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Voter Mobilization, Experimentation,
and Translational Social Science

Donald P. Green and Alan S. Gerber

Field experiments on voter mobilization enable researchers to test theoretical propositions while at the same time addressing
practical questions that confront campaigns. This confluence of interests has led to increasing collaboration between researchers
and campaign organizations, which in turn has produced a rapid accumulation of experiments on voting. This new evidence base
makes possible translational works such as Ger Ouz the Vote: How to Increase Voter Turnout that synthesize the burgeoning research
literature and convey its conclusions to campaign practitioners. However, as political groups develop their own in-house capacity to
conduct experiments whose results remain proprietary and may be reported selectively, the accumulation of an unbiased, public
knowledge base is threatened. We discuss these challenges and the ways in which research that focuses on practical concerns may

nonetheless speak to enduring theoretical questions.

The Dawn of Experimentation
on Voting

he study of voter turnout has long been animated

by a blend of civic concern, political competition,

and theoretical curiosity. During the 1920s, mag-
azine articles routinely expressed concern about “the
vanishing voter,” the sharp decline in turnout that dated
back to the 1890s." Harold Gosnell began his classic 1927
book Getting Out the Vote by summarizing the mobiliza-
tion tactics of his day and what was known about their
effectiveness. Gosnell noted that during the lead-up to the
1924 election, the political parties along with civic groups
ranging from the League of Women Voters to the Boy
Scouts sought to mobilize voters via door-to-door can-
vassing but also via “the pulpit, the daily press, the theater,
and the lecture platform.”” Gosnell wondered whether
these efforts in fact increased turnout, especially among
“habitual non-voters” and newly enfranchised women.
Reasoning that his own surveys’ had demonstrated
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a powerful correlation between education and turnout,
Gosnell conjectured that get-out-the-vote efforts might
perform an educative function that laid the groundwork
for the formation of voting habits.

Gosnell’s next move was remarkable for its methodo-
logical and theoretical prescience. Prior to the 1924
presidential election and the 1925 municipal election,
Gosnell and his research team systematically enumerated
the inhabitants of Chicago neighborhoods and grouped
them by street block. He assigned street blocks to
treatment and control conditions. Eligible voters residing
in treatment locations were sent mailings encouraging
them to register and vote. The precise method of
assignment is not described in detail, although Gosnell
later refers to “the method of random sampling”;* if
random sampling refers to random assignment, Gosnell’s
study would qualify as one of the earliest social science
experiments, predating R.A. Fisher’s advocacy of ran-
domized experiments in his landmark books of 1925 and
1926.° Regardless of whether Gosnell in fact used
random assignment to allocate street blocks, his study
is remarkable for its early use of controlled interventions
in a naturalistic setting. The study is also remarkable on
substantive grounds. Gosnell crafted competing inter-
ventions that differed in theoretically telling ways. A
“factual” mailing presented voters with instructions
about the upcoming deadline for registering and voting,
while an “emotional” mailing presented voters with a
cartoon that scolded those who fail to vote. In particular,
his cartoon likened the “slacker who doesn’t vote” to the
“slacker who won’t defend his country in time of war”*—
an early example of what would later come to be known
as social pressure mail.”
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The Eclipse of Experimentation

Although Gosnell closes his book by noting that “it is
possible by the method of random sampling to measure
the success of any device designed to interest people in
elections,”® his path-breaking research method was seldom
used in the decades that followed. Gosnell moved away
from experiments and turned his attention to institutional
factors that predict aggregate turnout rates and later to the
subject of urban politics.” Between 1927 and 1998, other
researchers seldom conducted voting experiments outside
of college campuses. In 1935 George Hartmann orches-
trated a controlled experiment in Allentown, Pennsylvania,
in which he distributed 10,000 leaflets bearing either
“rational” or “emotional” appeals for the Socialist party to
selected voting wards, using official returns to assess the
effectiveness of these messages.'® The first voting studies to
explicitly use random assignment were Eldersveld’s exper-
imental investigations of voter mobilization in the Ann
Arbor elections of 1953 and 1954."" Assigning small
numbers of registered voters to receive phone calls, mail,
or personal contact prior to Election Day, these experiments
examined the effects of different types of appeals, both
separately and in combination with one another. Adams
and Smith studied get-out-the-vote (GOTV) phone calls in
a special election held in Washington, D.C., and Miller,
Bositis, and Baer studied mail, phone calls, and canvassing
during a party primary in Carbondale, Tllinois.'* More than
a half-century after Gosnell, this experimental literature
remained small and obscure—the most widely cited accord-
ing to ISI Web of Science was Eldersveld’s 1956 American
Political Science Review article, which attracted a total of 25
citations prior to 1998. No field experiments on voting (or
any other subject) were published in any political science
journal during the 1990s. Books on voter turnout from this
era scarcely mentioned experimental research or called for
more of it.

Why were so few experimental studies of voting con-
ducted in real-world settings during this period? One
contributing factor was the discipline’s shift in method-
ological focus brought about by the advent of survey
research in the 1940s. The empirical studies of voting
that captured the discipline’s imagination were Voring'’
and The American Voter,"* which placed the act of voting
in sociological context and explored the psychology of
engagement with politics. This line of non-experimental
survey analysis dominated the study of voting until well into
the 1990s, as scholars measured the participatory orienta-
tions that linked voting to other forms of political action,"
described peer influences on voters’ political outlook,'® and
assessed the ways in which turnout is shaped by education
or registration laws.'” The effects of voter-mobilization
campaigns, too, were studied using surveys in which
respondents reported whether they were called or canvassed
during the course of election campaigns.'®
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Survey research overshadowed not just field experiments
but all fieldwork on campaign tactics, whether experimen-
tal or not. Relatively few studies after Eldersveld’s reported
on the results of collaborations between scholars and
campaign practitioners designed to evaluate campaign
tactics such as door-to-door canvassing. A small flurry of
fieldwork appeared in the early 1970s, with researchers
working closely with campaigns to measure which out-
reach efforts were directed at which voters.'? This type of
close-to-the-ground research, however, subsided thereafter,
apart from the occasional case study of a registration drive
or union organizing effort.

The dearth of field research during the period between
1927 and 1998 did not reflect a lack of interest in the topic
of voter turnout. On the contrary, interest intensified as
scholars puzzled over the paradox of voter turnout that
grew out of the theoretical arguments of Downs and
Olson.?® This paradox may be summarized as follows:
millions of people vote in national elections despite the
fact that a given voter has an infinitesimal chance of
casting the decisive vote in a large electorate; a rational
voter therefore has no incentive to pay the costs of voting
even when the stakes of the election are high. Downs
suggested that the paradox could be overcome by positing
that voters seek to uphold democracy through their
participation, but as Barry pointed out, upholding democ-
racy is itself a collective action dilemma insofar as no one
has an incentive to bear the costs of voting when the effect
on democracy is negligible.”’ A large literature developed
stressing the costs of voting and the “resources”™—both
tangible and intellectual—that voters need in order to bear
these costs. One strand of this literature focused on the
transaction costs that made it difficult or time-consuming to
register and vote. It was argued that voter turnout would
increase if one could register on Election Day,* vote by
mail,?® or vote on a national holiday.** Other proposals
included information campaigns to inform people when and
where to vote, and civic education programs to increase
interest in public affairs and understanding of the political
process.”> Another strand of this literature stressed the
implications of socioeconomic variation in turnout rates.
Just as Gosnell noted the strong relationship between
educational attainment and voter turnout, many contem-
porary scholars pointed out that this correlation augments
the political representation of the affluent.”® As Lijphart
declared in his presidential address to the American Political
Science Association, “low voter turnout means unequal and
socioeconomically biased turnout.”’

Reconnecting Campaign Craft

and Experimental Science

Although political scientists were actively and often
passionately engaged in the study of voter turnout, their
research had little connection to or effect on the ways in
which political campaigns mobilized voters. Looking back

September 2016 | Vol. 14/No. 3 739


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592716001158

Praxis | Voter Mobilization, Experimentation, and Translational Social Science

at the “How To” books of the 1990s and early 2000s, it is
striking how rarely their authors drew on political science
research when making recommendations about tactics
designed to mobilize or persuade voters. The second
edition of Shaw’s The Campaign Manager makes no
mention of scholarly research in its chapters on getting-
out-the-vote, direct mail, or canvassing.28 Grey’s How to
Win a Local Election urges candidates to seek the wisdom
of “an old hand” but neglects to recommend the wisdom
of academic studies.”” The most scholarly of the how-to
volumes is arguably Shea and Burton’s Campaign Crafi,
but even its Returning to the Grassroots chapter relies
primarily on anecdotes.® The first practical book on
campaign craft to display a penchant for evidence-based
reasoning is Hal Malchow’s The New Political Targeting,
which offered methods for quantitative assessment of
persuasion and mobilization tactics.”'

What changed between the 1990s and the present?
Across the social sciences, scholars showed new interest in
experiments conducted in real-world settings. Development
economists launched dozens of experiments to assess
whether poverty could be reduced through interventions
such as small-scale loans, agricultural technologies, nutri-
tional supplements, educational reforms, anti-corruption
measures, and women’s empowerment. Criminologists con-
ducted experiments to assess the effects of policing on crime
rates or punishment on recidivism. Sociologists used experi-
ments to assess job discrimination against minority applicants
or to evaluate the effects of anti-drug programs in schools.
Education researchers studied randomly varying class sizes or
lotteries that allowed children to attend private schools. And
statisticians elucidated the way that statistical methods could
be used to address the special complications that arise in the
course of conducting field experiments, such as the failure to
treat everyone in the assigned treatment group. Amid this
intellectual ferment, political scientists launched an unprec-
edented number of field experiments designed to assess
the effectiveness of voter-mobilization tactics ranging from
door-to-door canvassing to television ads.

This tectonic shift in the social sciences, sometimes
known as the “credibility revolution,” reflected a growing
unease with the quality of evidence used to establish causal
claims.®* As Bositis and Steinel had predicted years earlier,
election researchers were gradually coming to appreciate
the limits of what could be learned through non-experimental
research.”® Non-experimental studies of voter mobiliza-
tion were especially vulnerable to methodological critique.
The most influential studies (e.g., Rosenstone and Hansen
1993) used American National Election Study data to
assess whether exposure to campaign activity such as
canvassing or phone calls increased turnout. Respondents
who answered affirmatively to the question “Did anyone
from one of the political parties call you up or come
around and talk to you about the campaign?” were coded
as contacted, and voter turnout was regressed on self-
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reported contact and an array of covariates that described
respondents’ demographic attributes and political orienta-
tions. This approach is subject to three main concerns. First,
if campaigns target likely voters when allocating their
communication resources, the apparent correlation between
targeting and turnout may be spurious. Regression could
produce evidence of an apparent relationship even if the true
effect of campaign contact were nil. Second, the survey
questions used to measure campaign contact are vague. The
researcher does not know in what ways the voter was
contacted, how often, by whom, or how close to Election
Day. Taken literally, the question asks the respondent to
focus solely on partisan phone or face-to-face contact leading
to a conversation about the campaign, which omits all
campaign contact through mail, all contact by non-partisan
groups or issue groups, contact about political issues other
than the campaign, and possibly all manner of contact about
turnout or the upcoming election that did not lead to
a discussion of campaign issues. Finally, it is unclear whether
respondents accurately recall and report the campaign contact
that they experienced. Indeed, surveys that have measured the
relationship between actual and reported campaign contact
suggest that respondents” answers may be unreliable.**

The Revival of Field Experiments
on Voter Mobilization

Voter mobilization is especially conducive to field exper-
imentation. As Gosnell recognized, public records provide
a reliable and inexpensive measure of whether a person
voted in a given election. High-speed computing has made
possible vast experiments that dwarf Gosnell’s studies,
which involved thousands of voters and were extraordinarily
large for their time. For example, Bond et al. examined
voting records for 6.3 million Facebook users to assess
whether randomly-assigned inducements to vote, especially
announcements about which of one’s friends had voted,
increased turnout in the 2010 election.”® The growth and
development of digitized voter lists has further reduced the
costs of measurement.>® Meanwhile, computational advan-
ces have provided researchers with increasingly sophisticated
tools for conducting random assignments in ways that
automatically balance subjects’ background attributes.””

Figure 1 traces the trajectory of field experiments on
voting over time. Using Google Scholar, we searched for all
titles that included “experiment” and “voting” or “voter”
or “turnout” but excluded titles that contained the words
“quasi,” “natural,” “thought,” or “laboratory.” The set of
titles meeting these criteria were then hand-coded to
restrict the time-series to journal articles. Although this
procedure clearly understates the total number of field
experiments, it provides a rough sense of the over-time
trajectory of this line of research.

The pattern depicted in figure 1 is reminiscent of other
graphs that have charted the explosive growth of experi-
ments over time in political science.”® The number of field
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Figure 1

Number of journal articles using field experiments to study voting, 1925-2015
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Source: Google Scholar, May 2016. Refer to the text for more information about the search parameters.

experiments on voting surges after the 1990s, and the
annual rate of publication has climbed steadily.

The details of this experimental literacure—substantively,
methodologically, and normatively—have been summarized
elsewhere. The three editions of Ger Out the Vote: How to
Increase Voter Turnout describe the progression of studies
and their ﬁndings.39 Methodological discussions span
topics such as heterogencous treatment effects,* optimal
design under noncompliance,*! variance estimation,** and
spillovers.*> Normative discussions about who is mobi-
lized to vote and the distributive consequences of cam-
paigns’ focus on high-propensity voters may be found in
Garcfa Bedolla and Michelson’s book Mobilizing Inclusion
(2012).* Since these are well-trodden topics, our focus for
the remainder of this essay will be a bit different: to call
attention to the growing collaboration between scholars
and practitioners and how this collaboration affects the
research agenda, how studies are conducted, and how
knowledge is accumulated.

Collaboration with Practitioners
and Translational Social Science

Field experiments often grow unexpectedly from close
collaboration between scholars and practitioners who seck
to make more efficient use of resources. The precursor to
our own foray into field experiments was Alan Gerber’s
six months embedded with a campaign consulting firm in
Washington, D.C., during which he got an inside look at
their research methods and decisions-making processes.
His experience illustrates the benefits that political scien-
tists can gain from close interaction with practitioners.
The consulting firm was very active in the summer and fall
of 1996, providing research and advice to about a dozen
senate and house campaigns. A few features of the
campaigns and the consulting group’s research activities
were especially striking. First, although the national and
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local media focused on television broadcast advertising,
a sizeable portion of the campaign activity in the consultant’s
congtessional and senate campaigns was delivered at the
houschold level. For instance, neatly all of the campaigns
sent out multi-piece mail programs. These mailings targeted
particular demographic groups that were selected based on
voter file information. Second, the results of the firm’s
formal research, including polling and focus groups, were
routinely incorporated into the design, messaging, and
targeting of campaign communications, but there were only
minimal attempts to measure whether the campaign efforts
were effective. Campaigns used tracking polls to gauge
whether an advertising campaign was followed by a boost
in the polls, but there was no attempt to randomize the
location, targeting, or timing of these interventions.
Further, Gerber observed no systematic post-election
effort to measure the effects of campaign activity on
turnout or vote share.

Spending an extended period of time in a campaign
consulting environment made it easier to implement sub-
sequent experimental research. Daily exposure to campaign
professionals taught Gerber how consultants thought
and talked about campaigns, which later made it easier
to communicate with political operatives about field
experimental research projects. And the consulting firm
acquaintances Gerber made with professionals who manage
campaigns, design direct mail, and operate phone banks
prompted him to solicit their input and contract with their
firms when it came time to design our own nonpartisan
get-out-the-vote campaign in New Haven in 1998.

Odur first experiment attempted to assess whether voter
turnout increases when voters are encouraged to vote via
door-to-door canvassing, phone calls from a commercial
phone bank, or up to three pieces of direct mail. These
tactics were tested by themselves and in various combi-
nations. Because the experimental campaign was funded
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and implemented by a tax-exempt 501(c)(3) organiza-
tion, all of the appeals to vote were nonpartisan in
character; those in the treatment group were randomly
presented with a message that either stressed civic duty,
the closeness of the election, or the notion that politicians
do more for neighborhoods whose residents vote. Because
we designed and implemented the GOTV campaign
ourselves with only nominal collaboration with the local
League of Women Voters, we had more autonomy than
would have been the case were we collaborating with
a political campaign or interest group whose resources
and staff funded and implemented the GOTV campaign.

However, the nagging question that arises whenever
academics craft and implement their own interventions is
whether the estimated effects that emerge from their
“artificial” interventions are different from what one
ordinarily expect from naturally-occurring campaigns.
Our study drew criticism from campaign consultants who
contended that our use of nonpartisan messages undercut
the effectiveness of voter mobilization. Real voter mobi-
lization, it was argued, motivates voters to support a given
cause or candidate.”> This critique raises the empirical
question of whether nonpartisan messages are in fact less
effective than advocacy messages, a hypothesis that promp-
ted subsequent experimentation.“® Another concern is that
our results may have been driven by the idiosyncrasies of
New Haven or 1998 or both. This concern is of special
importance when interventions such as door-knocking or
phone calls fail to reach their target. Were the “compliers” in
our study unusually responsive or unresponsive to these
interventions? Would average effects among compliers have
been different in other settings, where compliance rates
differed? This question set in motion several replication
studies in other settings including some that made hercu-
lean efforts to contact a high proportion of the intended
targets.”’

More broadly, one may ask whether campaigns, whether
naturally-occurring or artificial, vary in their effectiveness
and whether this variation can be traced systematically to
features of the campaign, such as their messages, messen-
gers, or targeting. Experiments that speak to this larger
research agenda have related the apparent effectiveness of
voter-mobilization tactics to the ways in which campaign
workers are trained,*® the manner in which the firms that
contract for campaign work recruit and compensate their
workers,”” and the messengers that campaigns deploy.”

Given the many dimensions along which voter mobi-
lization campaigns vary, the investigation of why some
mobilization efforts are more effective than others has
generated a sprawling experimental enterprise that spans
multiple election cycles and multiple continents. By the
time the 2015 edition of Get Out the Vote: How to Increase
Voter Turnout went to press, we counted a total of 51
distinct experiments on canvassing, 85 on direct mail, 47
on live phone calls, and still more on e-mail, automated
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calls, text messaging, social media, mass media, and other
assorted tactics.

As field experience and experimental studies accumu-
lated, it became possible for academic researchers to write
from the perspective of an evaluation researcher tasked
with both assessing the practical challenges of implement-
ing an intervention and measuring its apparent impact on
voter turnout. But rather than write evaluations of specific
campaigns, the task was bigger: write about the feasibility
and effectiveness of each mobilization tactic from the
vantage point of someone who has conducted or read
many such evaluations. Get Out The Vote differs in three
important ways from most how-to books on campaign
management. First, advice is derived from the findings of
a specific set of research studies as opposed to an amorphous
set of anecdotes. Second, these research studies all meet
a high methodological standard insofar as they are random
assignment studies conducted in naturalistic settings. Where
multiple studies evaluate the effectiveness of a given tactic,
meta-analysis is used to summarize the research literature in
a systematic fashion. Third, the relevant research findings
are summarized not only in terms of what they imply for
campaign practice but also in terms of the uncertainty
associated with the research findings. Using from one to
three “stars” to denote how reliable the body of evidence is
for a particular claim, the chapter summaries convey in
nontechnical terms to a lay audience what a confidence
interval conveys to a scientific audience.

Although Get Out the Vote's conclusions are derived
from meta-analyses of the large and growing collection of
experiments on voter mobilization, we continually remind
readers that the extant research literature has important
limitations and blind spots. The experimental literature
comprises studies that proved feasible given the many
impediments to collaboration between scholars and their
non-academic partners. Our experience suggests that it is
often difficult to align scholarly aims and the incentives of
those who work for candidates, interest groups, labor
unions, political parties, social media platforms, nonprofit
groups, or government agencies. Research collaborations
may fizzle for any of the following reasons. The campaign
may be unwilling to vary the treatments or withhold
treatment altogether, especially when the political stakes
are high (e.g., presidential elections). Those conducting
the campaign may fear that the experiment will return
unflattering results and may feel the venture is too risky
professionally even if scholars promise them anonymity or
an embargo period. The campaign lacks (or believes that it
lacks) sufficient capacity to implement the treatments
according to the experimental design. Collaborators may
be uninterested in the research question, perhaps because
they feel they already know the answer. Events or personnel
changes may upset the working relationship between the
campaign and outside researchers.”’ The net effect of
these constraints is a research literature that, with a few
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notable exceptions, tends to focus on relatively inexpen-
sive tactics deployed in low- and medium-salience
elections. One might argue that these are precisely the
kinds of tactics and settings that are typical of the vast
majority of U.S. elections; nevertheless, it is important to
be clear about these features of the research literature
when drawing generalizations.

Another potential stumbling block is selective disclo-
sure of experimental results. On the academic side, there
is ample evidence that splashy statistical results are more
likely to find their way into print. In their meta-analysis
of canvassing, phone, and mail studies, Green, McGrath,
and Aronow report that unpublished papers tended to
find smaller effects on turnout than published papers.”
To some extent, this problem can be overcome by making
special efforts to round up unpublished reports or pre-
sentation slides. Pre-registration of experiments in search-
able public registries helps keep the file-drawer problem in
check, but usage of such registries by scholars conducting
GOTYV experiments remains spotty.

As time goes on, the selective reporting problem grows
more nettlesome as interest groups increasingly conduct
their experiments “in-house” and release the results of
these (unregistered) studies selectively. We next discuss the
special challenges that this poses to those who seek to
synthesize the experimental research literature.

The Challenge of Proprietary Research

In recent years, ideological groups have gradually developed
their own research capacity. On the left, the Analyst
Institute, which describes itself on its website as
“a clearinghouse for evidence-based best practices in
progressive voter contact,” conducts randomized experi-
ments on topics such as voter mobilization and persuasion.
Its counterpart on the right, Center for Strategic Initiatives,
is a forum for randomized trials that evaluate the effective-
ness of tactics designed to bolster the election of conservative
candidates.’® In addition to these groups, some presidential
campaigns and party committees have their own internal
research groups,54 as do corporations such as Google or
Facebook. In other words, experimentation on the effec-
tiveness of political tactics is no longer an activity in which
university researchers play the lead role. Although the extent
of proprietary research activities remains unknown, the
number and magnitude of experiments conducted outside
of universities secem to be growing and may eventually
surpass research housed at universites.

It is not hard to understand the allure of in-house
experimentation from the standpoint of the sponsoring
organization. The lack of formal ties to academic insti-
tutions or public funding means that experiments can be
conducted outside the purview of institutional review
boards. Once the study is launched, the organization is
able to keep a lid on findings that might disclose tactical
secrets or, more darkly, cast doubt on the effectiveness of
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its campaign activities. Indeed, the organization can pull
the plug on studies midway through the course of research
if they seem to be generating unappealing results.
Proprietary research is not subject to the same norms
of data-sharing that apply to published academic studies,
which together with the lack of pre-analysis plans means
that findings can be reported selectively.”®

Proprietary studies, on the other hand, have some
attractive features for academic researchers. The scale of
some organizations’ interventions presents opportunities
to greatly extend the boundaries of what academic
researchers could feasibly undertake. The aforementioned
Facebook experiment involved an extraordinary level of
sustained exposure to persuasive messages that is not
available at any price to those outside Facebook. The
same is true for direct-mail campaigns targeting tens of
millions of voters or mass-media campaigns covering vast
swaths of the country. Sometimes researchers working
internally in these campaigns are given permission to
present the results publicly; for example, Vincent Pons
oversaw a nationwide canvassing experiment conducted by
the Socialist Party in France prior to the 2012 presidential
elections, and the result is an unusually rich contribution
to the research literature.”® The problem is the studies that
we do not see—for example, we do not know whether a
follow-up Facebook study was conducted and, if so, how it
came out. Organizations such as Evidence in Governance
and Politics urge academic researchers to disclose whether
they have their collaborating organization’s permission to
publish results regardless of how they come out, but no
similar framework exists for research conducted in-house
in nonacademic settings.

The problem of selective reporting represents one of
the leading challenges for those who aspire to do trans-
lational social science in this domain. In Get Out the Vote,
we explain to readers that as scholars who regularly interact
with researchers working inside campaign organizations on
both sides of the aisle, we are privy to results that remain
outside the public domain. This creates a dilemma. We do
not want to summarize public-domain research in a way
that we know to be contradicted by proprietary results; at
the same time, we are not at liberty to disclose proprietary
results, and we cannot be sure that we have seen all of the
relevant proprietary results. Our admittedly inadequate
solution is to base our recommendations on meta-analyses
of public studies and those proprietary studies that became
public without any apparent filtering process by the
sponsoring organization. In cases where the results from
our meta-analysis are challenged by a proprietary study
outside the public domain of which we are aware, we check
to see whether our meta-analysis would be materially
affected by the inclusion of the proprietary results.
Fortunately, the results have to date proven robust, but
that may change in years ahead as proprietary research
comes to comprise a larger share of the experimental
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literature. More thinking needs to go into the question of
how to assess the potential for bias arising from selective
reporting of proprietary studies; perhaps researchers in this
domain need to develop a checklist of questions to ask of
proprietary studies, akin to those used by researchers
assembling meta-analyses in other disciplines.57

Translational Social Science Can Be
Theoretically Informative

Although the experimental literature on voter turnout
and persuasion comprises hundreds of studies, the re-
search agenda remains vibrant and theoretically engaging.
One reason for the continued growth and development of
this literature is the internationalization of the research
program. Canvassing studies have been conducted in
settings as different as China, Pakistan, and Sweden. The
wide range of institutional and socioeconomic conditions
present a difficult hurdle for narrow psychological theories
about why mobilization works. For example, a growing
body of experimental evidence from various European
countries suggests that door-to-door mobilization tactics
fare poorly in places such as Denmark, France, or Spain,
which have no political tradition of door-to-door canvass-
ing.”® Where canvassing is a longstanding feature of electoral
campaigns, as in England, it appears to be substantially more
effective.”® This pattern runs counter to what one would
expect if canvassing works because it reminds voters about
an upcoming election or imparts a sense that the election is
meaningful. If we are to understand why canvassing works,
we need a better understanding of why it fails to work under
certain conditions.

Experimental research in this domain has also become
increasingly focused on research questions of theoretical
significance. Whereas the early studies sought to map out
the broad contours of what interventions seem to work
best, more recent work has zeroed in on social psycholog-
ical hypotheses about which messages work best and for
whom. A prominent set of hypotheses underscore the role
of prescriptive social norms, or widely-shared views about
how one ought to behave. One such norm is participating
in elections, which is widely regarded as a civic duty. One
way to overcome the paradox of voter turnout is to posit
that voters derive intrinsic satisfaction from upholding this
norm. Another hypothesis is that voters also respond to
extrinsic social incentives, such as the threat of disapproval
from others in the event that failure to vote were to
become known. Several experiments have gauged the
extent to which voter turnout rises when voters are
presented with information suggesting that voter turnout
is publicly observable and that their compliance with the
norm of voting is being monitored.*® Political campaigns
have adapted these tactics for the own voter-mobilization
efforts, sometime softening the messages to prevent voter
a\nger.61 One of the more interesting research questions is
whether voters gradually become inured to receiving social
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pressure mailings and cease to respond to them. This
hypothesis suggests another reason that the experimental
literature remains theoretically engaging—the causal
parameters of interest may change over time.

Many experiments are designed to detect theoretically
interesting phenomena. One example is the transmission
of effects from one person to another. It has long been
conjectured that voting patterns among people living in
the same environment are correlated because they in-
fluence each other’s decision to vote, but it is only recently
that interpersonal influence has been demonstrated exper-
imentally in field settings. Evidently, canvassing®® and text
messaging® have mobilizing effects that indirectly affect
others in the houschold. Another theoretically intriguing
phenomenon is the over-time persistence of voters’ pro-
pensity to vote. To what extent does a random inducement
to vote in one election increase turnout in subsequent
elections? Although one cannot rule out the possibility that
memories of the initial intervention have enduring effects
on turnout, it seems clear that inducements to vote often
elevate turnout in elections held months or even years
later.’* In addition to being theoretically intriguing,
interpersonal transmission and persistence of effects have
enormous practical implications, as they have the potential
to dramatically alter a campaign’s benefit-cost calculation.

Finally, it should be stressed that the experimental
literature may be theoretically informative even when the
individual experiments that comprise it are not guided by
any particular theory or puzzle. For example, scholars
have long noted the correlation between voter turnout
and the closeness of elections. Congressional districts with
more competitive elections tend to attract more voters
to the polls.®> One hypothesis is that close elections attract
more campaign spending, which in turn generates cam-
paign communication, which in turn stimulates turnout.*®
By this argument, it is not get-out-the-vote activity so much
as the overall heat of the race, which informs voters about
the candidates and generates the impression that the stakes
are high. However, the body of experimental evidence runs
counter to this hypothesis insofar as it demonstrates that
showering voters with campaign communication (e.g., large
numbers of mailers advocating support for a legislative
candidate) does nothing to raise turnout.*” The experimen-
tal literature is noteworthy for puncturing many such
claims: the notion that people would be substantially more
likely to vote if they were paid to do s0o°® or if they were
provided with easy-to-read voter guides.*” By clarifying
whether these hypothesized effects are important enough to
be theoretically meaningful, these experiments also shed
light on whether they are likely to be useful in practice.

Concluding Thoughts

The recurrent theme of Getr Out the Vote and the research
literature on which it is based is that rigorous experimental
evaluation generates stubborn facts that rein in theories
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and provide a much-needed sense of proportion to
practitioners who seek to allocate scarce campaign resour-
ces. The advent of experimentation in the domain of voter
mobilization or persuasion is arguably like the develop-
ment of the microscope or telescope, which generated
rapid scientific advances with important practical conse-
quences. With better ways of measuring the effectiveness
of campaign tactics, scholars can differentiate tactics that
work from those that do not and gradually develop an
empirically-grounded set of propositions about the con-
ditions under which campaign communication is effective.

Many experimental evaluations of campaign interven-
tions produce precisely estimated effects that are close to
zero. One interesting practical implication is that resour-
ces are routinely wasted on ineffective campaign tactics.
Why campaigns persist in deploying their resources
inefficiently remains an unresolved puzzle. On the
surface, it would seem that campaign consultants operate
in a highly competitive environment that should encour-
age the adoption of effective tactics; apparently, this
process is retarded by other factors such as the way that
campaign consultants are compensated, the information
available to those who hire them, or their resistance to
scrutiny by outside evaluators. In the future, as the
financial stakes of political campaign activity climb, we
may see the emergence of a new niche of professionals
tasked with real-time monitoring and evaluation of
political campaigns and their subcontractors.

Another practical implication is the gradual develop-
ment of realistic expectations about what campaigns
can and cannot achieve. As Sides and Vavreck argue in
their book The Gamble: Choice and Chance in the 2012
Presidential Election, the advantage that accrues to one
candidate on account of its superior mobilization efforts
typically amounts to just a few percentage points.”® This
could be the margin of victory in a close election but may
have little bearing on the outcome of most elections, which
are uncompetitive. Superior campaign tactics might still
make a difference for a large portfolio of uncompetitive
elections, but often the effects are subtle and probably
cannot be detected reliably without a carefully controlled
evaluation. The experimental literature on campaign
effects suggests that electorally-relevant effects are often
elusive in part because most campaigns rely on high-
volume interventions, such as direct mail or automated
phone calls, which tend to have limited effects. Larger
effects can be obtained from high-quality personal inter-
actions at voters’ doorsteps or via volunteer phone banks,
but quality is difficult to maintain as the scale of the
campaign expands from a precinct to an entire state.

Here is where the science of voter mobilization brushes
shoulders with broader topics, such as how to inspire the
enthusiasm and sustained activism of large numbers of
campaign workers. In time, the focus of experimental
campaign research may go beyond the study of individual
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voters to the study of entire campaigns. A political party,
labor union, or interest group may one day randomize
which kinds of candidates it deploys across an array of
legislative races, what kinds of campaign messages they
emphasize, and the terms under which consultants are
retained. This research frontier currently lies outside the
realm of what is considered feasible. One role that
scholars play in the process of innovation is to show that
such research can be conducted and to lay out the costs
and benefits of acquiring new knowledge.
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