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The United States has the busiest election calendar on earth. Thanks 
to the many layers of federal, state, and local government, Americans 

have more opportunities to vote each de cade than Britons, Germans, or 
Japa nese have in their lifetimes. Thousands of Americans seek elective of-
fi ce each year, running for legislative, judicial, and administrative posts.

Given the frequency with which elections occur and the mundane qual-
ity of most of the contests, those who write about elections tend to focus 
exclusively on the high- visibility contests for president, senator, or gover-
nor. This focus gives a distorted impression of how election battles are 
typically waged. First, high- profi le races often involve professionalized 
campaigns, staffed by a coterie of media con sul tants, pollsters, speech-
writers, and event coordinators. Second, in order to reach large and geo-
graph i cally dispersed populations, these campaigns often place enormous 
emphasis on mass communications, such as tele vi sion advertising. Third, 
the importance of these races calls press attention to the issues at stake 
and the attributes of the candidates.

The typical election, by contrast, tends to be waged on a smaller scale 
and at a more personal level. Few candidates for state representative or 
probate judge have access to the fi nancial resources needed to produce 
and air tele vi sion commercials. Even long- standing incumbents in state 
and municipal posts are often unknown to a majority of their constitu-
ents. The challenge that confronts candidates in low- salience elections is 
to target potential supporters and get them to the polls, while living within 
the constraints of a tight campaign bud get.

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction:
Why Voter Mobilization Matters



2   WHY VOTER MOBILIZATION MATTERS

A similar challenge confronts po liti cal and nonpartisan organizations 
that seek to mobilize voters for state and local elections. Making scarce 
campaign dollars go as far as possible requires those who manage these 
campaigns to think hard about the trade- offs. Is it best to assemble a local 
phone bank? Hire a telemarketing fi rm? Field a team of canvassers to con-
tact voters door- to- door? Send direct mail and, if so, how many pieces 
of direct mail?

This book offers a guide for campaigns and organizations that seek to 
formulate cost- effective strategies for mobilizing voters. For each type of 
voter mobilization tactic, we pose two basic questions: (1) What steps are 
needed to put it into place, and (2) How many votes will be produced for 
each dollar spent? After summarizing the “how to do it” aspects of each 
get- out- the- vote (GOTV) tactic, we provide a scientifi cally rigorous assess-
ment of whether it has been shown to produce votes in a cost- effective 
manner. We discuss some high- tech campaign tactics, such as voter mo-
bilization through social media, some low- tech tactics, such as door- to- 
door canvassing, and some high- priced tactics, such as tele vi sion and 
radio. The concluding chapter discusses the uncharted frontiers of GOTV 
research and guides readers through the pro cess of conducting their own 
experiments to evaluate the effectiveness of their campaigns.

Does Voter Mobilization Matter?

The sleepy quality of many state and local elections often conceals what 
is at stake po liti cally. Take, for example, the 1998 Kansas State Board of 
Education election that created a six- to- four conservative majority. This 
election featured a well- organized campaign that used personal contact 
with voters to mobilize hundreds of churchgoers in low- turnout Repub-
lican primaries. This victory at the polls culminated a year later in a 
dramatic change in policy. In August 1999 the Kansas State Board of 
Education voted six to four to drop evolution from science education 
standards, letting localities decide whether to teach creationism in addi-
tion to or instead of evolution. The story of hard- fought campaigns for the 
Board of Education does not end there. In 2000 moderates regained the 
majority and reinstated evolution into the science education standards. 
The 2002 election resulted in a fi ve- fi ve split between moderates and 
conservatives, and 2004 put conservatives back in control of the Board 
of Education. The conservative majority approved the teaching of “intel-
ligent design” as an alternative to evolution (which could now be taught 
as a theory but not a scientifi c fact). Power switched once again in 2006, 
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and moderates repealed science guidelines questioning evolution. With an 
eight- to- two majority, moderates in 2013 adopted K–12 curriculum stan-
dards that treat evolution (and climate change) as fact.

These elections and their policy implications attracted national atten-
tion and renewed debates about science curricula and religious conviction. 
But what occurred in Kansas is a story not only about clashing ideologies 
but also about how campaigns work to get voters to the polls. We suspect 
that very few Kansans changed their mind about the merits of evolution 
and creationism over the course of these election cycles. What changed over 
time was who showed up to vote.

Although Americans often take a cynical view of state and local elec-
tions, supposing that it makes no difference which candidate fi lls a given 
offi ce, the Kansas example is not as exceptional as it may seem. During 
the 1960s, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down many states’ system of 
legislative repre sen ta tion as inconsistent with the principle of “one man, 
one vote.” Before the Supreme Court’s rulings, several states assigned 
equal repre sen ta tion to all counties, which meant that rural voters  were 
heavily overrepresented in proportion to their share of the population. 
Once state legislatures  were reor ga nized according to the “one man, one 
vote” principle, the share of government funds fl owing to rural counties 
dropped dramatically.1 Voting power matters. When groups such as con-
servative Christians or el derly Americans vote in large numbers, policy-
makers have an incentive to take their concerns to heart. By the same 
token, elected offi cials can afford to disregard groups who vote at low 
rates, such as southern blacks before the Voting Rights Act in 1965. 
Largely excluded from the electorate by racially biased voter registration 
practices, southern blacks saw their needs for schooling, transportation, 
and jobs go unheeded by state and local government.

The Kansas State Board of Education elections also illustrate the power 
of small numbers in elections where turnout is low. The ability to mobi-
lize a few hundred supporters can prove decisive when only a few thousand 
votes are cast. Knowing what it takes to generate votes can be extremely 
valuable. It can be valuable not only for a specifi c candidate conducting 
the voter mobilization campaign but also for all of the candidates who 
share similar party labels. Mobilizing 500 Republicans to support the 
GOP nominee in a state assembly race furnishes votes for Republican 
candidates up and down the ticket.

Even when turnout is high, as in presidential elections, the capacity to 
mobilize large numbers of voters can be decisive. Looking back at presi-
dential contests over the past two de cades, it appears that the 2004 elec-
tion marked a turning point in campaign strategy. Before 2004 presidential 
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contenders primarily sought to persuade undecided voters. In 2004 both 
major candidates’ campaigns, sensing that the electorate had largely made 
up its mind, poured unpre ce dented resources into voter mobilization in 
so- called battleground states. Roving armies of canvassers went door- to- 
door, while vast numbers of callers implored battleground residents to 
come out to vote in support of a candidate. According to the American 
National Election Study survey, voters in battleground states  were more 
likely to report having been visited or called by the campaigns in 2004 
than in any previous national election going back to 1948. Although the 
impact of this activity on the ground is hard to mea sure precisely, it 
appears to have contributed signifi cantly to the dramatic surge in voter 
turnout in battleground states that occurred between 2000 and 2004.2 
This trend continued in 2008, as the Obama for America campaign fun-
neled unpre ce dented resources into voter mobilization. In 2012 both 
sides mounted substantial ground campaigns. According to the American 
National Election Survey, more than 40 percent of adults reported receiv-
ing some kind of personal contact with campaigns in 2004, 2008, and 
2012, whereas this fi gure never exceeded 30 percent between 1956 and 
1996. One careful analysis contends that on- the- ground campaign activity 
in presidential battleground states nowadays raises turnout by more than 
10 percentage points.3

Getting Advice on Getting Out the Vote

Campaigns vary enormously in their goals: some are partisan, some non-
partisan; some focus on name recognition, some on persuasion, and some 
on mobilizing their base of loyal voters. Some campaigns seek to educate 
citizens, some to register citizens, and some to motivate citizens. But 
varied as they are, campaigns have important and obvious commonalities. 
As Election Day approaches and campaigns move into GOTV mode, their 
aims become quite similar and their purposes very narrow. By the week 
before the election, they are all homing in on one simple task: to get their 
people to the polls. Each campaign struggles with the same basic chal-
lenge: how to allocate remaining resources in order to turn out the larg-
est number of targeted voters.

Ask around and you will receive plenty of advice on the best way to 
mobilize voters in those fi nal days or weeks. You may hear that it is one 
part mailings to three parts phone calls for an incumbent race. You may 
hear that, regardless of the offi ce, you should build your campaign around 
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phone calls and, if you can afford it, buy radio airtime. You may even hear 
that, for a nonpartisan GOTV campaign, you should try door- to- door 
canvassing but fall back on leafl eting if you run short on campaign work-
ers. Much of this advice is based on conjecture— conjecture drawn from 
experience perhaps, but conjecture nonetheless (see box 1-1).

What sets this book apart from the existing “how to win an election” 
canon is the quality of the research on which it relies. The studies reported 
in this book use randomized experiments to assess the effects of GOTV 
interventions. These experiments divide lists of potential voters into a 
treatment group that receives some kind of campaign intervention and a 
control group that does not. After the election is over, researchers examine 
public rec ords to see who voted and then tabulate the results to determine 

Box 1-1.  Dubious Evidence

Many campaign ser vices can be purchased from private vendors. These 
vendors often present evidence about the effectiveness of their products 
in the form of testimonials. Here is one example from the website of a 
leading commercial phone bank:

On June 5, Election Day in Los Angeles, at 5 p.m. EST, [our phone 
bank] received a telephone call from the James Hahn for Mayor 
campaign. Voter turnout was heavy in precincts of his opponent, 
and the Hahn campaign had to get out more of his voters.

In one hour, [our phone bank] had perfected a script, manipu-
lated voter data to match phone numbers, and programmed the 
calls. By the time the polls closed, our fi rm had placed 30,000 live 
GOTV calls and reached 10,000 targeted voters.

James Hahn was elected mayor with almost 54 percent of the vote.

For all we know, this phone bank did a splendid job of mobilizing voters. 
And, in fairness, this fi rm does not claim credit for Hahn’s 54  percent 
share of the vote; the fact is simply allowed to speak for itself.

When reading this type of testimonial, it is important to bear in mind 
that there is no control group. How many votes would Hahn have won had 
his campaign not conducted this eleventh- hour calling campaign?

It is also useful to keep things in proportion. This phone bank spoke 
with 10,000 voters, but Hahn won the election by a margin of 38,782 votes.
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whether those assigned to receive the GOTV treatment voted at higher 
rates than those assigned to the control group. Although these experi-
ments still leave room for interpretation, their scientifi c rigor goes a long 
way toward replacing speculation with evidence.

Another aspect of our work that contributes to our objectivity is that 
we are not in the business of selling campaign ser vices. In the past, scan-
ning for truth about the effectiveness of various GOTV strategies was like 
having to consult with salespeople about whether to purchase the items 
they are selling. Many campaign con sul tants have fi nancial interests in di-
rect mail companies, phone banks, or media consultancy ser vices. In this 
book, we make a concerted effort to incorporate the results of every ex-
perimental study, even studies that are not (yet) in the public domain.

Two constraints of this work must be acknowledged at the outset. First, 
high- profi le campaigns, such as U.S. Senate races or presidential races, 
have rarely conducted experiments. Although we believe that the fi ndings 
discussed  here are relevant to such large- scale campaigns insofar as they 
rely on GOTV tactics such as phone banks or direct mail, few studies 
assess the effectiveness of mass media, on which these large- scale cam-
paigns rely heavily.4

Second, although they are of obvious importance, GOTV strategies are 
not the only factors at play in an election. When we speak of the effec-
tiveness of GOTV techniques, we have in mind the percentage increase 
in voter turnout that can be attributed to professional phone callers or 
direct mail, for instance. Using the most effective get- out- the- vote strat-
egy will not guarantee victory. All the other factors that shape the elec-
toral fortunes of a candidate— personality, platform, party, and campaign 
management— are relevant as well (see box 1-2). Voter mobilization cam-
paigns are sometimes derided as “fi eld goal units,” adding only a few per-
centage points to a candidate’s vote share. Although few GOTV campaigns 
are capable of reversing the fortunes of an overmatched candidate, fi eld 
goals do win close  games.

GOTV Research and Larger Questions 
about Why People Do Not Vote

Po liti cal observers often turn to broad- gauge explanations for why so few 
Americans vote: alienation from public life, the lack of a proportional 
repre sen ta tion system, the failings of civic education, the geographic mo-
bility of the population. Many books written by academics focus exclu-
sively on these broad cultural or institutional explanations.
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Box 1-2.  Generating Votes: 
Mobilization versus Persuasion

In order to see how GOTV fi ts into campaign strategy, imagine that you 
are a Republican candidate running for local offi ce. There are 8,000 regis-
tered voters, and Election Day is approaching. The 2,000 registered Re-
publicans favor you 80 versus 20 percent, but ordinarily only half of them 
vote. The remaining 6,000 people in the electorate favor your opponent 
67.5 versus 32.5 percent; one- third of them can be expected to vote. So, 
with 800 votes from registered Republicans and 650 from the rest of the 
electorate, you are in danger of losing 1,450 to 1,550:

Voters Nonvoters

Intent
Registered 

Republicans Others
Registered 

Republicans Others

Intend to vote for you 800 650 800 1,300
Intend to vote for your opponent 200 1,350 200 2,700

Thinking about how to win in this situation is really a matter of thinking 
about where to fi nd at least 100 additional votes. All the factors that 
got you those 1,450 votes— your good looks, your record in offi ce, and so 
forth— are important in shaping the eventual outcome of the election, but 
the strategic decisions from this point forward must focus on what you 
will do now to change the expected outcome.

A GOTV strategy aims to transform nonvoters into voters. If you can 
identify the 2,100 abstainers who would vote for you, try to get at least 100 of 
them to the polls. Voter identifi cation (ID) programs use brief polls to iden-
tify these potential supporters, who will later be targeted for mobilization.

Voter ID programs require planning and money, however. A simpler ap-
proach is to focus GOTV attention solely on Republicans. Bear in mind 
that if you attempt to mobilize some of the 1,000 Republicans who other-
wise would not vote, you will need to get at least 167 to the polls because 
you only gain sixty net votes for every 100 Republicans you mobilize.

Alternatively, a persuasion strategy attempts to convert some of the 
1,550 opposing voters into your supporters. Conversions rapidly close the 
margin of votes between you and your opponent. Just fi fty successes 
would make the race a dead heat. It is also possible to blend persuasion 
and mobilization strategies, for example, by appealing to the 2,000 Repub-
licans in ways that both mobilize and persuade them. By focusing primarily 
on voter mobilization, this book understates the number of net votes gen-
erated by tactics that simultaneously mobilize and persuade.
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This book, in contrast, is concerned with factors that affect turnout 
over the course of a few days or weeks. We do not discuss the ways in 
which po liti cal participation is shaped by fundamental features of our 
po liti cal, social, and economic system, although we agree that structural 
and psychological barriers to voting are worthy of study and that certain 
reforms might raise turnout. In the concluding chapter, we describe re-
search that might be useful to those interested in learning more about how 
voter turnout relates to these broader features of society. The focus of this 
book is quite different. Our aim is to look closely at how GOTV cam-
paigns are structured and to fi gure out how various GOTV tactics affect 
voter participation. This close- to- the- ground approach is designed to pro-
vide campaigns with useful information about the effectiveness of com-
mon GOTV techniques. With six weeks until an election, even the most 
dedicated campaign team cannot reshape the country’s culture, party sys-
tem, or election laws. What a campaign can do, however, is make informed 
choices about its GOTV plans, ensuring that its resources are being 
used effi ciently to produce votes.

Evidence versus War Stories

Before delving into the research fi ndings, we want to call attention to a 
cluster of assumptions that often hinder informed GOTV decisionmaking. 
One is the belief that the experts know best. People who have worked 
with a lot of campaigns are assumed to know which tactics work and 
which do not. Campaign professionals often speak forcefully and au-
thoritatively about what works. On the other end of the spectrum is the 
assumption that no one really knows what works because no one can 
adequately assess what works. There is no way to rerun an election using 
different GOTV methods, no parallel universe in which to watch the very 
same campaign focusing its efforts on mass mailings, then on phone 
banks, and then on tele vi sion ads. The fi nal assumption is that if every-
body is doing it, it must be useful: thousands of campaigns  can’t be wrong 
about prerecorded calls!

The following chapters respond to these misguided assumptions. 
In short,

✔  Experts, be they con sul tants, seasoned campaigners, or purveyors 
of GOTV technology, rarely mea sure effectiveness. Hal Malchow, one of 
the fi rst campaign professionals to embrace experimentation, reports that 
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his calls for rigorous evaluation often go unheeded, notwithstanding the 
large quantities of money at stake.5

✔  Experts may report speculations in the guise of “fi ndings,” but with-
out a rigorous research design, those “fi ndings” are suspect. People who 
manage campaigns and sell campaign ser vices have a wealth of experience 
in deploying campaign resources, formulating campaign messages, and 
supervising campaign staff. But lacking a background in research design 
or statistical inference, they frequently misrepresent (innocently in many 
cases) correlation as causation. They might claim, for instance, that a radio 
GOTV campaign is responsible for increasing the Latino vote in a par tic-
u lar media market. In support of this assertion, they might point to lower 
Latino turnout in a previous election or in a neighboring media market. 
But are the two successive elections truly comparable? Are the neighboring 
media markets truly comparable? If not, this style of proof- by- anecdote is 
potentially misleading.

✔  There is an accurate way to assess the effectiveness of GOTV tech-
niques, namely, through experimental research. Randomly assigning a set 
of precincts or media markets to different campaign tactics makes mean-
ingful and even- handed evaluation possible.

✔  Last, our results may surprise you. Just because everybody is doing 
it does not necessarily mean that it works. Large sums of money are rou-
tinely wasted on in effec tive GOTV tactics.

We will count ourselves successful if you not only learn from the experi-
mental results we report but also become more discerning when evaluat-
ing claims that rest on anecdotes and other nonexperimental evidence. The 
recurrent theme of this book is the importance of adopting a skeptical sci-
entifi c attitude when evaluating campaign tactics.

Preview of Our Findings

The overarching conclusion that emerges from rigorous voter turnout re-
search may be summarized as follows: the more personal the interaction 
between campaign and potential voter, the more it raises a person’s chances 
of voting. Door- to- door canvassing by enthusiastic volunteers is the gold- 
standard mobilization tactic; chatty, unhurried phone calls seem to work 
well, too. Automatically dialed, prerecorded GOTV phone calls, by con-
trast, are utterly impersonal and, evidently, wholly in effec tive at getting 
people to vote.
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Here is the trade- off confronting those who manage campaigns: the 
more personal the interaction, the harder it is to reproduce on a large scale. 
Canvassing door- to- door is therefore not the answer for every GOTV cam-
paign. That is why we consider this book to be a “shoppers’ guide.” No 
candidate or campaign manager can read this book and, without consid-
ering his or her own circumstances, fi nd the answer. The key is to assess 
your resources, goals, and po liti cal situation and then form a judgment 
about what tactics will produce the most votes at the lowest cost. What we 
do is provide a synopsis of scientifi cally rigorous evidence about what has 
worked in other campaigns.

Structure of the Book

We begin the book by explaining why experimental evidence warrants 
special attention. Chapter 2 discusses the nuts and bolts of how ran-
domized experiments are conducted and why they are better than other 
approaches to studying the effectiveness of GOTV tactics. Chapters 3 
through 9 present our evaluations of GOTV mobilization techniques: 
door- to- door canvassing, literature and signage, mail, phone calls, e- mail, 
social media, campaign events, and communication through the mass 
media. Chapter 10 assesses the vote- producing effi ciency of registration 
drives, whether conducted in person or by mail. These chapters discuss 
the practical challenges of conducting these campaigns and provide a 
cost- benefi t analysis of each GOTV tactic. To help readers make informed 
decisions about which kinds of messages to deploy, chapter 11 summa-
rizes existing theory and evidence about various GOTV appeals. Chap-
ter 12 wraps up by discussing some of the many unanswered questions in 
GOTV research. In the interest of helping you to customize research for 
your own purposes, the concluding chapter also gives some pointers about 
how to conduct experimental studies of voter turnout. Experimentation 
is not some special form of sorcery known only to college professors. Any-
one can do it, and several innovative mobilization experiments have been 
conducted by readers of previous editions of this book.
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