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Abstract 
 

This paper introduces readers to the political science literature on voter mobilization, highlighting 
what we know (and what we wish we knew) about getting college students to vote in the United 
States. The purpose of the paper is to provide advice to those wishing to mobilize student voters 
and to help set a research agenda for the future. We focus on experiments designed to test the 
effectiveness of specific techniques to register and engage young voters, documenting practical 
steps that have proven effective across campuses. While only 40% of 18-24 year olds are enrolled 
in college, and turnout is lower for non-college youth, college students represent a population that 
academics should be best positioned to mobilize and turn into voters. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Revised version of a paper prepared for the Data-Driven Strategies to Promote Youth Turnout 
workshop at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, August 29, 2018. (Uploaded 10.31.19)



1 
 

 
This paper introduces readers to the political science literature on youth voter 

mobilization, highlighting what we know (and what we wish we knew) about getting college 
students to vote in the United States. While only 40% of 18-24 year olds are enrolled in college, 
and turnout is lower for non-college youth, college students represent a population that 
academics should be best positioned to mobilize and turn into voters.  
 
 
Purpose 
 

The purpose of this paper is to provide evidence-based advice to groups seeking to boost 
turnout on U.S. college campuses. Non-profit organizations, both on campus and off, often rely 
on past practice, anecdotal evidence, or creative ideas when planning voter outreach activities. 
While these tactics might be effective, their efficacy is not guaranteed and organizers have no 
principled way of determining which tactics are successful and which ones fell flat. This paper 
provides a review of the scientific literature based on randomized field experiments designed to 
test the effectiveness of specific techniques to register, educate, and engage young voters. The 
emphasis is on practical steps that have proven effective across campuses and can be taken 
utilized by diverse campus leaders. 

 
 

Significance 
 

Younger generations (i.e. generation X, Millennials and post-Millennials) make up a 
majority of voting-eligible adults in the United States, but they do not yet cast the majority of 
votes despite this numerical advantage.1 This gap in turnout is not a new phenomenon; turnout 
rates among younger people have consistently been lower than older citizens since the Census 
Department began tracking voter turnout on the Current Population Survey November 
Supplement. Members of the current generation are not only less likely to participate in midterm 
elections than their older contemporaries, but turnout rates of Millennials and Gen Xers is lower 
than older generations when they were the same age.2 Such non-participation by young voters 
does not bode well for the future, as voting is habit forming3 and aging is no guarantee of higher 
turnout.4 

 
The potential electoral clout of the youngest voters becomes clear when the raw numbers 

are tallied. As of April 2018 (the most recent data available), 59% of adults who are eligible to 
vote are Gen Xers, Millennials or “post-Millennials.”5 In the 2014 midterm election, which had a 
historically low turnout, these younger generations accounted for 53% of eligible voters but cast 
just 36 million votes, which is 21 million fewer votes than the Boomer, Silent, and Greatest 
generations, who are ages 54 and older in 2018. Since 2014, the number of voting-eligible Gen 
Xers, Millennials, and post-Millennials has increased by 18 million. Naturalization accounts for 
some of this increase, but most of the growth is attributed to the 15 million post-Millennials (18 
to 21 years old) who are now voting age. This latter group is focus of this paper. Meanwhile, 
there are now 10 million fewer eligible voters among the Boomer and older generations than 
there were in 2014,6 so the potential electoral clout of the youngest voters has grown, but 
increasing voter turnout among younger voters is needed to realize this power. 
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There are two primary reasons that it is important to study the best ways to mobilize 

young voters. The first reason is normative. It is important for a representative democracy to 
reflect all segments of the population. When groups of voters fail to participate in the electoral 
process, their voices are unrepresented when selecting political leaders and undervalued when 
creating public policy. To the extent that groups systematically participate in elections at lesser 
rates – whether through barriers to entry or a choice to abstain – our representative democracy 
will be less representative.   

 
This normative goal is especially important for college campuses. One of the primary 

purposes of higher education is to educate citizens for democracy.7 Both Thomas Jefferson and 
Benjamin Franklin articulated the importance of an educated citizenry for securing a 
democracy.8 If students opt out of politics, colleges and universities are failing to achieve the 
public purpose and civic mission of higher education.  

 
This gap in participation across generations creates an electorate that does not represent 

the views of the entire body politic. Not only are Millennials the most diverse generation in U.S. 
history, but the gap in policy preferences between younger and older generations is now as wide 
as is has been in decades.9 On average, millennials express more liberal views about racial 
discrimination, immigration, gun control, and the power of diplomacy in international 
relations.10  While post-Millennial attitudes about racial diversity, religion, and culture make 
them more likely than previous generations to support Democrats, their focus on individual 
rights and comfort with digital platforms (including national security apparatuses) make them 
amenable to key planks in the Republican Party platform. Regardless of their voting preferences, 
a fully representative electorate requires that Millennial voices be heard at the ballot box and 
colleges have an affirmative duty to increase turnout. 

 
The second reason mobilization of college students is import to study is that the question 

poses an interesting empirical challenge. Young voters are highly mobile, which makes 
contacting and engaging them in the political process more difficult. They do not have strong ties 
to political parties, which reduces their contact with organizations that traditionally mobilize 
voters. They also do not have a track record of participating, because they have been eligible for 
very few years, which makes predicting electoral behaviors much more difficult. As such, the 
study of young voters presents an empirical challenge not found in older citizens. Moreover, the 
sheer numbers of young voters make them an empirically important group to study. The United 
States has one of the lowest voting rates in the developed world.11 With 20 million potential 
voters in college, raising the college voting rate by 15 percentage points (which they did recently 
at Northwestern University) would produce three million more voters.12 Thus, young voters 
constitute an import voting bloc in their own right and understanding how best to engage them is 
important to understand the future of U.S. politics.  
 
 
What We Know about Mobilizing College Students to Vote 
 

As we summarize what we know about the best ways to register, mobilize, and educate 
college students to engage in the electoral system, we take care to distinguish between advice 
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based on anecdotes or observational studies, and those based on randomized controlled trials that 
isolate the effect of specific “treatments” or approaches to youth engagement. As Donald Green 
and Alan Gerber remind us, campaign “war stories” are no substitute for data, and the problem of 
drawing conclusions from anecdotes persists even when campaign veterans are equipped with 
many war stories and some statistical analysis, too.13 Statistical analysis of survey data or 
historical turnout data addresses some of the concerns about the generalizability of “war stories,” 
but often cannot overcome the basic fact that correlation does not prove causation. Asking a 
survey respondent if and how they were encouraged to vote is unlikely to produce reliable 
information. Even if the voter recalls the contact correctly, they may have been targeted because 
of their high propensity to turnout, making the perceived boost in turnout a cause, rather than an 
effect, of the contact. Looking back at historical voting records and mobilization activities solves 
problems with differential recall, but selective targeting remains and potentially clouds the 
ability of the researcher to confidently attribute differences in voter turnout to the tactic of 
interest. High turnout in areas canvassed by specific groups may reflect targeting of high-
propensity voters by the groups rather than effective canvassing.14 If college administrators are 
going to be make the investment to adopt mobilization tactics, they should base those decisions 
on the best available information.  

 
Our review of the get-out-the-vote (GOTV) literature focuses primarily on results 

produced by employing randomized field experiments. In basic versions of such experiments, a 
defined population (e.g., full time students) is randomly divided into a treatment and a control 
group. The treatment group receives the intervention to be tested in the study (e.g., a classroom 
presentation). The control group receives no special attention from the experimenter, especially 
the treatment intervention. Because assignment to the two groups is randomly determined, there 
are no pre-existing differences between the two groups. On average, the treatment and control 
groups should have equivalent ages, history of electoral engagement, GPA, work schedules, 
family income, interest in politics, and any other potential cause of voter turnout. The only 
systematic difference between the treatment and control group is the application of the treatment 
intervention of interest. Thus, when voter turnout is measured at the end of the experiment, any 
difference in voter turnout can be attributed to the effect of the intervention. In this way, the 
experiment allows the researcher to make a causal claim about the effect of the intervention on 
the turnout of students in the experiment.  

 
Ideally, scholars replicate the experiment at other times and places to determine whether 

findings are generalizable to different voters and different political contexts. Groups seeking to 
mobilize young voters must consider the applicability of past studies to their own particular 
circumstances and goals. The ability to utilize specific methods is constrained by access to 
resources of money, people, technology, and time.15 Given resource limitations, it makes sense 
to focus on tactics that work.  

 
What, then, do such experiments teach us about how to increase voter turnout? What 

implications do such studies have for people seeking to boost voting among college students? 
We share findings from experiments conducted on and off college campuses, whether or not they 
specifically target (traditional) college-age voters. We take care to indicate when experiments 
directly targeted college students versus when we are extrapolating from other experiments with 
clear implications for mobilizing college youth.   
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Missing Research about What Works Best to Mobilize College Students 
 

A large number of national organizations have devoted considerable attention to 
reclaiming the civic mission of higher education. The American Association of Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U), American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU), 
national and state chapters of the Campus Compact, and NASPA (student affairs administrators 
in higher education) are just a few of the national organizations devoted to boosting civic and 
political participation among U.S. college students. AASCU’s American Democracy Project and 
NASPA’s Lead Campus initiative work collaboratively to host an annual Civic Learning and 
Democratic Engagement conference each summer. From the start, the conference – and the 
sponsoring partners – have placed a heavy emphasis on the importance of political participation, 
including voting.16  

 
Recent conferences have featured several sessions encouraging campuses to participate in 

the National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement (NSLVE) administered by the Institute 
for Democracy & Higher Education at Tufts University. More than 1,000 campuses (and over 10 
million students) from all 50 states and all institution types participate in the study which tracks 
and reports registration and voting rates at each campus.17 Over 754 campuses in 48 states (and 
DC) have also joined the All-In Campus Democracy Challenge, a competition-like program that 
recognizes colleges and universities that are successful in increasing student voting rates.18 Even 
the American Political Science Association has increased its attention to promoting civic and 
political engagement, publishing two books on teaching civic engagement, both of which include 
an explicit argument that political scientists should be doing more to boost student turnout 
rates.19 Given these organizations’ commitment to increasing student participation, and their 
access to important decision makers on college campuses, one would think that there was a 
substantial literature on mobilizing college students to vote. 

 
Despite this national push to boost civic learning and democratic engagement, there has 

been a remarkable lack of scholarly attention to campus efforts to boost voter turnout. Only a 
handful of field experiments have been carried out on college campuses to explicitly test the 
effectiveness of campus administrators, faculty, staff, and associated groups in getting students 
to register and cast their ballots.20 This hole in the literature is especially surprising since there 
have been thousands of off-campus voter mobilization field experiments conducted in the past 20 
years and tens of thousands of studies using students as subjects in psychology, economics, and 
education departments. For some reason, few scholars saw students as viable subjects for voter 
mobilization research. 

 
The major collaborative field experiments in which these organizations partnered with 

researchers were two national multi-campus voter registration experiments conducted in 
partnership with researchers Elizabeth Bennion and David Nickerson in 2006 and 2010.21 
Hopefully with a few proof-of-concept experiments in the rear-view mirror, and a renewed 
emphasis on increasing civic participation among students, university collectives will be more 
open to partnering with researchers to rigorously evaluate mobilization activities.  
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The recent creation of a coalition with the explicit goal of “increasing student voter 
participation and diverse engagement through data-driven approaches,” the Students Learn 
Students Vote Coalition, should prove helpful in producing and sharing rigorous research 
findings in the future. With monthly conference calls, resource pooling, and information sharing, 
the group boasts over 300 coalition partners (see Appendix A), all of whom share a common 
goal and offer extraordinary opportunities for future experimentation on college campuses.22 
Indeed, some of the SLSV coalition partners have begun to team up with academic researchers to 
conduct field experiments testing the Party at the Polls concept and other novel approaches to 
getting out the youth vote (see Election Day Festivals below). 

 
  To be sure, the groups provide a wealth of ideas to campuses seeking to promote voter 
engagement. The best of this advice focuses on the strategic and intentional climate and behavior 
of institutions that have made significant gains in students’ electoral engagement.23 However, 
most of the advice is primarily based on anecdotal evidence, observational data, and small 
qualitative case studies. Sharing “best practices” and experience-based advice is valuable and 
can reduce hurdles to campuses adopting mobilization campaigns. The next step in the evolution 
of this active collective is to rigorously evaluate the efficacy of the advice offered. Rigorous 
experimental evaluation will provide convincing estimates of the return on investment that 
schools can anticipate from engaging in mobilization activities. The next sections of this paper 
aim to take the first step by summarizing our existing knowledge and setting a research agenda 
for the future. 
 
 
Voter Registration: A Pre-Requisite to Electoral Engagement 
 

In the United States, voter registration is a prerequisite for casting a vote. However, the 
exact role of registration in shaping voter turnout has been the subject of serious debate. Some 
scholars and political practitioners see registration as an impediment to voting, arguing that once 
the barrier is removed most people will vote.24 Others suggest that the decision to register is 
evidence of a desire to vote and that those who fail to register are unlikely to cast a vote even if 
this barrier is lifted.25 Yet others take the middle road, arguing that some unregistered people 
will vote if they become registered through relaxed registration rules or contact with active voter 
registration drives.26  Most of this research is based on large-scale changes in laws and does not 
address how best to register college students to vote. What do we know about the best way to 
register voters in general and students in particular? And equally, if not more, important, what do 
we know about whether registering more voters actually increases turnout on Election Day? 

 
 

What We Know about Registering College Students to Vote  
 
Data from the National Study of Learning, Voting, and Engagement (NSLVE) shows that 

college student registration rates increase dramatically closer to an election, particularly from 
August through early November.27 The Center for Information & Research on Civic Learning 
and Engagement (CIRCLE) consistently finds that young adults in states with same-day 
registration have higher turnout rates than those living in states that do not.28 Given that many 
young people wait until they get to school to register, and many also change addresses to attend a 
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college or university, these findings comport with expectations and suggest that campuses need 
to educate students to help insure that they are registered to vote and know where to cast their 
ballots.29  
 
 

Evidence from College Campuses: Classroom Registration Works  
 
An important lesson for people wishing to register high school and college students is 

that classroom-based registration drives work. Elizabeth Bennion teamed up with David 
Nickerson in 2006 to conduct a nationwide classroom registration experiment. This 16-campus 
study involving 22,256 students in 1,026 classrooms found that registration increased by 6 
percentage points, and voting increased by 2.6 percentage points as a result of the classroom-
based registration drives.30 That is, every 10,000 students targeted yielded 600 registrations and 
260 votes.31 This mobilization effect, while small, is based on a registration drive alone that took 
only 10 minutes of classroom time and did not include any follow-up with new registrants to 
mobilize their votes.32  

 
Interestingly, this multi-campus experiment did not reveal any statistically significant 

difference in the effectiveness of professor and peer presenters. This finding makes it easier for 
campuses to reach students in the classroom through a combination of DIY faculty presentations 
and peer outreach efforts in classrooms where faculty prefer not to register their own students.33  
This null finding strongly suggests that the act of conducting the registration drive to a semi-
captive classroom audience matters more than the authority of the person making the 
presentation.  
 
 

Evidence from College Campuses: Email is Ineffective at Registering New Voters 
 
Classroom-based registration drives, while effective, are labor intensive and time-

consuming to coordinate. A simpler approach to meeting the federal government’s requirement 
to distribute registration forms to all enrolled students is to send a mass email to students 
including a link to a printable registration form.34 While this email-based approach complies 
with the law, it has proven ineffective in producing new registrants or voters.  

 
Bennion and Nickerson conducted a large-scale, multi-campus voter registration field 

experiment involving over 250,000 students on 26 college campuses leading up to the 2006 
midterm elections. Email outreach proved ineffective at registering new voters, regardless of the 
message or sender, with registration rates in the treatment group actually declining by 0.3 
percentage points.35 The authors hypothesize that students who got the email reminders to 
register may have put off doing so, knowing that the information was available to them anytime. 
Further they suggest that, confident in the knowledge that they have the information required to 
register waiting in their INBOX, students may have skipped more effective registration 
opportunities such as hallway registration tables staffed by volunteers who audit and submit the 
registration forms without additional work by the students registering to vote. 
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Bennion and Nickerson tested the effectiveness of registering students to vote through 
email outreach once again before the 2010 registration deadline, this time testing whether linking 
students directly to an online registration system might increase the effectiveness of email 
outreach. The experiment involved over 200,000 students on 25 campuses in states with online 
voter registration. Students were randomly assigned to one of three treatment conditions: a 
control group receiving no email; a treatment group that received a link to a downloadable PDF 
like in the 2006 experiment; or an email linking to the Secretary of State’s online voter 
registration system. There was no detectable effect comparing all students in the treatment group 
to those in the control group. Among the 130,000 students who had never been registered before, 
the treatment linking students to the downloadable form increased registration rates by 0.6 
percentage points (se = 0.3), which was a surprising finding given the prior experiments. Linking 
students to the online voter registration form was even more effective, increasing registration 
rates by 1.2 percentage points (se = 0.3) among students never registered to vote before.  
Looking at the downstream effect of the registration intervention on turnout leads to an 
interesting pattern. Linking to the downloadable form did not increase turnout among the 
students not previously registered (-0.1pp, se = 0.2) whereas turnout increased by 0.7 percentage 
points (se = 0.2) for unregistered students sent an email containing a link to the SOS registration 
portal. That is, registrations generated from the downloadable form did not increase turnout at all 
while 58% of the boost in registration from the online portal translated into votes. The increase 
in turnout translates into 7 votes for every 1,000 students sent an email linking them to the state 
online registration portal.36 Although the magnitude of the effect is not large enough to close the 
gap in turnout between Millennials and Boomers, the fact that there is very little cost involved in 
sending out thousands of such emails makes this a potentially useful supplement to other, more 
labor intensive, approaches to registering and mobilizing college students.  

 
Moreover, relatively passive registration tactics like downloadable forms can increase 

turnout when paired with follow up nudges to mail the form into the proper offices. In 2008, 
Rock the Vote conducted an experiment in Pennsylvania and Indiana to measure the effect of 
sending reminder text messages to users who had filled out and downloaded registration forms.37  
As the registration deadline neared, users were randomly assigned to a control group that 
received no follow-up text or a treatment group that received a text message reminding the user 
that the deadline was rapidly approaching. In both states, users assigned to the treatment group 
were 4 percentage points more likely to return the forms and be registered to vote. This 
experiment suggests that simple nudges from officials can increase compliance among students 
who expressed interest in registering to vote and took the initial steps required to do so.  

 
In summary, time and effort spent registering voters is well worthwhile. Personal appeals 

that accompany the distribution and collection of registration forms are more effective in 
boosting registration and student turnout rates than more impersonal approaches like email. 
Online registration systems increase the effectiveness of email outreach, but the effect is still 
quite small, pointing to the need to try additional high impact approaches to voter registration. 
The concern that “doing the work” for the voter by soliciting, supervising, and completing the 
registration process will merely result in the registration of non-voters is not supported by the 
data. Not only is registration a prerequisite for voting, but registration drives have a small, but 
statistically significant, effect on voter turnout itself. 
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Other Relevant Studies: Registration Drives Produce Votes 
 
The finding that successful campus registration drives also produce new voters is 

consistent with experimental results gathered outside of college campuses. For example, David 
Nickerson conducted field experiments across six cities, randomly assigning 620 streets to a 
treatment group that received canvassing to increase registration rates or to a control group that 
received no contact from the campaign. He then tracked the rate of new registrations on each 
street, as well as the number of votes cast on each street by newly registered voters. The 
experiments took place in a variety of political contexts including presidential, congressional, 
and off-year gubernatorial races. On average, 10 more newly registered people appeared on 
treatment streets than control streets – an increase of 4.4%.38 Treatment streets also averaged two 
more votes than control streets, meaning that 24% of the people registered as a direct result of 
the registration experiment voted.39 A meta-analysis of registration experiments by Green and 
Gerber concludes that voter registration drives are effective in boosting turnout, generating one 
new vote for every three or four new registrants.40 This is consistent with Bennion and 
Nickerson’s research directly targeting college student voters. 

 
Drawing upon these findings, Northwestern University created a new campus plan to 

increase student electoral participation, which included resisting the temptation to contact 
“incoming digital natives” by email. University officials reasoned that efficient outreach that 
addresses thousands of students at once may be inherently counterproductive, causing newly 
eligible students to feel insignificant and to wonder if their one small vote is worth the cost of 
paying attention to politics and navigating the bureaucracy.41 To counter these obstacles, the 
university turned to highly personalized, individualized approaches, including a decision to 
respect students’ preference to vote back home by mail.42 Rather than assuming that absentee 
voting is too complicated, the university created a program using peer mentors to greet each 
student individually, explain voting choices and assist with registration -- and with an absentee 
ballot application. The university’s decision to mandate a conversation with every incoming 
student has resulted in a 95 percent registration rate (excluding students ineligible to vote).43 

 
The Northwestern program is designed to affirm individual value by providing one-on-

one attention to each potential voter, while also sending a clear message that the university views 
civic participation as “part and parcel of being a college-age adult.”44 Although this is an isolated 
case study, not subjected to randomization or cross-campus comparisons, there is compelling 
evidence that this approach has been effective in boosting student voting rates. A 95% 
registration rate is above any plausible baseline rate that a university – even one as elite and 
affluent as Northwestern – would expect. The university’s record-setting voter registration 
program raised Northwestern students’ turnout – which was a typical 49 percent in 2012 – to 64 
percent in 2016, well above the 58 percent national average for citizens of all ages.45 This model 
has also been successful at the University of Illinois at Chicago (which won an ALL IN Campus 
Democracy Challenge award based on improvement in their NSLVE data after they replicated 
much of the Northwestern plan). 

 
Registering students to vote and educating them about absentee ballot options is not a 

simple mechanical process. Campuses should also educate students about acceptable forms of 
identification for in-state, in-person voting (such as a U.S. passport, free state ID, or state-issued 
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student identification card).46 Unless prevented by state law, campuses can also take affirmative 
steps to change their student identification cards to make them compliant with state voter ID 
laws, as Indiana University did (for all IU campuses) in 2017. Colleges that continue to shepherd 
their students through the voting process will likely increase voter turnout beyond any turnout 
gains expected from running the registration programs alone. The next section discusses the 
challenge of getting students to the polls once they are registered. 
 
  
Voter Mobilization: Getting Young Americans to the Polls 
 

There are many ways to mobilize voters. In all cases, the goal is to get people to cast their 
ballots on, or before, Election Day. This section of the paper highlights experimental research 
findings about the best way to get people to the polls, noting the relevance of each finding for 
those seeking to mobilize college student voters. Very little published GOTV research has been 
conducted on college campuses, but many research findings established in the literature have 
important implications for college student mobilization. 

 
 
Traditional GOTV Techniques 
 
Door-to-door canvassing, leafletting, and yard signs are all traditional approaches to voter 

mobilization. These techniques are utilized in local, state, and national political campaigns to get 
out the vote. How well might these approaches fare on college campuses? A careful review of 
the literature gives us many clues.  

 
Door-to-door Canvassing. Door-to-door canvassing is the mobilization tactic that has 

demonstrated the largest treatment effects over two decades of experiments. Several lessons have 
emerged from field experiments using this face-to-face mobilization technique. First, contacting 
eligible voters can be challenging. Multiple return trips are often required to achieve a contact 
rate of 25%. This can, perhaps, be mitigated to some degree by targeting college students in their 
dorms before their 10 A.M. morning classes or on school nights, but catching students at home 
can still be a challenge. The effort, however, seems to be well worthwhile. When canvassers are 
able to contact potential voters, they generate votes.47 On average, door-to-door canvassing 
generates one vote per 15 contacts (not including any “spillover” effects on housemates).48 In 
fact, when comparing the mobilization of younger and older voters, younger voters have been 
shown more difficult to contact but equally responsive to the contact once it has been made.49 
Thus, labor intensive mobilization strategies like door-to-door canvassing are likely to increase 
turnout.  

 
These mobilization efforts are likely to have the biggest effect in lower salience local 

elections. The effectiveness of the canvassing varies by election and voter type.50 Past studies 
suggested that canvassing has the biggest effect on the people already most likely to vote during 
low profile elections (e.g. municipal elections), while canvassing has the biggest effect on the 
people least likely to vote during high profile races (e.g. presidential elections).51 While 
campuses generally spend the most resources mobilizing voters in congressional and presidential 
general elections, these efforts are likely to offer the lowest return on investment.  Engaging 
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students in off-cycle state and local elections that do not receive much media attention is likely to 
yield the largest mobilization effects. Canvassing can be effective even in uncompetitive 
electoral settings,52 therefore colleges and universities are well-advised to make a serious effort 
to register and mobilize voters during every election season, rather than focusing solely on high-
profile, competitive races.  

 
Making the contact encouraging turnout at all is more important than matching the 

identity of the canvasser to the voter or customizing what is said to each voter.53 That said, there 
is some evidence that co-ethnics may be more successful in targeting members of their own 
ethnic group54 and canvassers, in general, may be more effective in mobilizing people from their 
own community.55 Although more evidence is need to support the theory that people are best 
mobilized by canvassers from a similar background to their own, the diversity and student 
engagement goals of most colleges and universities would be best served by recruiting a diverse 
team of college student canvassers to target their peers when conducting campus get-out-the-vote 
campaigns. 

 
Campuses with residential buildings are particularly amenable to door-to-door 

mobilization campaigns. Mobilizing students by going door-to-door in campus housing units is 
not only efficient, when compared to mobilizing rural voters in their households, it also carries 
another potential benefit. Past research has demonstrated that those who receive a get-out-the-
vote message communicate about the upcoming election to their housemates, with as much as 60 
percent of the direct impact of canvassing transmitted to other members of the household.56 This 
finding suggests that “dorm storms” and other efforts to mobilize students living in dormitory-
style or apartment-style campus housing may have an effect on others living at the same 
residence, even those who are not home when the canvasser visits.  

 
Leaflets and Signage. How important is it for people to be home when canvassers arrive 

at their doorstep to deliver a get-out-the-vote (GOTV) message? Studies of leafletting suggest 
that it has a much weaker but measurable effect on voter turnout than face-to-face conversations 
at the door.57 A weighted average of eleven studies conducted between 1998 and 2006 suggests 
that leaflets increase turnout by about 0.6 percentage points. For every 189 registered voters 
leafletted, one additional vote is produced.58 While this effect is weaker than door-to-door 
canvassing, it is also much quicker and easier to do. Leafletting allows volunteers to reach far 
more voters and there is no evidence that young voters are less responsive to leaflets than older 
voters.59  

 
The substantive content on the leaflets themselves have not mattered a great deal in field 

experiments. There is some (inconsistent) evidence that door hangers providing information 
about polling locations and local candidates may be more effective than standard leaflets.60  
Attempts to boost turnout by informing voters about election protection, bilingual ballots, or the 
need for voter ID have proven ineffective at boosting participate rates over generic leaflets.61 
Thus, producing leaflets need not be a time intensive process with complicated personalization 
strategies. Modest gains in voter turnout can be realized in a cost effective manner through the 
use of relatively simple leaflets. 
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Signs encouraging students to vote are another way campuses can increase visibility 
surrounding elections. Are such signs likely to increase turnout? Green and Gerber (2015) 
summarize the results of five experiments gauging the effects of campaign signs including 
roadside signs,62 yard signs,63 and handheld signs on Election Day.64 Based on their review of 
this literature, they conclude that signage on private property or along roadsides has no 
statistically significant effect on turnout, but that handheld signs advertising an upcoming 
election may boost turnout.65 However, more research is needed to determine whether the 
apparent three percentage point boost in turnout reported for a New York City municipal election 
is a generalizable effect or the result of context or chance.66 Based on past research, students and 
other activists seeking to mobilize the college student vote should not confine their voter 
mobilizing efforts to placing yard signs across campus reminding students to vote. A better 
approach would seem to be asking student volunteers (or paid canvassers) to hold signs 
encouraging their fellow students to vote, while also talking face-to-face with their peers, 
mobilizing them in dormitories and classrooms, and encouraging students to attend Election Day 
parties and parades to the polls. Next, we turn to a discussion of campus gatherings and events, 
including debates, Election Day festivals, and other innovative approaches to boosting voter 
turnout through increased campus engagement.   

  
 
Events and Campus Gatherings  
 
A popular way to build student excitement surrounding elections is through campus 

gatherings and events. Although experimental research in this area is still fairly new, the best 
available data suggests that such events represent valuable, inexpensive, and effective 
supplements to more traditional approaches to voter mobilization. Two such activities include 
candidate forums and Election Day festivals. Intra-campus and inter-campus competitions and 
first-time voter programs are other promising approaches to mobilizing student voters.  
 

Candidate Debates. Colleges and universities often partner with local community 
organizations to host debate watch parties and live candidate debates on campus. Are those who 
watch or attend debates already determined to vote? To what extent can such activities boost 
voter turnout?  

 
An experiment conducted among a nationally representative sample of voters in 1980 

was analyzed by Adria Lawrence and Bethany Albertson. Lawrence and Albertson found that 
people who were randomly encouraged to watch the presidential debates showed a greater 
intention to vote.67 A follow-up study by Sendhil Mullainathan, Ebonya Washington, and Julie 
Azari, in the context of a 2005 New York City mayoral campaign, found similarly positive 
results, though the results of the authors’ analysis (based on random encouragement followed by 
consultation of the voter files) fell short of statistical significance.68 Although more research is 
needed, these findings suggest that encouraging people to watch candidate debates by hosting 
well-publicized debate watch parties on campus may do more than increase voters’ knowledge of 
policy differences among the candidates; such viewing may also increase voter turnout. 

 
What about hosting live debates on campus? Can such events affect voter turnout? David 

Nickerson studied a creative meet-the-candidates event called “Candidates Gone Wild.”69 This 
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event, hosted at a local theater by the Oregon Bus Project and a local countercultural newspaper 
is described by Nickerson as “a high-energy amalgam of a political debate, the Gong Show and 
David Letterman’s Stupid Human Tricks.” The show, which took place two weeks before 
Portland’s 2006 primary election, featured candidates running for city and county offices. By 
randomly assigning 50 of the 1000 tickets (from a pool of 100 interested local citizens), 
Nickerson found that those who attended the events were more familiar with the candidates, but 
retained very little substantive information about their platforms or positions. They were also no 
more likely to express an interest in politics or to think that voting is important than those who 
were not selected to attend the event. However, attendees were more likely to think that local 
politics is important. Strikingly, despite the seemingly similar attitudes toward political 
participation that members of the treatment and control groups expressed in post-event surveys, 
members of the treatment group were much more likely to cast a ballot.70 The small size of this 
experiment, and unique nature of the event, leads us to be cautious in drawing conclusions about 
the mobilizing effects of attending a candidate forum, but the “random invitation” design is one 
that should be used in future experiments to study the effectiveness of such invitations on voter 
knowledge, attitudes, and participation rates. The format of this creative candidate event is also 
interesting to consider when attracting young people, including college students, to live 
candidate forums and debates.71 

 
Election Day Festivals. Intrigued by the idea of attracting young voters by making voting 

more social and fun, a handful of small-scale studies conducted in 2005 and 2006 suggest that 
Election Day festivals can increase voter turnout, especially in low-profile (i.e. low salience) 
races. In 2005 and 2006 Elizabeth Addonizio, Donald Green, and James Glaser sought to attract 
voters by creating a festive and community-focused atmosphere at the polls.72 Over two years, 
the authors coordinated sixteen alcohol-free, family-friendly festivals held in a wide variety of 
locations and engaging a wide variety of different demographic groups. The authors first pilot 
tested the project by selecting two New Hampshire towns with similar demographics and voter 
turnout histories. They flipped a coin to see which community would be invited to a festival and 
which would serve as the control group. A week of publicity, including flyers, posters, lawn 
signs, pre-recorded phone messages, and media coverage, preceded the festival. The Election 
Day festival (complete with snacks, drinks, raffles, and music) was a great success. Turnout in 
the treatment community exceeded that of the control community, despite having no contested 
candidates on the ballot. After replicating the experiment in New Haven, the authors partnered 
with Working Assets to host festivals (and assign randomly selected control precincts) in every 
region of the country in 2006. Across the 38 precincts, the authors discovered that the festivals, 
and the pre-publicity surrounding the festivals, increased voter turnout by two percentage points. 
The festivals produced mobilization effects on par with more traditional mobilization techniques 
and at a relatively small price, placing them among the most cost-effective mobilization 
strategies studied to date.73  

 
Given the promising nature and cost effectiveness of Election Day polling place festivals, 

Donald Green and Oliver A. McClellan decided to test the effectiveness of such festivals during 
a high salience presidential election. The researchers worked with Civic Nation to coordinate a 
series of non-partisan election festivals designed to encourage voter turnout in targeted precincts 
across the United States. They hypothesized that precincts in which poll location festivals are 
held would see increased turnout compared to control precincts in which Civic Nation pursued 
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no mobilization activities. Given Addonizio et al.’s (2007) estimated effect of a 2 to 3 percentage 
point boost in turnout during low salience elections, Green and McClellan predicted a 6 to 7 
percent boost in turnout during a high salience, higher turnout, presidential election. Using block 
randomization to assign precincts to treatment or control conditions, the authors compared voting 
rates of the two groups. With eight sets of voting precincts, the experiment was too small to 
isolate the turnout effects of election festivals, and the advertising that preceded them, with great 
precision, but the authors report a 3.8 percentage point (average) boost in turnout in the treatment 
precincts.74 At a total cost of $27,922 and an average increase of 829 votes per precinct, the 
authors concluded that festivals rank among the most cost-effective get-out-the-vote techniques 
available.75 It is important to note, however, that more research is needed to understand how 
GOTV efforts leading up to the festivals, pre-festival outreach and advertising, and 
uncontrollable factors like the weather might alter the effectiveness of the festival approach.76 

 
Election Day vote festivals (e.g. Party at the Polls) lend themselves well to mobilizing 

college students, especially on campuses with on-campus polling places. Such festivals could 
also prove valuable at campuses with large numbers of residential students who register to vote 
using their campus address (and, therefore, vote at the same polling place). Campuses that attract 
large numbers of county residents who can vote at the same (early voting or Election Day) vote 
center could also utilize a Party at the Polls model. Only one study – scheduled for release 
November 2018 – has studied the effects of festivals specifically designed to mobilize college 
student voters. With only five pairs of locations, the researchers were unable to discern any 
noticeable boost in voter turnout in precincts where partisan election festivals were hosted by a 
political advocacy group during the final days of the 2016 presidential election.77 Although these 
experiments were conducted on college campuses, the actual festivals did not take place on 
campus and were not hosted by the campuses themselves, opening up an important direction for 
future research. 

 
Election Day festivals are best suited to campuses with onsite precincts, but can also be 

adapted to adjust to a Parade to the Polls model where students hold a party on campus that 
energizes students to vote and then parade, caravan, bus, or carpool to the polls together. Hats, 
buttons, t-shirts, and signs can be created to build enthusiasm and attract both traditional and 
social media attention as students parade together to the polls.78 Colleges can also target out-of-
state students by hosting ballot completion parties complete with stamps and mailing stations for 
students submitting absentee ballots.79 More experimentation is required to test the effectiveness 
of the many possible variations on the festival theme. Campuses have many potential advantages 
in organizing such festivals.80 The Election Day festival (“Party at the Polls”) model holds great 
promise for mobilizing a population that is eager to enjoy campus life and make new friends. 

 
GOTV Competitions. The IDHE’s National Survey of Learning and Voter Engagement 

(NSLVE) includes voting data from more than 10 million students on over 1,000 campuses in all 
50 states. The data has unearthed a series of insights about student voting behavior in the 2014 
and 2016 elections and this data could help campuses target the kinds of students who are not 
voting rather than focusing on the types of students who already vote at high rates.81  

 
Although Nancy Thomas and her team at the IDHE never envisioned the study as a way 

to create competition between campuses, the emergence of data has led schools to compete with 
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one another over voter turnout, which is increasingly seen as a proxy for a politically engaged 
student body.82 Such competition is encouraged by the ALL IN Campus Democracy Challenge, 
a national awards program that awards Bronze, Silver, and Gold seals based on the percentage 
increase in a school’s voter participation rate, as well as “Best in Class” awards for highest 
turnout and most improved turnout based on institution type and size.83 Such competitions are 
welcomed by campus leaders concerned about low voting rates in their student body. Dr. Edie 
Goldenberg, a political science professor at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, was 
shocked to learn that the percentage of students at the school who voted in the last midterm 
election was just 14 percent. The problem was not confined to the Michigan campus. Data 
suggests that only 18 percent of all college students voted in 2014, compared with about 37 
percent in the overall population. After setting a goal to double student turnout at the University 
of Michigan (Ann Arbor campus) during the November election, Goldenberg encouraged the 
university to challenge their Big Ten football rivals to a competition to see which school could 
get the most students to vote in 2018.84 Fourteen campuses accepted the invitation to participate 
in the Big Ten Voting Challenge, teaming up with TurboVote to get students registered, send 
them email and text reminders, and help them apply for absentee ballots. Trophies will be 
awarded to the campus with the highest eligible voter turnout and the campus with the most 
improved turnout.85  

 
With campus pride at stake, campuses are using a range of creative approaches to boost 

student voter turnout and beat the competition.86 As noted earlier, Northwestern University voter 
registration was integrated into new student orientation with one-on-one peer advising for all 
students. New York’s Binghamton University is giving out prizes - such as foosball tables or 
television sets - to the residence hall that registers the highest percentage of voters. Although 
such approaches have not yet been subjected to rigorous analysis that isolates the effects of 
specific interventions, NSLVE data does allow campuses to measure students’ overall boost in 
turnout based on comparable elections in the past.87 ALL IN Campus Democracy Challenge and 
the IDHE are using this data, combined with campus case studies, to develop a list of 
recommended best practices and generate hypotheses to be tested through additional research.  

 
First Time Voter Programs. The First-Time Voter Program is a school-based outreach 

effort designed to encourage high school seniors to vote. A young volunteer leads an informal 
and interactive seminar focused on giving students the experience of registering to vote and 
casting a ballot using the type of machine used in their jurisdiction. The instructor asks students 
to share their perceptions about voting and Election Day, allowing them to voice their fears and 
concerns. The presenter discusses the relevance of voting to issues the students care about (e.g. 
curfews, texting while driving, and college funding) and talks about the power of young voters as 
a group. The presenter also provides the students with registration forms, explains how to 
compete the forms, collects the forms, and explains the rules for absentee balloting. Finally, the 
presenter unveils the voting machine, explains how it works, and invites students to complete a 
ballot and cast a vote. This 40-minute, 30-student presentation results in about 90 percent of the 
students casting at least one ballot, allowing them to become “experienced” voters before casting 
an official ballot during their first election season.  

 
In an experimental study of the First-Time Voter Program conducted before the fall and 

spring elections of 2003 and 2004, Elizabeth Addonizio randomized program participation 
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among eligible seniors in six states. Program participants turned out to vote at a rate of 10 
percentage points more than students in the control group.88 It is unclear whether reduced 
apprehension about the voting process or an elevated sense of community and commitment to 
public affairs caused the boost in turnout, but such programs could be replicated, and tested, at 
the college level. Freshman seminars would be a particularly appropriate venue for such 
experiments. Longitudinal studies could determine the long-term effects of such programs. 

 
 
Other Traditional GOTV Techniques 
 
Unfortunately, door-to-door canvassing drives (e.g. dorm storms), Election Day vote 

festivals, and other campus-wide events are highly labor intensive and it is unlikely that all 
students – or even a majority of students – will participate. Are there ways that administrators 
can use the student directory to contact all enrolled students directly with GOTV appeals that 
may prove effective at moving students to the polls?  
 

Direct Mail. Direct mail is a staple of political campaigning at the local, state, and 
national levels. Local and state campaigns often spend the bulk of their budgets on direct mail. Is 
this spending warranted? Should colleges and universities, who have access to students’ campus 
and permanent addresses, invest resources in direct mail GOTV outreach to enrolled students? 

 
Generally speaking, direct mail is not cost-effective at increasing turnout. 89 As Green 

and Gerber explain, mobilizing voters is not merely a matter of reminding them about Election 
Day. Live reminder calls from commercial phone banks, email reminders, Facebook reminders, 
and reminders sent by direct mail all have weak (or negligible) effects.90 Adding a voter guide or 
telling people who they should vote for does not seem to enhance the effectiveness of direct 
mail.91 Pooling together 85 field experiments conducted between 1998 and 2014, Green and 
Gerber (2015) find that sending a piece of mail increases turnout by about ¾ of a percentage 
point. Based on an analysis of existing studies, they calculate that direct mail from advocacy 
groups has no detectable effect while direct mail from nonpartisan groups employing 
conventional messages produces one vote per 273 recipients.92  

 
The exception to this rule of limited effects is direct mail that includes a social pressure 

component, such as information about the voting history of the recipient and her neighbors (with 
or without threats to publish and share this history again following the upcoming election).93 A 
meta-analysis by Green and Gerber (2015) calculates the average effect of social pressure 
mailers to be 2.3 percentage points. Urging people, including nonvoters, to do their civic duty 
and notifying them that whether they vote is a matter of public record does increase the 
likelihood that they will turnout to vote. However, such tactics, while effective, carry the risk of 
generating negative backlash from recipients and the media.94 Given that colleges and 
universities are risk adverse and have ongoing relationships with students and alumni, they are 
unlikely to pursue the most effective (threat-based) social pressure messaging strategies. A 
promising means of avoiding this backlash is to thank the student for voting, which reminds the 
target that voter turnout is a public record but wraps the reminder in a positive frame expressing 
gratitude.95 Of course, even this approach has limited utility when mobilizing students who have 
never voted before. 
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Shaming college students based on their past voting behavior is also unlikely to be 

effective because many students are young and have not yet established a voting history. There is 
even some evidence that talking to young people about their low levels of turnout in past 
elections can further decrease, rather than motivate, future turnout. Lauren Deschamps Keane 
and David Nickerson sent mail to young Colorado Latinos with a low likelihood of turning out to 
vote in the 2008 presidential election. One treatment reported that 90% of young Latinos 
intended to vote in the election. A second treatment added that only 20% of young Latinos 
actually voted in 2006. A third treatment provided the additional fact that 40% of older Latinos 
voted in 2006. Compared to the control group, the treatment reporting low levels of prior youth 
turnout decreased participation in the 2008 election. While the mailings did not achieve their 
intended result – to encourage young Latinos to vote – the unintended consequence of the 
campaign provides evidence that appealing to descriptive social norms can affect mobilization, 
and that shaming young people for their past lack of participation may be an ineffective way to 
inspire them to turnout in the future.96 Taken as a whole, past research suggests that direct mail 
campaigns targeting enrolled students with GOTV messages are probably not a good use of 
university resources.  
 

Phone Calls. Campus directories also include student phone numbers. Phone banks are a 
popular GOTV option for local, state, and national candidates in the United States. Should 
universities seeking to boost student turnout rates employ people (perhaps even students) to host 
their own GOTV phone banks targeting enrolled students? 

 
Generally speaking, using direct methods of voter communication, including face-to-face 

communication and live telephone communication, increases turnout rates, while indirect 
methods such as electronic, mass media, and mailed communications (e.g. robocalls, mailers, 
email, television, or radio) have a weak effect or no effect at all in getting voters to the polls 
(Green & Gerber, 2015; Garcia Bedolla & Michelson, 2012). As mentioned previously, door-to-
door efforts are labor intensive and time consuming, so making phone calls is a potentially 
attractive alternative. Unfortunately, people are increasingly unwilling to answer calls from 
unknown callers making it difficult to do more than leave a voicemail message. However, this 
decreasing pick up rate tracks with lower open rates of emails and decreasing frequency of 
people answering doors, so low contact rates do not disqualify phones as a mobilization tactic. 

 
When callers do connect with prospective voters, the effectiveness of the contact is 

sensitive to call quality. Professional phone banks that pay relatively untrained people to follow a 
canned script are ineffective at moving people to the polls.97 In contrast, personal telephone calls 
are effective at boosting voter turnout when callers are well-trained, well-supervised, and use a 
conversational style.98 A pooled analysis of studies conducted between 2000 and 2014 estimates 
that volunteer phone banks produce an average of one voter per 35 contacts, while commercial 
live calls create one vote per 125 contacts. Meanwhile, robo calls produce an average of one 
voter per 960 calls, but the effect is not statistically different than zero.99 It should be noted that 
impersonal methods such as robocalls that include a social pressure component can effectively 
increase turnout100 but, as noted earlier, such social pressure messages can generate voter 
backlash.101  
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There are a few scripting tricks that can be employed to increase the effectiveness of 
phone calls as a mobilization tactic. Building on voters’ preexisting level of motivation to vote 
can boost the effectiveness of phone-based mobilization efforts. Melissa Michelson, Lisa Garcia 
Bedolla, and Margaret McConnell conducted a series of experiments where subjects were called 
and asked if they could be counted on to vote, a question the vast majority answered 
affirmatively. The researchers then randomly assigned these subjects to a control group that 
received no additional contact or to be called back and reminded of their commitment to vote 
shortly before the election. They found that subjects reminded of their commitment to vote via 
telephone were much more likely to vote, and the mobilization effect was as effective as door-to-
door contacts.102    

 
Helping students to create a voting plan may also boost the mobilization effects of GOTV 

phone calls.103 Asking simple questions about when the person plans to vote, how they will get 
there, and where they will be coming from is easy to do in a phone call. Another strategy would 
be to inform students about ballot privacy. Alan Gerber and co-authors conducted a field 
experiment where the Connecticut Secretary of State mailed letters discussing ballot secrecy to 
randomly selected voters. The authors found that first-time voters receiving the letters were 3 
percentage points more likely to vote than first-time voters in the control group.104  Given that a 
majority of college students have not had the opportunity to vote before attending college, 
walking college students through the voting process would probably also improve participation 
rates and could be implemented with phone calls. Given that colleges often have an abundance of 
volunteers (who are relatively cheap labor), phone campaigns with students calling their peers 
are worth consideration.  
 
 

New Approaches to Mobilization: Email, Social Media, & Text Messaging 
 
There are several important advantages to electronic/digital communication. Such 

outreach is cheap, communications can be shared with family and friends (providing additional 
free exposure), select groups of people can be targeted based on demographics and interests, and 
embedded links provide easy access to additional resources, information, or opportunities for 
action. In addition, the content and quality of the GOTV message delivered via text messages, 
email, or social networking sites are easier to control, guarding against departure from the script 
and other quality control problems. All of these factors make digital communications an 
attractive option for mobilizing voters.105 

 
Perhaps the easiest way a campus can encourage students to vote is by sending a mass 

email to all students. Campuses routinely send daily email digests to students to keep them 
informed about campus activities and email is the official mode of communication at most 
universities. We have already noted that email messages urging students to register to vote are 
generally ineffective at generating new registrations. It appears that most people who register 
after receiving an email invitation to do so would have registered even without the email prompt. 
Even linking students directly to an online registration system produced very modest results.106 
Is email more effective if used closer to Election Day to encourage people – including college 
students -- to vote?  
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Email. Email is generally ineffective in boosting turnout. Votes for Students (VFS), a 
nonpartisan organization created to encourage voter participation by college students, 
collaborated with colleges across the United States to find out whether or not email could be 
used to effectively boost student voter turnout. VFS programmers sent emails, monitored the rate 
at which emails were opened, and varied the percentage of students on each campus receiving 
the emails (to detect any “contagion effect” caused by people in the treatment group forwarding 
the emails to friends). The content and frequency of the email varied by campus, though all were 
contacting during the 2002 midterm election. Roughly 20 percent of the recipients appeared to 
open at least one of the VFS emails but nearly all the students would have been exposed to the 
subject lines. Similar to Bennion and Nickerson’s 2006 voter registration experiment cited 
earlier,107 matching student names and addresses to the voter rolls to see which students 
registered or voted revealed that receiving campus emails encouraging registration and turnout 
had no effect on students’ decision to vote.108 Studies testing the effectiveness of Youth Vote 
emails sent using an opt-in email list, and Working Assets emails sent to a list of people who 
specifically requested to be put on an email list to receive reminders to vote, produced similar 
null findings.109 

 
In sum, research suggests that email messages seldom increase voter turnout. In fact, an 

analysis of 13 field experiments in three different elections including 232,716 subjects found that 
email messages were ineffective in raising turnout rates.110 This is true even when the sender is 
credible and partisan loyalty is activated (e.g. Democrats receiving GOTV appeals from the 
Democratic National Committee).111 The only mass email program conducted by non-partisan 
organizations to demonstrate a positive effect on voter turnout are emails sent from county clerks 
to registered voters in the area.112 Unfortunately, experiments attempting to leverage the 
authority of college administrators have not demonstrated any ability to increase voter turnout.113  
Perhaps universities could coordinate with local election officials and invite the board of 
elections to email students encouraging turnout. However, in general it appears mass email will 
not appreciably increase voter turnout.114  

 
A more personalized email program shows promise for mobilization, however.  

Experiments testing friend-to-friend email campaigns have shown promise in increasing 
turnout.115 The experiment entails participants having their friends/contacts randomly assigned to 
one of three conditions: no email, mass email, or personalized email. Replicating this network-
based mobilization strategy would be very challenging in most contexts, but college campuses 
seem ideally situated to try them out. College students are digital natives and have densely 
overlapping social networks. A small group of volunteers could actually reach a large portion of 
a university and take advantage of any additional leverage from social networks.  
 

Social Media. Campuses have sought new ways to communicate with students out of a 
growing frustrating that students frequently ignore campus email accounts, believing that “e-mail 
is for old people.”116 Even students who spend hours each day online, both for work and play, 
seldom check their campus email accounts.117 For this reason some campuses have turned to 
social media platforms to reach out to student voters. What do we know about the effectiveness 
of such campaigns? 
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On the whole, research suggests that social media ads are ineffective, but peer-to-peer 
outreach shows promise. Impersonal messages delivered via a social media platform have proven 
ineffective at increasing voter turnout. A massive study of 61 million users during the 2010 
midterm election produced two important findings. First, social media information campaigns 
consisting of prominently displayed banner ads and “I voted” widgets are ineffective at 
promoting voter turnout. And, second, large-scale social media campaigns raise turnout only 
when users are also presented with news showing which of their friends have voted.118 The 
average effect of such customized social media mobilization is small, but statistically significant, 
with an estimated one vote produced for every 256 users.119 Although the effect is small, the 
potential remains large with 2.23 billion monthly active Facebook users worldwide.120 However, 
short of teaming up with Facebook, an experiment that requires changes to the Facebook 
platform is not something ordinary groups – including college campuses -- can replicate. Ads are 
no substitute for such personalized (friends-to-friend) messaging. A series of experiments 
conducted by Rock the Vote in 2012 and 2013 confirmed that Facebook ads – an approach 
available to any group willing to pay -- were ineffective at increasing voter turnout.121 Consistent 
with other research on effective GOTV techniques, it seems that personalized (and socially 
connected) GOTV appeals are more effective than less personalized approaches. 

 
 One way to increase the effects of social media outreach is to personalize the messaging 
through friend-to-friend communications. Professor Holly Teresi tested this approach by 
encouraging students to friend her on Facebook. She randomly divided the (roughly 600) 
students into a control group that received updates on nonpolitical topics and a treatment group 
that, in addition, received fourteen updates on topics related to the upcoming 2010 general 
election. Friend-to-friend communication about an upcoming election appears to increase 
turnout. Matching student Facebook profile information to the Georgia voter file revealed a 
substantively and statistically significant treatment effect despite the fact that only half of the 
students were located on the voter files. Teresi and Melissa Michelson report that exposure to 
GOTV Facebook messages boosted turnout in the treatment group by 8.22 percentage points 
(and by 10.6% for those under 30 years old). These effect sizes rival door-to-door canvassing 
and are much larger than usually found for indirect GOTV methods.122 In effect, Teresi produced 
one vote for every twelve friends who were encouraged to vote through a series of chatty posts in 
their news feeds. Katherine Haenshen (2016) found similar results by having participants in an 
experiment tag randomly selected friends in status updates about the importance of voting.123 
Replication is needed, but these studies suggest that professors may harness the power of social 
media in ways that promote political engagement, and that student leaders (or administrators) can 
train students to mobilize their friends using social media sites and applications. Keeping up with 
the changing social media habits of young people is a challenge, but personalized (friend-to-
friend) social media outreach may be a powerful way to increase registration rates among college 
students and other young voters.  
 

While universities themselves can post encouragements to register and vote on their 
official social media channels, the low usage of such sites at most campuses suggests that that 
students are unlikely to see such posts. This means that individual administrators, faculty, or staff 
will need to “friend” students to gain access to their personal newsfeeds. Alternatively, students 
can be trained and encouraged to reach out to their peers on social media. Given the reluctance of 
most faculty and administrators to “friend” students – and the concerns about overreach and 
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appropriateness that such requests might cause – it seems like working with student leaders in 
classes, clubs, and student organizations to promote peer-to-peer mobilization through their 
group sites and personal newsfeeds may prove to be the most realistic and effective option for 
harnessing the potential mobilizing effects of a social media platform. More research on effective 
uses of various social media platforms is needed as the average age of Facebook users rises.  

 
Smartphone Apps. In addition to documenting the positive effects of friend-to-friend 

Facebook mobilization, Melissa Michelson also found positive mobilization effects using the 
popular smartphone application WhatsApp. Mauricio Moura and Michelson tested the 
effectiveness of sending eligible voters short candidate videos using WhatsApp. The 
experiments, conducted during the 2014 elections in Brazil, found that delivering short videos 
via WhatsApp is a powerful method of increasing turnout among teen voters. Indeed, the 76.51 
percentage point boost in youth voter turnout in Rio and the 44.05 percentage point increase in 
Santa Catarina reflect an unusually powerful mobilization treatment. The authors highlight the 
conventional wisdom that personalized GOTV methods are effective, while impersonal methods 
are less effective, and note how this view is challenged by the Noticeable Reminder Theory 
which posits that it is not the personal nature of GOTV messaging methods that make these 
methods effective, but rather the fact that they are noticeable.124 

 
Moura and Michelson note that this theory is consistent with the disparate findings of 

email and Facebook experiments in which emails sent by personal friends or trusted sources and 
Facebook messages from friends generate relatively large increases in turnout, while email send 
from other sources and Facebook banner ads are ineffective at boosting turnout.125 The authors 
offer a third possibility, positing that unlike door-to-door canvassing, which will be interpreted 
as personal by all recipients, messages delivered by text message will be interpreted as personal 
by younger recipients and as impersonal by older recipients. They further hypothesize that text 
message reminders to vote will be more effective among younger recipients because they are 
more likely than older voter to have mobile internet.126 As colleges and universities seek to 
mobilize student voters, they will need to consider which technologies and applications students 
are using most and adapt their GOTV strategies to increase visibility and student attention. 
 

Text Messaging. Cell phone use, including texting, is pervasive among American youth. 
To what extent can this technology be harnessed to get out the vote? Research on this question is 
ongoing. Alisson Dale and Aaron Strauss conducted a nationwide field experiment with over 
8,000 voters during the 2006 election. They found that text message reminders produce a 
statistically significant 3.0 percentage point increase in the likelihood of voting, suggesting that 
that a noticeable reminder may be sufficient to drive some voters to the polls.127 The size of this 
effect is consistent with other experiments on texting. In their overview of experimental findings 
regarding the effectiveness of text messaging Green and Gerber (2015) report that mobilizing 
people by text raises turnout by approximately 2.6 percentage points.128  

 
Similar to Dale, Strauss, Moura, and Michelson, Gerber and Green wonder whether the 

effectiveness of early text messaging experiments might be attributed to the fact that they 
command voters’ attention. Additional studies in San Mateo during low-turnout elections in 
November 2009 and June 2010 found a small but statistically significant effect of text message 
reminders. Personalizing the messages by referring to the recipient by name did not enhance the 
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effect.129 A third study conducted by Rock the Vote during the final days of the 2012 presidential 
election included more than 180,000 people who had given Rock the Vote their mobile phone 
numbers when they registered to vote. A group texted the day before Election Day with the 
message “Tomorrow is election day! Get info. on where to go and what to bring here: URL” and 
a group that received the preceding message with additional instructions to “reply with your 
address to find your polling location & time” turned out at a rate 0.6 percentage points higher 
than the control group. Further Election Day messaging failed to boost turnout, and sending the 
Election Day message “Stop what you’re doing and GO VOTE NOW!” actually depressed 
turnout.130 On average, receiving any text message from Rock the Vote boosted participation by 
only 0.5 percentage points, suggesting that the novelty of the technology and the ability to attract 
voter attention through text messages may have decreased since 2006 when the technology was 
new. Although the effects may be smaller than in the past, text messaging is still an efficient way 
to reach young voters.  

 
Three recent experiments by Don Green, David Broockman, Joshua Kalla, and Alan Yan 

confirmed that texting works to increase voter turnout. The first experiment, conducted with non-
white voters, voters under 35, and unmarried women during the 2016 presidential election in 
Arizona, showed an increase of 0.55 percentage points. A conversational message (ending in 
“Do you plan to vote?”) resulted in 30% more replies but was no more effective at stimulating 
turnout.131 The second study, conducted with Illinois Democrats under 40 years old during the 
2016 general election produced an estimated 0.25 percentage point boost in turnout. The third 
study, conducted with Democratic-leaning voters under 40 during the 2017 Virginia 
gubernatorial primary, found that peer-to-peer texting increased turnout by 0.62 percentage 
points. While making the message more conversational had no effect on turnout, providing 
polling place information boosted turnout by 0.35 percentage points.132 In summary, texting 
increases turnout among young voters. While the effects are small, the technique is an efficient 
way to boost turnout. Given the pervasiveness of cell phone use on college campuses, and the 
average age of students on most campuses, GOTV texts would make a valuable supplement to 
more high impact campus mobilization practices. 
 
 
Beyond GOTV Tactics & Experiments: Creating a Campus Culture of Engagement 
 
 This paper has focused on the relative effectiveness of specific tactics – or modes of 
contact – for mobilizing voters to cast their ballots. Whether making the campus a polling place 
or creating a climate in which politics is discussed pervasively across campus all year long, there 
may be ways to boost turnout rates that have little to do with GOTV outreach to individual 
students on – or shortly before - Election Day. Next, we briefly consider some of these broader 
approaches, many of which can be tested empirically through future research.   
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Positioning Polling Places on College Campuses 
 
Lowering the costs of engaging in a behavior generally increases the probability of 

people engaging in that behavior. One of the costs associated with voting is traveling to the 
polling place. Studies predicting voter turnout based on voters’ distance from the polling place 
while controlling for confounding variables,133 matching immediate neighbors in different 
precincts,134 and examining exogenous shocks from precinct consolidation135 all show that 
greater distance from polling places are associated with lower voter turnout. That is, people who 
live closer to polling places vote at higher rates than people who look similar but have to travel 
further to vote. If this relationship is causal, then moving polling places onto campuses would 
increase voter turnout among students by making it easier to vote. Colleges and universities 
could petition local election officials to locate a polling place on their campus, which would be 
maximally convenient for their students. There are many jurisdictions that create special polling 
places for large retirement communities where residents would have difficulty traveling to the 
polling place, so creating polling places on campus would not be without precedent. Some 
colleges and universities already have been successful in the fight to secure on-campus polling 
places. 136 Other campuses could pursue a similar strategy. 
 
 

Fostering Political Learning and Engagement Year-Round  
 
While this paper focuses on specific techniques designed to boost student voting rates by 

registering and mobilizing students before Election Day, many colleges and universities are 
interested in pursuing a year-round approach to shaping campus culture in ways that promote 
civic learning and democratic engagement. Nancy Thomas and Margaret Brower introduced a 
Politics 365 model that argues for “attention to improving the campus environment as a means to 
increasing the pervasiveness and effectiveness of student development for civic engagement, 
political activism, and social action.”137 As the name of the model suggests, the model promotes 
civic learning year-round, rather than efforts that are episodic and tied narrowly to election-
season efforts to mobilize student voters. The Politics 365 model is based on a 2013-2014 case 
study of five colleges and universities with voter turnout rates between 5 and 20 percentage point 
higher than predicted (“positive outliers”) as well as two campuses with voting rates seven 
percentage points (or more) lower than predicted (“negative outliers”). The goal of the project 
was to identify common attributes that foster political learning and engagement.  

 
The researchers identified five attributes of positive outlier campuses: social cohesion, 

diversity as a realized practice, shared responsibility, support for political action, and pervasive 
political discussions. Positive outlier campuses are characterized by strong interpersonal 
relationships between faculty and students, an institutional concern for student well-being, peer-
to-peer support, and community support. They exhibit compositional diversity in the student 
population coupled with a strong commitment on the part of the institution to promote social 
mobility and equal opportunity. The campuses share power and responsibility with students, 
treating students as valued colleagues with real decision-making authority. Campus leaders show 
support for political action, both during and between elections. Moreover, the campuses are a 
place where students, faculty, and staff exchange a diversity of perspectives, especially around 
policy questions and political issues.138 
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In August 2018 the IDHE released a new report entitled “Election Imperatives: Ten 

Recommendations to Increase College Student Voting and Improve Political Learning and 
Engagement in Democracy” that provides ten recommendations for what campuses can do to 
foster a culture of political learning and engagement.139 The authors encourage campuses to: 
reflect on past elections and reimagine 2018, remove barriers to student voting, develop 
informed voters, establish a permanent and inclusive coalition to improve the climate for 
learning and participation, invest in the right kind of training, talk politics across campus, 
involve faculty across disciplines in elections, increase and improve classroom issue discussions 
across disciplines, support student activism and leadership, and empower students to create a 
buzz around the election. Advice and resources are provided to help campuses follow each of 
these recommendations.140 Ideally, best practices advice developed based on case studies of 
successful campuses will be used to form hypotheses for future field experiments designed to 
measure the effectiveness and generalizability of the findings regarding specific approaches to 
boosting political engagement, including voter turnout, among college students. 

 
The focus on fostering a campus “culture of engagement” that makes students think of 

themselves as voters and engaged citizens fits well with the common theme discovered through a 
review of the experimental GOTV literature. A key “takeaway” point from the experimental 
literature is that the decision to vote is strongly shaped by one’s social environment.141 Making 
voting more convenient, supplying voters with information, and reminding them about an 
upcoming election produces small effects compared to providing social inducements to vote by 
triggering a voter’s sense of civic duty or identity or a sense that their community expects them 
to vote.142 
 
 
Conclusion and Directions for Future Research 
 
 Most of the results from the well-established voter mobilization literature seem to carry 
over to the college campus setting. However, broad lessons need to be adapted to the specific 
circumstances of college campuses.143 The most salient differences between college campuses 
and the broader electorate are:  
 

1) The target population is much younger and has little history of voting. 
2) The target population is highly mobile and moves more frequently than other voters. 
3) The target population is enmeshed in dense social networks (e.g., other students and 

student organizations), interaction with bureaucracy on a regular basis (e.g., registering 
for classes and paying fees), and collectively interact several times a week in classes. 

4) Universities have a wide range of methods of contacting targets (e.g., email, phone, 
mailing address). 

5) The target population is very plugged into the Internet and often difficult to reach in 
person. 

 
While the relative inexperience with the act of voting and high degree of mobility make 
engaging college students challenging, the other features of college campuses open a wide range 
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of possibilities for voter mobilization. Below are tactics that we would like to see rigorously 
studied: 
 

a) Voter registration at matriculation and class enrollment. Prior experiments have shown 
that voter registration is a hurdle to participation. Interventions to increase voter 
registration are either time intensive (e.g., classroom presentations) or rely on possibly 
disinterested students to complete (e.g., emailing registration forms). Making voter 
registration part of the matriculation and class enrollment process would remove this 
hurdle during a period when students are already filling out forms. Voter registration at 
student orientations and move-in days present additional opportunities to capture student 
attention when they are already filling out paperwork. 
 

b) Campus-wide competitions. In general, contests cause people to put more effort into an 
activity than they would otherwise. The idea of hosting competitions across dormitories, 
classes, clubs, and other campus units is very sensible. Such competition can leverage 
social networks, capitalize on volunteer enthusiasm, and generate “buzz” to engage 
sections of the campus community who are otherwise unmoved by centralized coaxing 
vote. Even if we think such competitions are generally effective, how best to structure the 
competitions to increase voter turnout is unclear.144 Randomly assigning competition 
structures and incentives across a large number of campuses could help colleges 
understand how best to use competitions to spur electoral participation.  
 

c) Election rallies and events. Holding one exciting event that attracts a large number of 
students is probably cheaper than traditional modes of voter outreach where students need 
to be contacted individually. Such events also have the virtue of placing people attending 
for the spectacle in social proximity with people committed to voting. The crowd can 
then reinforce the social norm that voting is an important duty that college students 
should engage in. Providing funds for randomly selected universities to host election-
related educational events, parties, rallies, and candidate debates, would help answer this 
question.145 
   

d) Using student volunteer social networks to increase voter turnout. Campuses are full of 
civic-minded students who volunteer for activities. These individuals are obviously not 
the norm (otherwise this review would not be necessary), but they typically operate in 
social circles that include students less electorally engaged. By recruiting a large number 
of volunteers from different corners of campus social life (e.g., shoot for diversity of 
class year, major, ethnicity, gender, work schedule), it is likely that most of the campus 
population is two degrees of separation from these volunteers. These initial volunteers 
can recruit friends to upload their contacts (e.g., email, phone, Instagram, Snapchat, 
Facebook, twitter) and then to encourage randomly selected individuals to vote with 
direct personal messages. The program would require effort to recruit, train, and 
coordinate the initial volunteers,146 but the program is inherently scalable and can 
encompass the entire campus.  
 

e) Making electoral participation part of the campus identity. Campuses have distinct 
cultures and administrators can make choices to shape that culture through admissions, 
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rules, and programs. There is obviously a limit to how much administrators can shape 
campus culture, but there are concrete steps that administrators can take to make voter 
turnout an expectation. For instance, voter turnout could be part of the student code of 
conduct, discussed during matriculation events, and subject to frequent campus 
announcements around elections much like concerns about parking or under-age drinking 
are discussed. If administrators believe that the civic health of their campus is important, 
then they should emphasize the importance of voting at appropriate times.  
 

f) Integrate civic engagement into the curriculum. Classroom material is often siloed off 
from activities in the broader world. However, small changes could be made to parts of 
the curriculum to ensure that all students are exposed to the basics of the voting process.  
First year seminars could spend time walking students through the mechanics of voting. 
Classes could not only register students to vote, but could also partner with groups like 
the League of Women Voters to distribute non-partisan voter guides. The application of 
classroom work to our political environment could be actively encouraged rather than 
discouraged. The goal would not be to hijack courses or interfere with academic freedom 
in the classroom, but to foster an environment where civic participation is viewed as part 
of the college experience.147 
 

These engagement ideas could be studied within campuses by randomizing the application of the 
mobilization technique across individuals, dorms, or classrooms. They could also be studied 
across universities given a sufficiently large set of participating institutions.148 The key to 
understanding which of these tactics is effective, and for what types of students, is to secure 
institutional buy in. The data and analysis required is not onerous. Given the vast quantity of 
research that occurs on college campuses and the concern universities show about the holistic 
well-being of their students, it is surprising that more research has not been done on how best to 
engage students in the electoral process. Our hope is that this dynamic changes in the coming 
years and universities are viewed as viable laboratories of democracy.  
 
 
 
  
  



 
 

Appendix A: Sample of Students Learn Students Vote Coalition Partners        
 
Over 300 groups belong to the Coalition, these were listed on the website as of August 2018.     
 

1. American Association of College 
and Universities (AAC&U)  

2. AASCU’s American Democracy 
Project  

3. Association of big Ten Students 
4. Association of Young Americans,  
5. Alliance for Youth Organizing 

(AYO) 
6. ALL IN Campus Democracy 

Challenge  
7. The Andrew Goodman Foundation 
8. the Annette Strauss Institution for 

Civic Life 
9. Asian and Pacific Islander American 

Vote (APIAVote) 
10. APIAVote-Michigan 
11. Ballot Ready 
12.  #Baltimore Votes 
13. Black University  
14. Black Youth Vote!  
15. Brennan Center for Justice  
16. CALPIRG Education Fund 
17. Campus Election Engagement 

Project (CEEP)  
18. Campus Vote Project 
19. Center for American Politics a& 

Citizenship (CAPC)  
20. The Center for Civic Justice at Stony 

Brook University  
21. CIRCLE  
22. Civic Nation 
23. CivicTN  
24. Common Cause Illinois  
25. Common Cause North Carolina 
26. ConPIRG 
27. CoPIRG  
28. CUSP  
29. The Democracy Commitment (TDC) 
30. Democracy Matters 
31.  Democracy Works 
32. Election Protection coalition 
33. Engage Miami  

34. Equality Pennsylvania  
35. Fair Elections Legal Network 

(FELN) 
36. Feminist Majority Foundation  
37. Forward Montana Foundation  
38. Foundation for California 

Community Colleges  
39. Generation Progress 
40. Georgia Shift  
41. GU Votes 
42. icitizen  
43. ideas42 
44. Inspire  
45. U.S., Lawyers’ Committee for Civil 

Rights Under Law  
46. LeadMN 
47. MASSPIRG 
48. Mi Familia Vota 
49. Mile 22 Associates  
50. MontPIRG 
51.  motivate  
52. MPIRG  
53. NAPSA Lead Initiative,  
54. National Association For Equal 

Opportunity in Higher Education 
(NAFEO)  

55. National Civic Leadership Council 
(NCLC) 

56. NCPIRG Education Fund  
57. The Nebraska Civic Engagement 

Table  
58. New Era Colorado 
59. The New York State Civic 

Engagement Table (NYCET)  
60. NJPIRG 
61. NUvotes  
62. OpenMind,  
63. Oregon Student Association 
64. People’s Action 
65. Piedmont Virginia Community 

College (PVCC) 



 
 

66. Planned Parenthood Generation 
Action Network 

67. Project Pericles  
68. Rock the Vote  
69. Roosevelt Institute 
70. Santa Fe College 
71. Scholars Strategy Network 
72.  Southern Conference Votes 
73. State Voices  
74. New Voters Project 
75. Secular Student Alliance 
76. Text, Talk, Vote 
77. United States Student Association 
78. U.S. PIRG Education Fund  

79. Virginia21 
80. The Virginia Civic Engagement 

Table 
81. VoteRiders 
82. Vote16USE 
83. Voto Latino  
84. Walk 2 Vote 
85. The Washington Bus 
86. he Washington Student Association  
87. Western Native Voice  
88. Youth Engagement Fund  
89. Young Invincibles  
90. Young People For (YP4) 
91. CollegeQorps.  

  



 
 

Appendix B: Civic Education and College Student Political Engagement 
 
 

Although institutions of higher education are becoming increasingly outspoken about 
their desire to mobilize student voters, their primary mission is broader than getting out the vote. 
Colleges and universities seek to educate students in ways that prepare them to become lifelong 
learners who make productive contributions in the workplace and in their communities. 
Increasingly, campuses are being called upon to be more intentional in their efforts to promote 
civic learning across all disciplines.149  

 
To what extent does civic education boost voter turnout? Some research has suggested 

that mandatory civics classes do not boost political engagement,150 while other studies suggest 
that for courses to boost participation, teachers must move beyond teaching to a test to engage 
students in meaningful political discussions regarding real world problems.151 While education 
level is correlated with voter turnout, it can be difficult to determine the mechanisms connecting 
education and civic engagement.152 David Campbell’s analysis of civic education data collected 
in 1999 finds that an open classroom climate has a positive impact on adolescents’ civic 
knowledge and appreciation of political conflict, even when controlling for numerous individual, 
classroom, school, and district characteristics. Furthermore, an open classroom environment 
increases young people’s stated intention to be an informed voter.153 Campbell’s findings are 
consistent with the findings of scholars across the U.S. and Europe including the findings of 
Diana Owen whose research on junior and senior high civic learning experiences suggests that 
high quality civic education, including an open classroom environment and active learning 
opportunities, promote long-term civic and political engagement.154 Scholars have developed 
books, book chapters, and teacher guides for improving the quality of classroom deliberation.155 
Others have documented the (K-12) campus climate required to facilitate civic learning and 
engagement.156 

 
Research by Elizabeth Beaumont and her colleagues with the Carnegie Foundation’s 

Political Engagement Project (PEP) provides empirical evidence that well-designed, well-taught 
college courses can develop the knowledge, skills, and motivations required for civic action. 
Beaumont concludes that such education promotes informed and active political involvement 
without changing students’ ideological views and notes that taking such courses can close the 
“democratic achievement gap” between students who entered the classroom with different levels 
of political interest and engagement.157 Nancy Thomas and Margaret Brower (2017) suggest that 
best practices include integrating political learning into the classroom through discussions on 
controversial social and political issues among students with diverse social identities, ideological 
perspectives, and lived experiences.158 While each of these studies is valuable in furthering our 
understanding of the link between civic education and political engagement, a review of this 
literature reveals that most findings are based on qualitative case studies, self-selection, or 
students’ self-reported survey data regarding their current and future political behavior.159 Two 
exceptions that utilize random assignment include a study of high school students enrolled in the 
Democracy Prep charter schools160 and a study of college students enrolled in introductory U.S. 
politics courses.161 Additional research is needed to test the effectiveness of specific pedagogical 
interventions both inside and outside of the classroom. Specific interventions can be designed to 
promote civic knowledge, skills, and identity in classrooms and student organizations. Various 



 
 

approaches to civic learning to boost student electoral engagement can be developed, 
randomized, and assessed through consortiums of researchers who share a normative and 
empirical interest in student mobilization.162  
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