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Agenda

•Program description
•Mobilizing for in-person voting
•Mobilizing return of mail ballots
• Lessons about program targeting & timing
•Message tests to refine tactics
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GOTV “Cold” SMS Program

•Peer-to-Peer texting 
• No prior relationship or communication  = “cold” SMS

•Texting centers operated by Vote.org
• Oakland, CA & Austin, TX
• Using Hustle and Relay 
• Paid operators
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GOTV “Cold” SMS Program

• Randomized control trials: random assignment to 
treatment or untreated control 
• 2016: Vote.org’s “cold” SMS GOTV program covered 1.2 m 

young people of color and unmarried women in 7 states 
• Increased turnout by 0.2 percentage points. 

• 2017, Vote.org’s “cold” SMS GOTV program covered 714k 
young people of color and unmarried women in Virginia 
• Increased turnout by 0.6 percentage points 

• Identified Standard Practices for timing and message

•Meta-analysis (Green and Gerber 2019): SMS GOTV 
produces 0.29 percentage point increase in turnout across 
all types of elections
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https://medium.com/votedotorg/increasing-voter-turnout-with-texts-voteorg-e38bd454bd64
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10JDTSLMXA6Gam_0TB3FB48encSRmZSm_/view


GOTV “Cold” SMS Program

In Person Voting
• EDay only states:    4,054,613 voters in 13 states
• EIPV+EDay states:  4,973,943 voters in 13 states 
• Late Added States: 1,305,687 voters in 4 states



GOTV “Cold” SMS Program
Mail Ballot Chase
• Ballot request states: 753,499 voters in 19 states
• Postal voting:               448,992 voters in 3 states



Standard Practice
• Series of 3 text messages for Election Day

q Based 2016 & 2017 testing by 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on 
Tuesday Nov 6! 
Join millions of 
people like you 
voting in this 
important 
election! 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on 
Tuesday, Nov 6! 
Join millions like 
you voting in this 
election! Reply 
INFO to learn 
more about 
candidates in 
your area. 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered 
at STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Reading figures in this report

• ◆ = best estimate of difference 
from untreated control group

• Confidence interval bars:
width & intensity = prob. of true effect

• Statistical significance: ctrl vs. tx
@ 95% confidence
• CI bar crosses zero (red) line = 

not statistically significant
• Example:
• Orange: not significant
• Green: significant

• Statistical significance: tx vs. tx
• Overlap of CI bars (width & intensity) 
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In Person Voting Programs

10



11

Average Effect (all in person voting treatments)



Can’t mobilize if can’t reach
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Early: gets worms but not votes
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Avg. Treatment Effect with best practice 

Excluding:
• Weak cell match (TargetSmart)
• EIPV only treatment
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Excluding weak cell matches and EIPV



Heterogeneous Effects
Significant Variation Among Subgroups

In Person Voting Programs
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Following graphs use all data.

Same patterns (shifted ↑) for best data



Among voters registered prior to 2014







Attenuation due to 
other mobilization in 

competitive jurisdictions



Notable non-heterogeneity
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Cell phone number matching identifies people 
likely to use SMS across all age groups.
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Registered since 2016 election



Mail Ballot Chase Programs
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Chase in Postal Ballot States
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Chase in Postal Ballot States: Cell Match

27



Postal states with best targeting 

Excluding:
• Weak cell match (TargetSmart)



Mail Ballot Request States
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Mail Ballot Request States: Cell Match
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Ballot request states with best targeting 



Mobilization after
Natural Disasters

2018 Hurricanes:
Florence (NC)

Michael (FL & GA)



Post Hurricane: High Propensity Voters
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Post Hurricane: Room for Impact
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Message Tests
Applying successful tactics to cold SMS GOTV



Providing Candidate Names

• Based on Panagopoulos & Green 2008
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It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on Tuesday 
Nov 6! Join 
millions of people 
like you voting in 
this important 
election! 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} days 
on Tuesday Nov 
6! Here are the 
names of the 
candidates 
running for 
{Senator / 
governor} in 
{Texas / Florida} 
{candidate 
names}.  

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered at 
STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Providing Candidate Names
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I Voted Sticker on Social Media

•Based on Bond et al (2012) 
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* Designed and evaluated with Hannah Fishman

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on Tuesday 
Nov 6! Join 
millions of people 
like you voting in 
this important 
election! 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} days 
on Tuesday Nov 6! 
Look forward to 
telling your friends 
you voted on social 
media! Everyone 
loves people who 
vote! Reply POST 
to post your I Voted 
sticker on 
Facebook.

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered at 
STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



I Voted Sticker on Social Media
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Adopt-a-Voter

• Based on successful SMS mobilization in Portland, OR 2017 (Mann 2018)

It's Vote⋅org. 
Make sure your 
friends and 
family vote! 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on 
Tuesday Nov 6. 
Make sure they 
vote in this 
important 
election.

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on 
Tuesday, Nov 6! 
Join millions like 
you voting in this 
election! Reply 
INFO to learn 
more about 
candidates in 
your area. 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered 
at STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Calendar

• Based on successful SMS mobilization in Portland, OR 2017 (Mann 2018)

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on 
Tuesday Nov 6! 
Join millions of 
people like you 
voting in this 
important 
election! 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on Tuesday 
Nov 6! Set a 
reminder on your 
phone to vote on 
Election Day. 
Want a calendar 
reminder? Reply 
REMIND for a 
link.

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered 
at STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Adopt-a-Voter & Calendar 
[in person voting]
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Adopt-a-Voter & Calendar 
[postal ballot chase]
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Social Pressure with survey threat

• Based on many successful social pressure GOTV tests with direct mail (see 
Green & Gerber 2015), esp. (Mann 2010) using survey
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It's Vote⋅org. 
Thank you for 
being a registered 
voter! This is a 
reminder that 
while your ballot 
is secret, whether 
or not you vote is 
public record. 
Election Day in 
{city} is in {#} 
days on Tuesday 
Nov 6. 

It's Vote⋅org. 
Thanks for being a 
registered voter in 
the {City} area! 
Remember, 
whether or not you 
vote is public 
record. After the 
election we will 
survey you about 
your experiences 
at the polls. 
Election Day is 
only {x} days away!

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered at 
STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Efficacy

• Based on positive relationship between voters’ perceived efficacy and 
political participation (Niemi, Craig & Mattei 1991)
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It's Vote⋅org. You 
have the power to 
influence this 
election! Election 
Day in {city} is in 
{#} days on 
Tuesday Nov 6. 
Your vote 
matters, so make 
sure to cast your 
ballot in this 
important 
election. 

It's Vote⋅org. You 
will make the 
difference in this 
election, 
because your 
vote matters. 
Election Day in 
{city} is only {x} 
days away. Make 
sure to vote!

It's Vote⋅org. 
Tomorrow is 
Election Day! If 
you’re registered at 
STREET your 
polling place is 
LOCATION. If 
you’ve moved, or 
were never 
registered to vote 
there, reply with 
LOOKUP. 



Social Pressure & Efficacy
[in person voting]



Social Pressure & Efficacy
[ballot request chase]

Caution: Did not replicate difference 
between Standard Practice & Survey 

messages in 2018 Georgia run-off



How many & when
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Late additions to EDay: Just two msgs
[Late Added EDay States: CA, CT, ME, NY]
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(Too) Late Mail Ballot Chase
[Late Addition: CA, Monday before EDay]
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One vs. Two Msgs (Georgia Run-off) 
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0.4 percentage points 
$19.36/net vote

0.6 percentage points 
$26.35/net vote



Summary – SMS mobilizes
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Cost per net vote*

AI “best” tactic: $46/net vote (21.7/$1000)+

In person: 
0.26 percentage points; $85.69/net vote (11.7/$1000)

Postal Voting: 
0.19 percentage points; $144.43/net vote (6.9/$1000)

Ballot Requests:
0.21 percentage points; $75.14/net vote (13.3/$1000)

+Analyst Institute meta analysis for midterms: social pressure mail (2018)
*Using 2018 costs for managing and delivering SMS messages.



Cost per net vote*

AI “best” tactic: $46/net vote (21.7/$1000)+

In person: 
0.26 percentage points; $85.69/net vote (11.7/$1000)
0.42 percentage points $53.14/net vote (18.8 net votes/$1000) 

Excl. weak cell matches & EIPV

Postal Voting: 
0.2 percentage points; $144.43/net vote (6.9/$1000)
0.6 percentage points $49.20/net vote (20.3 net votes/$1000)

Excluding weak cell matches

Ballot Requests:
0.21 percentage points; $75.14/net vote (13.3/$1000)
0.27 percentage points $58.54/net vote (17.1 net votes/$1000)

Excluding weak cell matches

+Analyst Institute meta analysis for midterms: social pressure mail (2018)
*Using 2018 costs for managing and delivering SMS messages.



Lessons

• SMS works for voter mobilization

• Implementation lessons
• Don’t attempt weak confidence cell matches
• Don’t contact for early voting only
• Do contact for Election Day voting
• Do contact for postal voting
• Do contact to chase ballot requests
• Do deliver multiple messages

• Message improvements 
• Adopt-a-voter
• Social pressure with survey threat 
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