

with women using the internet less than men. Several countries – the Netherland, Denmark, 
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Romania, Lithuania, the UK – show small differences, whereas Malta, Cyprus, Greece, Spain 

and Austria display significantly different averages (all T-tests are significant at p .05) 

indicating a defined gender gap, although its magnitude is small in size. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

In other words, although women are less likely than men to make use of the internet, 

in absolute terms differences are small, though consistent. If we dig deeper into the role of 

age in determining such gap we immediately appreciate that for younger generations gender 

differences are almost nullified. Figure 2 shows that in the group of 14-25-year-old, if gender 

gap persist in Portugal, Spain and Greece, for most countries the dots overlap. With regard to 

older generations, variation is however large in terms of general use. In countries like Cyprus, 

Portugal, Poland, Romania and Bulgaria the average population over 55 reports almost no use 

of the internet whatsoever. Not surprisingly, Sweden and the Netherlands show the highest 

level of usage among over 55. Men are consistently more likely than women to use the 

technology and gender differences appear dramatically more prominent than in the 15-24-

year-old age group. 

 [Figure 2 about here] 

In sum, internet use differs across gender and the gender gap becomes more 

substantial for older generations. There is considerable country level variation, although the 

youngsters appear to make intensive use of the medium everywhere. This scattered evidence 

of the relationship between gender and internet use suggests that age may be a moderator of 

the gender gap and, that contextual elements are key in determining differences. Therefore 

we perform an analysis of variation in internet use, by specifying individual level socio-

economic predictors as well as country level indicators. Given the nested nature of the data 

we use a multilevel model, where level 1 is the individual level and level 2 is the country. 
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Results are presented in Table 1, where model 1 is a simple additive model and model 2 

specifies an interaction between age and gender to clarify whether the impact of gender is 

significantly conditioned by age.  

With regard to socio-economic predictors we control for occupation, level of 

education, urban/rural place of residence, marital status and we avail of a self-assed economic 

status indicator based on behaviour.2 Moreover, we include variables that account for the 

overall status of women in society, by controlling for the share of women among elected 

representatives and among managerial positions in private and public sector (ISCO 1 level 

occupations).  

Table 1 shows that all the traditional SES explanation of internet use are still good 

predictors of variation. Younger, more educated, richer citizens are more likely to use the 

internet to a greater extent than their older, less affluent and rural counterparts. Gender is 

clearly a significant predictor pointing at a substantial gap between men and women. 

However, in line with what was detected in the descriptive figures, the extent to which men 

and women differ is modest in size. Moreover, in model 2 the interaction between age and 

gender is negatively signed and significant at conventional levels indicating that the younger 

cohorts experience fewer differences than older ones. In other words, the gender gap 

substantially fades away for youngsters while it remains a stable characteristic for older 

generations. The data also show levels of internet usage are higher in countries where women 

are better represented in politics. As women enjoy relatively higher levels of descriptive 

representation at national level in Northern Europe compared to Southern Europe, this 

variable is likely to capture the overall South-North divide in digital literacy and skills. 

[Table 1 about here] 

                                                      
2 Respondents assessed whether they had difficulties playing the bills over the past 12 months. 
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Having explored the effects of age and gender on internet use, we proceed to 

investigate – among those citizens that claim they gather politically relevant information on 

the internet – whether the gender gap persists and, if so, in what forms.  

About 30 per cent of the EU population use the internet to access politically relevant 

information. Over half of the EU population still gathers most information on political 

matters (both national and EU level) on TV. Those who claim they use the internet as either 

first or second source of information for national matters is 30% of the European population, 

while the group using the web for EU level political information accounts for 27% of the 

population. Within these groups there is a significant gender imbalance, with women being 

significantly less likely to use the internet as second or first source of information; the gap is 

about 5% (Prtests significant at .001).3    

When we predict the likelihood of gathering online information on national political 

matters we indeed find that women are less likely than men to do so. Even among younger 

generations women are less likely to use the internet as first or second source of political 

information, although the probability decreases dramatically as age goes up for both men and 

women. Figure 3 shows predictions – for the fix part of the model only – for men and 

women. The probability of using the internet as a source of political information is always 

higher for men. On average, a 15-year-old individual is three times more likely to use the 

internet as first or second source of political information (61%) than a 45-year-old (20%). 

The data thus suggest that the online audience mostly constitutes of young people. 

[Figure 3 about here] 

                                                      
3 According to the Eurobarometer data, men are also more likely than women to use newspapers as 
the most or the second most important source for getting political information (51% and 44% 
respectively). However, there is no gender gap in using TV or radio as the most important or as the 
second most important source for political information (81% of men and women use the TV and 38% 
of women and 39% of men use radio as the most important or as the second most important source). 
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The picture we gather from the overall European population points to a small but 

persistent gap in internet use in general and to a significantly large male/female divide when 

it comes to politically relevant information consumption online in particular. The question 

that remains is whether the demographic characteristics – such as respondent’s sex and age – 

that predict the public’s use of internet will also explain the variations in how candidates 

campaign online. 

 

European Parliament Elections 

We place our study in the context of the 2009 EP elections. European Parliamentary elections 

are ‘a fascinating research site’ because it ‘presents the opportunity to craft powerful research 

designs incorporating an unusual, indeed probably unique degree of controlled comparison: 

between members [candidates] of the same political institution chosen under a range of 

different electoral arrangements’ and country contexts (Farrell and Scully 2010: 36). 

Therefore, we consider the European elections the most suitable testing ground for the main 

hypotheses of the paper.  

However, we also need to account for the particular nature of these electoral 

appointments, frequently classified as second-order, which are considered less important than 

national elections as there is no government formation (Hix and Marsh 2011; Reif and 

Schmitt 1980). In addition, second order elections are characterised by lower levels of 

electoral participation and importantly, for the issue under scrutiny here, low levels of 

traditional media attention. This latter element may indeed push candidates to make more 

extensive use of digital forms of campaigning. Specifically, with regard to gender, previous 

research has showed that women have better access to second-order elected offices than to 

national legislative seats (Darcy et al. 1994; Ford and Dolan 1999; Kantola 2009; Matland 
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and Studlar 1998). As a result, the European elections offer a more conservative testing 

ground for our hypotheses because the higher number of women running for the EP, 

compared to national elected office, and the potentially more extensive use of cyber 

campaigning may, if anything, narrow the gender gap in the use of digital electioneering. 

Moreover, due to the second order nature of the EP elections, candidates are more likely to be 

left to their own devices when designing their campaigns and choosing between 

electioneering techniques and tools. This may result in a greater within-party variation across 

candidates with regards to their personal campaign strategies than in first order national 

election where individual candidates’ campaigns are far more dependent on party 

organisation.  

 

Data 

In order to measure the potential digital divide among political elites across gender, this paper 

relies on the 2009 European Election Study (EES) Candidate Survey and general institutional 

and contextual data. The 2009 EES Candidate Study offers a unique data set to examine 

candidates at the European Elections. In total, more than 6500 candidates were contacted, 

ranging from 29 candidates in Cyprus to 881 in the United Kingdom. The mean response rate 

for all countries combined is 22%. There is a significant variation of response rate by party 

and country. In order to address the dissimilarities in response rates, survey weights are used 

in the analysis. This paper utilises a combined weight for party affiliation and the number of 

MEPs per country. There seem to be no systematic patterns of non-response in terms of 

gender, chance to get elected or in regard to actual electoral success (Giebler et al. 2010). 

Hence, there is no significant response bias regarding the central variables of interest. 
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 We use a battery of questions, asking the candidates whether they employed a range 

of campaign tools to capture use of both traditional and cyber campaigning. We construct two 

count variables – one measuring the application of traditional campaign techniques and the 

other measuring the utilisation of digital campaigning tools; both variables range from 0 to 5. 

The items of the traditional campaigning tools variable include the use of: (i) personal flyers, 

(ii) personal campaign posters, (iii) personal newspaper ads4, (iv) personal spots on TV5, and 

(v) personal radio commercials6 for the election campaign. The items of the cyber 

campaigning tools variable include the use of: (i) personal webpage (either 

designed/maintained by the party or the candidate), podcasts (audio or video files on the 

Internet), (iii) weblog (public diary or journal on the Internet), (iv) networking on the net (e.g. 

Myspace, Facebook, etc.), and (v) online chat with voters for the election campaign. Since 

both these indexes are count variables and the data are nested, we employ ordered probit 

regression models with country fixed effects and robust standard errors to estimate the impact 

of gender on the utilisation of different campaigning instruments.  

The central expectation of this paper is that the gender gap in digital campaigning is 

explained by gender differences in the use of internet among the general population. Based 

on the Eurobarometer 76.3 survey data, we have created three country level variables 

measuring the percentage of respondents who use internet as the most important or as the 

second most important source for acquiring political information (i) among the total 

population, (ii) among women, and (iii) among men. We account for the demand for digital 

campaigning in the candidate models by linking to the 2009 EES Candidate Study this 

information on the general population’s use of internet for political information consumption.  

                                                      
4 In France, this question was not asked due to legal restrictions on campaigning. 
5In Belgium, the Czech Republic, and France, this question was not asked due to legal restrictions on 
campaigning.  
6 In Belgium, the Czech Republic, and France, this question was not asked due to legal restrictions on 
campaigning. 
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 We control for both incumbency (1 – incumbent; 0 – non-incumbent) and candidate’s 

party-determined viability7. Those who fight an open race are more likely to put forward a 

stronger effort than no-hopers and likely winners; in a similar vein we expect incumbents to 

campaign differently from challengers. We account for a key system related elements: the 

electoral incentives by distinguishing between open list (including STV), ordered list and 

closed list voting systems, where closed list voting system is the baseline category8. Further 

to this we provide controls for party affiliation by setting apart left-wing / liberal/ ecological 

parties from right-wing / conservative / nationalist parties; here the latter is the baseline 

category. We draw a further distinction between large parties (more than 10% of the vote 

achieved) and small parties (less than 10% of the vote gained), once again by means of a 

binary variable where small parties is the reference category.  

 

Results 

The data depicted on Figure 4 describes female and male candidates’ use of varying online 

campaigning tools. The most popular online campaigning tool amongst the 2009 European 

Parliament candidates was an individual campaign website (64 percent of all candidates 

reported having a campaign website, either provided by the party or designed personally), 

                                                      
7 For the latter, we use a measure developed by Giebler and Wessels (2010). The categorisation of the 
overall viability variable is based on the candidate’s list position in relation to the potential number of 
seats won by her party (Hix et al. 2009). In order to incorporate uncertainty in the measure, the 
standard deviation of discrepancy between the predictions and the seats that were actually won was 
calculated for each country. As a result, candidates with a list position below the predicted seats 
minus one standard deviation were classified as ‘safe’ candidates. Candidates with a list position 
above the predicted seats plus one standard deviation were classified as ‘unpromising’ candidates, and 
all other candidates were classified as ‘doubtful’ (Giebler et al. 2010). 5.7% of the respondents are 
coded as ‘safe’, 12.7% as ‘doubtful’, and 81.6% as ‘unpromising’ candidates. 
8 Member states are classified similarly to Farrell and Scully (2005), with the exception of Poland, 
which according to its Electoral Law is an open list, not a closed list system (Giebler 2012; 
Kotnarowski 2012). Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, the 
Netherlands, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Sweden are coded as ordered list voting systems. Estonia, 
France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Portugal, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom (excl. the 
Northern Ireland constituency) are coded as closed list voting systems.   
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followed by the use of social networking sites (56 percent of all candidates), such as 

Facebook, Myspace, etc. Yet, less than a quarter of the MEP candidates reported using the 

internet for chatting online with voters. It is noteworthy that women candidates rely 

somewhat more on the support of party organisation than men with regards to online 

campaigning. As can be seen on Figure 4, while more men than women have a personal 

campaign website set up by themselves, the opposite gender discrepancy holds for having a 

website supported by the party. In general, the results from the descriptive analysis suggest 

that women make somewhat lesser use of online campaigning techniques, though the gender 

differences are small. Is this because women, in general, used fewer campaigning tools – both 

online and offline – during the 2009 EP elections or are these findings specific to cyber 

electioneering only? 

[Figure 4 about here] 

When controlling for other factors, the results in Table 2 reveal that the relationship 

between gender and use of different campaigning tools varies considerably depending on the 

type of electioneering instruments. While the data show that women and men are quite 

similar with regard to traditional campaigning possibilities, female candidates make less use 

of cyber campaigning tools compared to men. We find similar patterns with regards to age, 

with older candidates using a narrower range of online campaigning techniques than younger 

candidates, while there are no differences due to age in the employment of traditional 

campaigning tools. These results mirror the findings from the general population models, 

where we also found that men and younger respondents were more likely to use the internet 

in general and for learning about politics in particular. Hence, our data suggest that political 

elites are no different from the general population when it comes to technology. Having 

found that within the EU citizenry the use of digital technologies is moderated by age, we 

include an interaction effect of age and gender in the candidate models. In contrast to general 
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population models, we find no evidence that the gender gap in the usage of cyber 

campaigning tools is different among younger candidates compared to older candidates. 

Besides age and gender, the results in Table 2 suggest that traditional and digital 

campaigning go hand in hand. These results are well in line with past literature discussed 

above, which argues that the advent of Internet and cyber campaigning has not fully 

democratised and levelled the campaigning effort of different types of political actors. While 

we find no direct evidence that candidates representing larger political parties make more 

extensive use of online campaigning possibilities, incumbents are more likely to use a wider 

range of cyber campaigning tools. This may be the case because, unlike the majority of past 

research, we do not concentrate on campaign websites only, but on a wider variety of online 

campaigning tools. In fact, those past accounts that have looked at different cyber 

campaigning possibilities, including social media, actually find smaller and more marginal 

parties and political actors to make better use of Web 2.0 campaigning tools (see Gibson 

2012 for an overview). Moreover, as candidates’ party-determined viability is a strong 

predictor explaining the use of conventional campaigning techniques, the variance of using 

cyber-campaigning tools across parties is likely to be captured by the ‘traditional 

campaigning tools’ variable.   

 In terms of context, the data show that candidates competing in preferential (PR open 

list and STV) electoral system use a wider variety of both traditional and cyber campaigning 

tools compared to candidates running in closed list PR-list systems. Since we concentrated on 

personalised campaigning tools (e.g. personal leaflets, personal newspaper ads, candidate 

websites, etc.), rather than general party level campaigning materials, it is unsurprising that 

we find candidates who run under more personalised and candidate-centred electoral rules to 

utilise a wider variety of personalised electioneering instruments.  
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We hypothesised above that the extent to which women and men, in general, use the 

internet is likely to influence the extent to which female and male candidates campaign online 

under the premise that the structure of the online demand (the public) should impact upon the 

offer (the candidates). Contrarily to expectations, the results in Table 2 show no relationship 

between the use of internet for politically relevant newsgathering among general population 

and the likelihood of candidates making more extensive use of cyber campaigning tools. 

Hence, while we find comparable age and gender patterns in the use of digital technologies 

among the general public and the political elites, the data do not show that the proportion of 

politically interested internet users influences the level at which candidates in a given country 

campaign online.   

[Table 2 about here] 

 To examine this question further, we also report the results of the model of digital 

campaigning separately for male and female candidates in Table 3. As with the previous 

findings, the variable capturing the extent to which women or men in the general population 

use the internet for political information consumption has no statistically significant impact 

on either female nor male candidates’ usage of online campaigning tools9. In addition, the 

results in Table 3 further confirm that age has the same impact for both women’s and men’s 

probability to extensively campaign online. In contrast, incumbency affects only female 

candidates’ cyber campaigning likelihood and not that of the men. One possible explanation 

to this is that incumbents are likely to enjoy greater party support, including assistance with 

web campaigning, than challengers. Since the data from the general population suggest men 

to be digitally more confident than women, the incumbency advantage may be thus less 

                                                      
9 As these results are not in line with the expectations, we hope to test the same hypothesis with data from the 
2014 European Parliament Election, too, in the future.   
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prominent among male candidates compared to female candidates because the former may 

require less assistance from the party in setting up their cyber campaigning profiles. 

[Table 3 about here] 

Figure 5 illustrates the probability of using none, one, two or four different online 

campaigning tools by age and gender, based on estimated probabilities derived from ordered 

probit models run separately for male and female candidates (Table 3). As can be seen from 

Figure 5, male candidates more likely to use a wider range of cyber campaigning techniques 

than female candidates of the same age. The results depicted on Figure 5 also show that 

younger candidates of both sex have a higher probability of campaigning more on the web 

than older politicians running for the elected office. The data thus suggest that the supply of 

digital campaigning shares characteristics with the demand: as the online audience mostly 

constitutes of young people, younger candidates are also more active in capturing their 

attention in the digital world. Yet, while both young men and women use the internet, in 

general, to a similar extent, the fact that there is a gender gap in consuming political 

information online also among the youth may explain why we find that young men campaign 

online more than young women. 

[Figure 5 about here] 

 

 

 

Preliminary conclusions 

Data from the 2009 European Parliament elections, covering all 27 EU member states, show 

that female candidates employed a narrower range of cyber campaigning tools (including 

personal websites, podcasts, weblogs, online chat with voters, social media sites) than their 
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male contenders. At the same time, we find no comparable gender gap in the use of 

traditional campaigning instruments. Hence, our data appears to support the hypothesis that 

the demographic characteristics – such as respondent’s sex and age – that predict the public’s 

use of the internet also explain the variations in how candidates campaign online 

We assume that our findings are somewhat at odds with past scholarship – that has 

found little differences between male and female candidates with regard to launching 

campaign websites – mostly due to the fact that our data covers a wider range of countries, 

accounting for greater variation in terms of both internet penetration and women’s 

representation. In addition, we have examined the usage of a variety of cyber campaigning 

tools and not explicitly concentrated on the employment of candidate websites.  

 We find that younger candidates are more likely to use a wider range of online 

campaigning instruments than their older contenders. Yet, similarly to gender, we find no age 

gap in the employment of more traditional campaigning tools. Moreover, the results 

concerning political elites mirror to a large extent what we see in the general public: as young 

people are in general more wired, younger candidates, too, are more present in the cyber 

world. While the gender gap in terms of overall use of the internet fades away for the 

youngsters (young women are as likely to be online as young men), young female candidates 

still lag behind their male counterparts.  

The picture we gathered by looking at internet use for political news consumption is 

also characterised by a gender divide. If we take these two elements together it appears that 

the well mapped gap between men and women in political interest and engagement holds in 

online environments. Moreover, online environments while not being hostile to women as 

such – as showed by the lack of differences in use between young man and women – are 

somewhat underexploited by female candidates.  
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While the data from the EU show the same overall patterns in the usage of digital 

tools in the general population and among candidates, country level variable capturing the use 

of the internet for political information does not explain candidates’ use of digital 

campaigning. This could be a caveat in the data and hence we aim to further test this 

relationship with data explaining the use of social media across all candidates running at the 

2014 European Parliament election.  

But what are the potential implications of these findings? Considering that online 

campaigning is becoming more and more important, female candidates may potentially lose 

out on votes by not making the best use of the new tools available. Therefore, it is essential 

that individual female candidates and parties invest more resources in cyber campaigning to 

assure that male and female candidates compete on equal grounds in all campaign 

environments.  
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Tables and Figures 

Figure 1: Average internet use in the European Union by gender 

 

Source: Eurobarometer 76.3 
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Figure 2: Average internet use in the European Union by gender and age 

 

Source: Eurobarometer 76.3. 
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Table 1: Determinants of internet use in general population in the EU 

 
Use of internet 

   Model 1   Model 2   

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 Female -0.10 ** (0.02) 
 

0.06 
 

(0.06) 
 Age -0.06 ** (0.00)  -0.05 ** (0.00) 
 Urban / rural 0.16 ** (0.01)  0.16 ** (0.01) 
 Occupation 0.03 ** (0.00)  0.03 ** (0.00) 
 Employment 0.10 

 
(0.52) 

 
0.10 

 
(0.52) 

 Education: 15 years -0.74 ** (0.08)  -0.74 ** (0.08) 
 Education: 16-19 years 0.19 * (0.08)  0.19 * (0.08) 
 Education: 20+ years 1.00 ** (0.08)  1.00 ** (0.08) 
 Education: still studying 0.77 ** (0.09)  0.77 ** (0.09) 
 Difficult to pay bills: from time to time 0.30 ** (0.03)  0.30 ** (0.03) 
 Difficult to pay bills: almost never / 

never 0.57 ** (0.03)  0.57 ** (0.03) 
 Marital status: married / in partnership 0.23 ** (0.03)  0.23 ** (0.03) 
 Marital status: divorced / separated 0.05 

 
(0.05)  0.05 

 
(0.05) 

 Marital status: widowed -0.21 ** (0.05)  -0.19 ** (0.05) 
 Women's political representation 1.32 ** (0.38)  1.32 ** (0.38) 
 Women's socio-economic 

representation 0.17 
 

(0.62)  0.17 
 

(0.62) 
 

    
 

    Female * age 
   

 -0.00 ** (0.00) 
 

    
 

    Constant 3.73 ** (0.31)  3.55 ** (0.31) 
 

    
 0.31 

   Level 1 N 25528 
  

 25528 
   Level 2 N 26       26       

**p<0.01; *p<0.05 
Standard errors in parentheses. 
Source: Eurobarometer 76.3. 
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Figure 3: Estimated probabilities of using the internet for political information by age and 
gender 

 

Source: Eurobarometer 76.3 
Note: Estimates represent the probability of using internet as the most important or as the 
second most important source for gaining political information. Estimates are derived from a 
multilevel logit models controlling for respondent’s occupational status, education, socio-
economic well-being, employment status, urban/rural, level of women’s political 
representation, and level of women’s representation in ISCO1 occupations; broken line 
represents 95% confidence intervals. 
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Figure 4: Candidates self-reported use of online campaigning tools in the 2009 EP elections 

 

The bars represent the percentage of candidates who reported using the given tool. 
Source: European Election Study 2009 Candidate Study. 
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Table 2: Explaining MEP candidates’ use of different campaigning tools (ordered probit regression coefficients) 
 

 
Use of traditional campaign tools 

 
Use of digital campaign tools 

   Reduced model   Full model   Reduced model   Full model   

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 Use of traditional campaign tools 
        

0.15 ** (0.05) 
 

0.15 ** (0.05) 
 Female 0.07 

 
(0.16)  -0.39 

 
(0.47) 

 
-0.41 ** (0.12)  -0.43 

 
(0.47) 

 Age 0.00 
 

(0.00)  -0.00 
 

(0.01) 
 

-0.03 ** (0.01)  -0.03 ** (0.01) 
 Viability: safe candidate 0.79 ** (0.25)  0.76 ** (0.24) 

 
-0.02 

 
(0.32)  -0.02 

 
(0.32) 

 Viability: doubtful candidate 0.54 * (0.23)  0.54 * (0.23) 
 

0.37 
 

(0.23)  0.37 
 

(0.23) 
 Incumbency -0.11 

 
(0.28)  -0.06 

 
(0.28) 

 
0.72 * (0.30)  0.72 * (0.31) 

 Party viability (>10% votes) 0.04 
 

(0.14)  0.04 
 

(0.14) 
 

-0.11 
 

(0.15)  -0.11 
 

(0.15) 
 Ordered list system 0.15 

 
(0.27)  0.17 

 
(0.27) 

 
0.19 

 
(0.15)  0.19 

 
(0.15) 

 Open list system 1.18 ** (0.33)  1.20 ** (0.33) 
 

1.71 ** (0.44)  1.71 ** (0.44) 
 Public internet use for political information 

   
 

    
0.03 

 
(0.03)  0.03 

 
(0.03) 

 Female * Age 
   

 0.01 
 

(0.01) 
    

 0.00 
 

(0.01) 
 /cut1 0.40 

 
(0.28)  0.26 

 
(0.33) 

 
-1.06 

 
(0.97)  -1.07 

 
(1.00) 

 /cut2 1.06 
 

(0.29)  0.93 
 

(0.34) 
 

-0.33 
 

(0.97)  -0.34 
 

(1.00) 
 /cut3 1.89 

 
(0.29)  1.76 

 
(0.33) 

 
0.36 

 
(0.97)  0.35 

 
(1.00) 

 /cut4 2.54 
 

(0.31)  2.41 
 

(0.35) 
 

0.94 
 

(0.98)  0.93 
 

(1.01) 
 /cut5 3.24 

 
(0.33)  3.11 

 
(0.36) 

 
1.70 

 
(0.98)  1.69 

 
(1.01) 

 
    

 
       

 
    Wald chi2 347.49 

  
 354.92 

   
269.20 

  
 270.53 

   Prob > chi2 0.00 
  

 0.00 
   

0.00 
  

 0.00 
   Pseudo R2 0.19 

  
 0.19 

   
0.11 

  
 0.11 

   N 1270       1270       1255       1255       
**p<0.01; *p<0.05 
Robust standard errors in parentheses; all models control for country fixed effects.  
Source: European Election Study 2009 Candidate Study. 
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Table 3: Explaining female and male MEP candidates’ use of digital campaigning tools 
(ordered probit regression coefficients) 
 

 
Use of digital campaign tools 

   Female candidates   Male candidates   

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 
Coef. 

 
S.E. 

 Use of traditional campaign tools 0.20 ** (0.08) 
 

0.14 * (0.07) 
 Age -0.03 ** (0.01)  -0.03 ** (0.01) 
 Viability: safe candidate -0.16 

 
(0.51)  0.27 

 
(0.30) 

 Viability: doubtful candidate 0.03 
 

(0.27)  0.38 
 

(0.26) 
 Incumbency 1.82 ** (0.36)  0.18 

 
(0.27) 

 Party viability (>10% votes) -0.19 
 

(0.18)  -0.06 
 

(0.19) 
 Ordered list system 0.08 

 
(0.23)  0.15 

 
(0.17) 

 Open list system 2.43 * (1.04)  1.32 ** (0.44) 
 Women's use of internet for political 

information 0.02 
 

(0.03)  
    Men's use of internet for political information 

   
 0.03 

 
(0.05) 

 /cut1 -1.33 
 

(0.74)  -0.93 
 

(1.85) 
 /cut2 -0.33 

 
(0.73)  -0.28 

 
(1.86) 

 /cut3 0.29 
 

(0.74)  0.49 
 

(1.86) 
 /cut4 1.15 

 
(0.75)  0.99 

 
(1.86) 

 /cut5 1.68 
 

(0.75)  1.89 
 

(1.87) 
 

    
 

    Wald chi2 861.29 
  

 172.31 
   Prob > chi2 0.00 

  
 0.00 

   Pseudo R2 0.16 
  

 0.12 
   N 420       835       

**p<0.01; *p<0.05 
Robust standard errors in parentheses; all models control for country fixed effects.  
Source: European Election Study 2009 Candidate Study. 
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Figure 5: Estimated probabilities of using digital campaigning tools during the 2009 European Parliament elections 
 

 
 
Note: Estimates represent the probability of using three / four / five different digital campaigning tools. Estimates are derived from the ordered 
probit models (Table 3) with country fixed effects and robust standard errors; broken line represents 95% confidence intervals.
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