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ABSTRACT This paper reports the resalts of a4 random-
ized ficld experiment invelving registered voters in the city of
MNew Haven. Monpartisan get-out-the-vole messases were de-
livered throwsh personal canvassing shortly before the No-
vember 1998 clection. We find that personal canvassing in-
creased voler turnout by ~6. The effect of personal contact
scems o be slishtly smaller for volers registercd with a major
political party and higher for unaffiliated volers, althouzh the
hypothesis that all volers are equally affected could not be
rejected. Study of several alternative political messages pro-
vided equivocal evidence sugsesting the superiority of & can-
vassing appeal that emphasices the clwseness of the clection.

Do poliical campaigns have important ellects on voler be-
havior? Diebate over this question has raged [or several
decades, generating a large hierature with mxed resulis.
Scholars remain dvided on key ssues. Some maintain that
campaigns have only minor ellects on pohitical behavior (1, 2),
whereas olhers arpoe Lhatl waging a significanl campaign
increases Lhe chances of elechion success (3, 4). Sull others
claim that the level of campaign activity matlers bul only [or
some candidates {e.g., lor challengers bul notl incumbent
politcians; relz. 3 and 6). This paper [ocuses on a closcly
rclated question. We employ an underused rescarch method-
ology, [ield expenmentabion, W measure Lhe cllecciveness ol a
particular kind of polhiucal acuvity. How eflective are polineal
mobilization elforts? To what extent docs personal canvassing
stimulate registered volens Lo go o the polls?

This question has been studhed by bolh expenmental and
noncxperimental methods. The expenmental tradinon dates
w Harold Gosnell’s stodies (7) of voler registration and
rnout in Chicago. Randomly assigning certam city blocks 1o
recerve matled reminders 1o register and vole, Gosnell found
that turnouol mercascd by 1% in the presidenual clection of
1924 and by %% i the municipal clection of 1925, Canvassing
and maihings abso proved il lucntial in expenments conducted
by Eldersveld and Dodge (8, 9) in Ann Arbor.t Nonexpern-
mental rescarch (13, 14) rehes mamly on survey data and
examines Lhe relationship between voler lurnoul and reported
personal or phone contacts with political organzations or
candidatles. Rosenstone and Hansen (13), [or example, regress
reporied voler lurnoul on reported contact with candidates or
political parties and a host of controd vanables. Unlike the
alorementoned held expenments, the Rosenstone and Han-
scn study cxamines nationally representatve samples of rela-
uvely recent vintage. The drawback 1o Lthis nonexperimental
anabysis, however, 15 Lthal pohucal contact may nol be an
exooenous predictor of voter wornout. Il parties direct thar
appeils disproportionately o commutited partisans, those most
hikely 1o vole will be most hkely Lo recerve polical contact, and
the apparent hok between contact and lurnoul may be spun-
ous. Morcover, the rescarcher has no controd over, and ofien
httle knowledge of, the [requency or nature ol the pohitcal
comtact.

These hmitatons persuaded vs 1o launch a large-scale
voler-lurnoul cxperiment thal attempled o simulate wrnout
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by means of a personal canvass of randomly sclecled house-
holds. Using a varicly of dilferent nonpartisan appeals, we [ind
that mobihzaton elforts rase wrnoul demonstrably. Canvass-
mg door-lo-door typically rases tuomout by aboul 6%, (aven
the minimal nature of our experimental treatments, the mag-
nitude of these ellects 15 guite stnking. Alter describing the
rescarch design and presenting the resulls, we return o the
guestion of cost elhcwency and what our resulls imply [or
pohcies designed W encourage voler lurmoul.

METHOD

In September 1998, we oblained a complete hst of New
Haven’s registered volers. Using Lhis hst, we created a data set
of all houscholds with one or two registered voters, [rom which
wi cxcluded all names with post oflice box addresses, as well
as those with Yale Station addresses.® Our experiment was
designed 10 measure the effect of personal canvassing on voler
turnoul. Through a senies ol independent random assignments,
volers were divided into control and experiment groups. T Data
on voler lurnoul were oblained alier the election from publhc
records. We observed 4% sample aunton, because voler-
lurnoul information could nol be oblained [or every person in
the sample, the treatment group for the personal-canvassing
expeniment conlamned 4,509 people, and the control group
contammed 23,021,

During cach Sawrday and Sunday [or 4 weeks belore the

election, we senl canvassers oul o contacl randomly selecled
regisiered volers. The canvassers were paid 320 per hour and
were primartly graduale siodents. For salely reasons, all
canvassers wirked in pairs, and canvassing ceased at 5:00 p.m.,
when Lhe sun began o sel This procedure constraincd both the
posd of available canvassing labor and our abality 1o contact

people who were oul during the day.

Mew Haven has a substantial minority populaton, as well as
4 significant non-English-speaking population. More than hall
of our canvassers were Alncan-Amencan or Spamish speakers,
and, when possible, canvassers were matched w the racial and
elhmc composition of the neighborhoods they worked. We
drvided the treatment group e three subgroups 10 wst the
relatve cllectiveness of dilferent politkcal messages. The

This papcr was submitted direculy (Track I1) w the Pr mps oflice.
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*The linding that panicipation can be stimulaled by mobilization
clforts is consistenl with cxperimenial evidence that citizens whio arc
subjecied o a preclection intervicw with politcal themes arc also
more likely w vole. The intervicws were nol designed o encourage
viting direcily. For details on this linding, sce refs. 1012

£A further dilliculty is thal in noncxperimental analysis thal uscs
survey data the il'NIL‘{ICI‘IdEI‘II. variable is typically reporicd politcal
coniack. A voluminous lilcrature indicaics that respondeni reporis
will be subjoct w powenually scrious Measurcment Crror sLemimin
from (auly memory or deliberate misrcporting. For siedics o
misrcporis of wraowt, sec rels. 16 and 17.

W also climinatcd all of Ward 1, which primarily consists of Yale
University and stiudents living ncar the camus.

¥l his ll::i-lgl differs [rom that wsed by CGosnell {T), who assigncd catirc
city blxcks 1o the cxperiment and (reaiment growps.
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madel ext lor the canvassers will be discussed later in the
paper and 15 provided in the Appendiz.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows the elfect of in-person conlact on urnoul. The

upper hall of Table 1 compares the lwrnoul rales of three
groups: the control group, the treatment group, and the subset

of the trealment group thal was conlacted successlully by oor
canvassers. he lurnowt rale for the control group was 44.6%,

and wrnoul among the treatment group was shghtly under
47%. We were nol able 10 conlact everyone in Lhe treatment

group. The wrmout rate among those in the treatment group
who were actually conlacted s shehily over 39%, and the
twrnoul rale for those in the treatment group who were nol
contacled was 409, In some previous expenmental studies

(cp., rels. 8 and 9), the treatment cllect was calculated by
measunng the dillerenee between the lurnowl rale among
those actually contacted and those who were nol. The group
of those who were nol contacted 15 a combmation of those n
the control group (whom we made no atlempt o conlact) and
those 1n the treatment group whom the canvassers were unable
w conlaclt. Noncxpenmental studies that wse survey dala
imphally make a similar companson as well, because these
studhes compare the voling rates of respondents who report
contacl and those who do nol. Aggregating the onginal control
group and those in the treatment group who were ol con-
tacled ywiclds a dillerence between the voung rates of those
conlacled and those not contacled that 15 very large, a hitle
over 15%.

This number overstates Lhe ellect of canvassing, however. I
those volers who are casier o reach are also more hkely 1o
vole, which s imphied by the low vwoung rates among those who
were I Lhe treatment group bul were ol reached, then the
canvassing cllect 15 partly spunous. To csiimaie the effccl of
the treatment properly, we must scparale oul Lhe treatment
ellect [rom the higher probability of voung among those who
arc casicr Lo contacl. One way 10 make this scparation 1= by
augmenting Lhe expenmental design. We might have employed
a conlrod group where the canvassers make contact and deliver
a nonpolitical message ! An allernative approach Lo csimating
the treatment elfect s outhned by Angnist e al. (18). They
consider estiimation of treatment elfccls when a nonrandom
subsel of those assigned o a treatment group do nol receve
the treatment. They show that the ongimal random assignment
of subjects 1o the reatment and control group, which 1s both
positively correlated with subjects actoally recemving the treal-
ment and, by delimbon, statstcally imdependent of unob-
served [actors that mught make p.urlimlur members of the
treatment group bess hkely o recerve the trealment, can be
used as an instrumental vanable. It [ollows that Eq. 1 = a
consistent estiimator of the treatment ellect:

Nn another siudy, we parsuc this stratcey. We study the wrnowt elfccls
of a bricl political phone contact and creaie a conrol growep composcd
of those people who are willing w take a phonc call.
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where Fi; 15 the percentage lurnoul among Lthe expenment
group, Feis the percentage turnout among the control group,
Ny 15 the number of volers actually contacied, and Ny s the
number of volers in Lthe trealment group.

Eq. 1 directs us 1o [ind the treatment elleet by sublracting
the turmout rate of the control group from the turmout rate of
the cxpenment group and then dividing this dillerence by the
observed “contact rate.” Using this lormula, we hind that the
ellect of a personal conlact 1s thal lurnoul probability nses by
between & and 786, The null hypothesis that canvassing has no
ellect on lurnout can be rejected deasively by using cither a
one- or wo-sided tesl. For a one-sided 1est, which 15 most
appropriagle given Lthe noll hypothesis thal canvassing does
nothing Lo increase wrnoul, the clfect of personal contact 15
found 1o be sigmilicant at the (101 level.

We also explored whether the eflect of personal contact
vancd with the content of the canvassers’ appeal. ' We used
Lhree pohucal messages during the canvassing expenment. The
messages allempled o caplure Weas commonly present in
pohucal appeals o voters: (i) by voung, you prowvide evidence
Lthat your neighborhood s pohucally active, which will increase
s politucal cloul (reighborkood solidarity); (i) voung 15 your
civic duty (civic duty ), and (i) the clecton 15 chose, and thus
there 15 a chance that the outcome might depend on your
parucipation (election is clase). The model wxt for cach of the
three messages appears in Lhe Appendix.

Approximately 1,50 people in the treatment group were
associaled with cach ol the three messages. (ur resulis lend
guahhed support w the view that the messages vaned in
ellectivencess. Bascd on the expernimental resulls, our best gucss
15 Lhal an argument that emphasizes the closeness of the
elecuon = most ellcctive. We estimate that the election is close
miessage boosts lurnoul rates by nearly 1086, compared with
the 59 boost observed aller delivery of civic duty or neiph-
barkood solidariiy. The standard crmors associated with these
estimales are oo large W repect the null hypothesis that the
messapes had cqual effects, and thus these indings arc prop-
erly viewed as suggestive. Nevertheless, the cxperimenital
resulls are conzmstent with the predominance of the wrgent
election iz cloze message in actoal pel-oul-the-vole drives.

Table 2 shows how the elfect ol canvassing volers vanes
across volers with dillerent party regstrations. The csiimaled
ellect of canvassing was shghtly higher for unafllihated volers,
though the hypothesis that the elflect was Lhe same regardless
of party registration could not be rejected. The observed
difference 1n ellectivencess of canvassing, with majpor party
volers showing a smaller boost in lurnoul levels, 15 consasient
wilh several pohitcal explanations. Political parties and activ-
155 largel registered parbisans; thus, partisans arc more hkely
1o be encouraged o vole than unalfthated volers. I there are
dimimishing returns W prodding, the unallibhated voters will
show preater response. Iis also the case thal, because partisan

Table 1. "The effect of personal canvassing on woier turmoud in New Haven

Relaenship between cxperimental subproups and voler lwrnoal

Control groap Treaiment group

Slalistics (no peersonal contact) Treaiment group {actual contact)
Perceniage voling, % 44.63 4658 .19
Number of persons 23921 4 500 1,605
Contact rate, % — — 3560

Estimaied cflfect of personal contact on yoler Lurnoul
Turnowt dilfcrential (2.25%)/contact rate (35.60%)

6.33% (£2.27% SEM)




