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Voter turnout

09.09.2013 - Moscow, Mayor election, 32.07%
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Voter turnout

09.09.2013 - Moscow, Mayor election, 32.07%

08.09.2013 - Ekaterinburg, Mayor election, 33.57%
16.10.2005 - Nizhny Novgorod, Mayor election, 36.26%
16.10.2005 - Nizhny Novgorod, Gor.Duma election, 35.65%
02.09.2013 - Dzerzhinsk, Additional Gor.Duma election, 33.06%

Being a complex mixture of various factors, high voter turnout is vital for
any democracy. So far, it’s frankly lacking...
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09.09.2013 - Moscow, Mayor election, 32.07%

08.09.2013 - Ekaterinburg, Mayor election, 33.57%
16.10.2005 - Nizhny Novgorod, Mayor election, 36.26%
16.10.2005 - Nizhny Novgorod, Gor.Duma election, 35.65%
02.09.2013 - Dzerzhinsk, Additional Gor.Duma election, 33.06%

Being a complex mixture of various factors, high voter turnout is vital for
any democracy. So far, it’s frankly lacking...

A lot of effort (and money!) is directed towards increasing the
participation rate.

As economists, we carefully study behaviour of people and rational behind
their choice to develop policy implications.
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Q: How can we increase the voter turnout?

Post ads in newspapers?

Make Oksana Fyodorova explain its importance during ”Spokoinoi
nochi, malyshi?” (so that kids will nudge you to do it)

Make it mandatory?

Allow to vote over the internet?

Bribe with free cookies, drinks and concerts?

...
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Q: How can we increase the voter turnout?

Post ads in newspapers?

Make Oksana Fyodorova explain its importance during ”Spokoinoi
nochi, malyshi?” (so that kids will nudge you to do it)

Make it mandatory?

Allow to vote over the internet?

Bribe with free cookies, drinks and concerts?

...

Most importantly, we need to check whether the incentive will work and
how its effect compares with the costs. This raises many questions.

What kind of data do we need?

What kind of people should we focus on?

What other factors could affect the observed outcome?

What statistical methods can we rely on?

How far can we interpret our findings?
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A randomized experiment

1998 US Congressional and 2000 Presidential elections saw a
substantially lower voter turnout than before
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Vote 2000 tried to call 60000 people to encorage their participation in
the elections
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A randomized experiment

1998 US Congressional and 2000 Presidential elections saw a
substantially lower voter turnout than before

Vote 2000 tried to call 60000 people to encorage their participation in
the elections

They reached only 25000.

The Vote 2002 campaign

”Hello, may I speak with Joe Iowa please? Hi. This is Marc Shotland

calling from Vote 2002, a non-partisan effort working to encourage citizens

to vote. We just wanted to remind you that elections are being held this

Tuesday. The success of our democracy depends on whether we exercise

our right to vote or not, so we hope you’ll come out and vote this Tuesday.

Can I count on you to vote next Tuesday?”
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Voter turnout in the following elections

Q: How would you interpret these results?
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Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006)

Treatment and control groups

Reached Not reached Difference

HH Size 1.56 1.50 0.06
Age 55.8 51.0 4.8

% Female 56.2% 53.8% 2.4%∗

% Newly registered 7.3% 9.6% -2.3%∗

% Competitive 50.3% 49.8% 0.5%
% Iowa 54.7% 46.7% 8.0%∗

Sample size 25,043 34,929

How can we take these factors into account?
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Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006)

Treatment and control groups

Reached Not reached Difference

HH Size 1.56 1.50 0.06
Age 55.8 51.0 4.8

% Female 56.2% 53.8% 2.4%∗

% Newly registered 7.3% 9.6% -2.3%∗

% Competitive 50.3% 49.8% 0.5%
% Iowa 54.7% 46.7% 8.0%∗

Sample size 25,043 34,929

How can we take these factors into account?

Run a regression of the turnout on all these variables and a dummy
for the call being received

Estimated impact: +6.4%
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Dynamic effects

Does your voting history matter?

Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006) also had the data on
participation in the past 2 elections
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Dynamic effects

Does your voting history matter?

Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006) also had the data on
participation in the past 2 elections

Prior turnout Reached Not reached Difference

2000 71.7% 63.3% 8.3%
1998 46.6% 37.6 % 9.0%

Individual specific + dynamic effects
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Does your voting history matter?

Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006) also had the data on
participation in the past 2 elections

Prior turnout Reached Not reached Difference

2000 71.7% 63.3% 8.3%
1998 46.6% 37.6 % 9.0%

Individual specific + dynamic effects

Dynamic panel data (your favourite Arellano-Bond, etc)

Estimated impact of the call: +4.5%
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Dynamic effects

Does your voting history matter?

Arceneaux, Gerber and Green (2006) also had the data on
participation in the past 2 elections

Prior turnout Reached Not reached Difference

2000 71.7% 63.3% 8.3%
1998 46.6% 37.6 % 9.0%

Individual specific + dynamic effects

Dynamic panel data (your favourite Arellano-Bond, etc)

Estimated impact of the call: +4.5%

What else could influence the results?
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When in doubt, match them out!

Morgan and Harding (2006) Matching estimators of causal effects:
estimate the impact conditional on the same values of covariates

Focus on people with a very similar set of characteristics (that is, except
for whether they answered the call or not)
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Still significant!

Reached Matched, but not reached Difference

4 covariates 64.5% 60.8% 3.7%∗

6 covariates 64.5% 61.5% 3.0%∗

All covariates 65.9% 63.2% 2.8%∗

Is this finally it, our causal effect on the voters turnover?
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Where is the true randomness?

Even controlling for various covariates cannot eliminate all the inherent

difference between these treatment and control groups. Why? Because
that is not the real experiment going on here.
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Where is the true randomness?

Even controlling for various covariates cannot eliminate all the inherent

difference between these treatment and control groups. Why? Because
that is not the real experiment going on here.

60 000 people were randomly chosen from the overall population of 2 mln
voters in Iowa.
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Where is the true randomness?

Even controlling for various covariates cannot eliminate all the inherent

difference between these treatment and control groups. Why? Because
that is not the real experiment going on here.

60 000 people were randomly chosen from the overall population of 2 mln
voters in Iowa.

We want to assess the effect of the programme as a whole. The real
treatment group are all those called by Vote 2002 (whether they
answered or not), the control is the rest of the population. This is the
nature of the random experiment: making sure the treatment assignment
is totally exogenous to all the other characteristics, observed or not.
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True treatment and control groups

Now both groups are very similar in all the dimensions

Treatment Control Difference

Voted in 1998 22.7% 23.1% -0.5%
Voted in 2000 56.7% 56.4% 0.4%

HH Size 1.50 1.50 0.0
Age 52.0 52.2 -0.2

% Female 54.6% 55.2% -0.6%∗

% Newly registered 11.6% 11.7% 0.0%∗

Sample size 14,972 1,153,072
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Casual and causal analysis

All the causal effect of the programme disappears

Randomized Treatment Control Difference

Simple Difference 58.2% 58.0% 0.2%
Multiple regression 0.2%

IV regression 0.4%
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Recap

Randomized experiment is the only to get around the selection bias,
however, in this particular example, it implies that the treatment effect is
negligeable.
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Back to the square one?

So, what makes it so difficult to analyse and explain the factors driving
voters turnout?
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To begin with, voting in itself is a bit of a paradox. If going to vote is
costly, and 1 vote has zero impact on the election outcome, why bother?
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Back to the square one?

So, what makes it so difficult to analyse and explain the factors driving
voters turnout?

To begin with, voting in itself is a bit of a paradox. If going to vote is
costly, and 1 vote has zero impact on the election outcome, why bother?

Majority
support oppose

vote 2-ǫ −ǫ

You
don’t vote 2 0
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Back to the square one?

So, what makes it so difficult to analyse and explain the factors driving
voters turnout?

To begin with, voting in itself is a bit of a paradox. If going to vote is
costly, and 1 vote has zero impact on the election outcome, why bother?

Majority
support oppose

vote 2-ǫ −ǫ

You
don’t vote 2 0

Not going to vote is a dominat strategy for every ǫ > 0.
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Some explanations

Feddersen (2004): Rational Choice Theory and the Paradox of Not Voting

Dynamic, strategic interaction

Pivotal voting

Asymmetric information

Cooperation based on signals (pre-election polls, betting agencies
data)

Ethic voters, etc
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Some explanations

Feddersen (2004): Rational Choice Theory and the Paradox of Not Voting

Dynamic, strategic interaction

Pivotal voting

Asymmetric information

Cooperation based on signals (pre-election polls, betting agencies
data)

Ethic voters, etc

Well, it’s all nice, but is there anything simple we could do empirically to
boost voters turnout?
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Gerber, Green, Larimer(2008): Social pressure and voters
turnout

A large-scale experiment, randomly involving 180,000 Michigan voters.

Treatment 1 : a postcard, reminding that voting is a civic duty, so
they should come for the elections
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that a group of scientists is going to monitor the elections to analyse
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Gerber, Green, Larimer(2008): Social pressure and voters
turnout

A large-scale experiment, randomly involving 180,000 Michigan voters.

Treatment 1 : a postcard, reminding that voting is a civic duty, so
they should come for the elections

Treatment 2 : a postcard, reminding that voting is a civic duty, and
that a group of scientists is going to monitor the elections to analyse
the turnout

Treatment 3 : a letter not specifying the research goal, but stating
”that who votes is a public information”, sending old history data and
promising to send an updated chart, indicatign whether the person
has voted or not.
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Gerber, Green, Larimer(2008): Social pressure and voters
turnout

A large-scale experiment, randomly involving 180,000 Michigan voters.

Treatment 1 : a postcard, reminding that voting is a civic duty, so
they should come for the elections

Treatment 2 : a postcard, reminding that voting is a civic duty, and
that a group of scientists is going to monitor the elections to analyse
the turnout

Treatment 3 : a letter not specifying the research goal, but stating
”that who votes is a public information”, sending old history data and
promising to send an updated chart, indicatign whether the person
has voted or not.

Treatment 4 : ”What if your neighbors knew whether you voted?”,
enclosing past history for the people in the neighborhood and a
promise to send them all an updated version.
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Programme impact

Controlling for all the other things, the effect on the voter turnout was

Treatment 1: +1.8%
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Programme impact

Controlling for all the other things, the effect on the voter turnout was

Treatment 1: +1.8%

Treatment 2: +2.5%

Treatment 3: +4.9%

Treatment 4: +8.1%

What does that imply about people incentives?

Internal vs external civic duty
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Treatment 1: +1.8%

Treatment 2: +2.5%

Treatment 3: +4.9%

Treatment 4: +8.1%

What does that imply about people incentives?

Internal vs external civic duty

A similar impact was achieved in other studies only when they sent
people door-to-door to nudge people to come and vote
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Programme impact

Controlling for all the other things, the effect on the voter turnout was

Treatment 1: +1.8%

Treatment 2: +2.5%

Treatment 3: +4.9%

Treatment 4: +8.1%

What does that imply about people incentives?

Internal vs external civic duty

A similar impact was achieved in other studies only when they sent
people door-to-door to nudge people to come and vote

This is a much cheaper alternative (roughly $ 1.93 per vote vs $20)!

(though many called the contact number on the letter to complain
about such hideous activities)
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Nickerson (2008): Is voting contagious?

Husbands and wives tend to behave very similar in various contexts
(including voting).

Is it because we are looking for similar partners (in a political sense as
well), or maybe there are peer effects?
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Is it because we are looking for similar partners (in a political sense as
well), or maybe there are peer effects?

Congressional primaries in Denver and Minneapolis, 10.09.2002.
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Husbands and wives tend to behave very similar in various contexts
(including voting).

Is it because we are looking for similar partners (in a political sense as
well), or maybe there are peer effects?

Congressional primaries in Denver and Minneapolis, 10.09.2002.

Randomly selected households with 2 registered voters.
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(including voting).

Is it because we are looking for similar partners (in a political sense as
well), or maybe there are peer effects?

Congressional primaries in Denver and Minneapolis, 10.09.2002.

Randomly selected households with 2 registered voters.

Send canvassers door to door, to give either a ”get out and vote”
message, or a placebo (recycling).
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message, or a placebo (recycling).
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Nickerson (2008): Is voting contagious?

Husbands and wives tend to behave very similar in various contexts
(including voting).

Is it because we are looking for similar partners (in a political sense as
well), or maybe there are peer effects?

Congressional primaries in Denver and Minneapolis, 10.09.2002.

Randomly selected households with 2 registered voters.

Send canvassers door to door, to give either a ”get out and vote”
message, or a placebo (recycling).

Study the turnout pattern later

GOTV group had a 9.8% higher turnout, and those who did not answer
the door - higher by 6.0% compared to a placebo group.

Svetlana Bryzgalova (LSE) Treatment effects September 17, 2013 19 / 20



The bottomline

There are many reasons for people to vote or not

Some of them are more robust features of our behaviour, and can be
successfully identified using proper statistical tools

Social pressure of voting (groupmates, family, colleagues) is
notoriously hard to analyse, and many things still wait to be neatly
done

(Shame and pride could also tend to have very different effects)
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The bottomline

There are many reasons for people to vote or not

Some of them are more robust features of our behaviour, and can be
successfully identified using proper statistical tools

Social pressure of voting (groupmates, family, colleagues) is
notoriously hard to analyse, and many things still wait to be neatly
done

(Shame and pride could also tend to have very different effects)

Whatever the circumstances, please, remember, that voting is your
civic duty. And just in case, remind your friends and neighbours as

well
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Some of them are more robust features of our behaviour, and can be
successfully identified using proper statistical tools

Social pressure of voting (groupmates, family, colleagues) is
notoriously hard to analyse, and many things still wait to be neatly
done

(Shame and pride could also tend to have very different effects)

Whatever the circumstances, please, remember, that voting is your
civic duty. And just in case, remind your friends and neighbours as

well .
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