Get Out The Vote 
Research in Online Methodologies:
Email, Robo-Calls, and Texting

Email

Nickerson 2006d - Thirteen Email Experiments Across Eight States

Mass email GOTV messages in thirteen experiments exhibit negative effects on registration and turnout that are both substantively and statistically insignificant. 
Nickerson, David W. 2006. "Demobilized by e-Mobilization: Evidence from Thirteen Field Experiments." Unpublished Manuscript. Department of Political Science, University of Notre Dame.
David Nickerson presents the results of thirteen experiments testing the extent to which e-mail messages can be effective in increasing voter registration or mobilizing turnout. Three non-partisan organizations randomly divided their target audience into a treatment group, which received a series of emails encouraging registration and turnout, and a control group that received no attention from the organization. Given that the thirteen combined experiments involved 232,716 subjects, any differences in registration and turnout between the treatment and control groups would have been directly attributable to receipt of the emails. However, no mobilization from email was detected with regards to either registration or turnout. Therefore, the conclusion is drawn that e-mail is not currently a const-effective means of boosting rates of registration or increasing voter turnout. 

Votes for Students 2002, Five Universities:
Electoral Context: The five Votes for Students experiments were carried out in anticipation of the 2002 Congressional elections

Subject Population: Subjects were drawn from lists of student names and e-mail addresses that were purchased from or donated by five universities (California Polytechnic Institute, Eastern Michigan University, University of Minnesota Twin Cities, University of California at Irvine and University of Georgia Atlanta) during the 2002 Congressional election. While all students on the list were assigned to either treatment or control groups, only students living in specified regions were included in the analysis.

Randomization Procedure: Students with valid e-mail addresses were randomly assigned to control and treatment groups. 

Treatment: The treatment groups received a battery of email messages encouraging voter registration and voter turnout, while students in the control group received no communication from Votes for Students prior to Election Day. Because the email addresses were provided by the school administration, only a handful of addresses were found to be undeliverable. Similarly, very few students made use of the "opt out" link in the Votes for Students email messages. The average open rate across the five schools in the experiment was 20% with a high of 26% at the California Polytechnic Institute and a low of 11% at the University of Georgia in Atlanta. Subjects deleting emails prior to reading the messages may still have been "treated" to some extent by virtue of the blandishment to vote included in the subject line.

Youth Vote 2003, Houston
Electoral Context: . The Youth Vote Houston experiment was conducted during the November 2003 election in Texas. 

Subject Population: The target sample consisted of roughly 145,000 registered voters under the age of 26 in Houston. The list of registered voters was given to a political consulting/lobbying firm specializing in Internet outreach, who matched registered voters against the subscriber list of large Internet Service Providers in the area. The email addresses were only for individuals who at some point indicated that they were willing to receive messages from third parties. The 13,185 (a yield of roughly 9%) subjects with a matching email addresses were then emailed an invitation to participate. The 12,772 individuals who did not opt out over the next few days (a yield of 98%) were then randomly placed into treatment and control groups.

Randomization Procedure: Individuals from the target sample were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups. 

Treatment: The treatment group in each city was sent a series of 3 emails leading up the election. Emails typically began with a short quiz and an invitation to explore the Youth Vote website. The conclusion of the email included a brief blandishment to vote. Because the Youth Vote Coalition is a non-partisan organization that seeks to engage young people in politics, the content of the email did not endorse a candidate, party, or side in a referendum. Open rates were not available for the campaign although click-through rates to the Youth Vote website were measured between 5-8% for each email.

Working Assets 2004, Seven States 
Electoral Context: The seven Working Assets experiments were conducted prior to the 2004 national election.

Subject Population: Subjects were drawn from Working Assets lists of voters living in California, Colorado, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, North Carolina and Clark County, Nevada.

Randomization Procedure: Individuals were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups.

Treatment: Treatment group subjects were sent a series of email blandishments to vote prior to the election. Control group members were sent no emails. 

Findings: Pooled results from the twelve Votes for Students and Working Assets suggest a slightly negative and statistically insignificant effect of email on voter registration: - 0.3 percentage points with a standard error of 0.2 percentage points. Pooled results from all thirteen experiments (including Youth Vote Houston) suggest a slightly negative and statically insignificant effect of email on voter turnout among registered voters: -0.2 percentage points with a standard error of 0.3 percentage points. 

Stollwerk 2006 - Partisan Mass Email Campaign

Partisan mass GOTV email messages sent by the Democratic National Committee are not found to be effective in mobilizing turnout among registered Democrats. 
Stollwerk, Alissa F. 2006. "Does E-mail Affect Voter Turnout? An Experimental Study of the New York City 2005 Election." Unpublished Manuscript. Institution for Social and Policy Studies, Yale University.
Alissa Stollwerk reports the findings of a randomized field experiment examining the effect of partisan get-out-the-vote, or GOTV, e-mails on voter turnout. The experiment was conducted in New York City in conjunction with the Democratic National Committee during the 2005 municipal elections. Stollwerk finds that partisan e-mail targeted at party activists does not have a positive effect on voter turnout; on the contrary, there is a slight negative, but statistically insignificant, finding that is consistent with previous experiments testing e-mail and other impersonal forms of voter turnout communication. 

Electoral Context: In November 2005, New York City held municipal elections for mayor, public advocate, and city councilmen, among other races. While most of these races were contested, very few of them were actually competitive. In the race for mayor, the highest office up for election, Republican incumbent Michael Bloomberg was expected to defeat easily Democratic challenger and former Bronx Borough President Fernando Ferrer. Without a more competitive race at the top of the ticket, the New York City races were considered rather low salience and turnout reached a low 34%.

Subject Population: The Democratic National Committee targeted 52,413 e-mail addresses for which there was a corresponding zip code in its database and that matched NYC voter files. 

Randomization Procedure: Approximately 20 percent of the e-mail addresses were randomly assigned to a control group that would receive no e-mails. The remaining 80 percent were assigned to a single treatment group that would receive three e-mails encouraging them to vote. The sample was divided into treatment and control groups through a stratified randomization process that used zip code information as a proxy to control for a number of demographic factors associated with home location, including race and economic status. Stollwerk first assigned each subject a random number; sorted the data file of subjects first by zip code, and then by random number within each zip code and assigned every fifth address to the control group. The remaining 79.9% were assigned to the treatment group.

Treatment: In the thirty-six hours leading up to the election, three e-mails were sent to the treatment group encouraging them to vote. The control group received no e-mails during this period from the DNC. The e-mails were sent from the DNC server in the standard design DNC e-mail and signed by Tom McMahon, the Executive Director of the DNC, who often sends e-mails to the membership list. The e-mails were structured around a partisan appeal that urged Democrats to vote for Democrats on Election Day. The messages repeatedly asked the subjects in the treatment group to vote and provided a link for them to look up their polling place location in the second and third GOTV e-mails. 
Findings: Stollwerk's analysis compares the extent to which partisan GOTV e-mails increased turnout among Democratic partisans by comparing the percentage of people in the control group who voted to the percentage of people in the treatment group who voted. A basic cross-tabulation finds that the e-mails did not have a positive effect on turnout. The treatment group voted at a rate one percentage point lower than the rate of the control group. However, the difference is not statistically significant. OLS regression including controls for demographic information, Democratic Party registration and past turnout estimates a 0.4 percentage point decrease in the likelihood of voting although the results are not statistically significant. Two stage least squares regression including the same covariates as the OLS regression, incorporating the contact rate measured by the open rate of HTML formatted e-mails, estimates a treatment-on-treated treatment effect is -3.4 percentage points with a standard error of 3.5 percentage points.

Robo-Calls

Green and Karlan 2006 - Robo-Calls and Voter Mobilization

Robo calls with GOTV messages have a small, positive effect on turnout; election protection script robo calls are not effective in mobilizing voters. 
Green, Donald and Dean Karlan. 2006. "Effects of Robotic Calls on Voter Mobilization." Unpublished Manuscript. Institution for Social and Policy Studies, Yale University.
Donald Green and Dean Karlan report the results of an experiment conducted in 2004 to gauge the effects of robotic phone calls designed to encourage voter participation. Two scripts, each read by Vanessa Williams, were used as treatments. The scripts were adapted from radio recordings that were used as public service announcements. One script conveyed an election protection message; the other, a message stressing voting as a civic duty. These messages were conveyed to registered voters (with known phone numbers) in North Carolina and Missouri during the day prior to Election Day in November 2004. These voters were randomly sampled from voter lists. The authors assess the effects of the treatments by comparing voting rates of those assigned to receive each message to the control group, which received no treatment. The authors find no evidence that the Election Protection script increases turnout

Electoral Context: This experiment was conducted in the context of the 2004 presidential election in North Carolina and Missouri.

Subject Population: Green and Karlan created three sample frames for the target population of the experiment using nine-digit zip codes in which there were at least five registered voters. The first consisted of areas with high densities of registered voters (at least three) half of which or more are African American. The second stratum consisted of areas of low registered voter density where there were at least 1 or 2 registered individuals in the nine-digit zip code, and at least one was African American. The third sample stratum consisted of areas of high densities of registered voters, fewer than 5% of which are African Americans. Race information is included in North Carolina registration records; race in Missouri was imputed from Census data. 

Randomization procedure: Individual voters within each stratum were randomly assigned to treatment and control groups. The treatment group of the first stratum consisted of 181,793 voters and the control group included 221,996 voters. The treatment group of the second stratum consisted of 104,798 voters and the control group included 107,606 voters. The treatment group of the third stratum consisted of 45,655 voters and the control group included 2,348,797voters. 

Treatment: Those individuals assigned to the treatment groups heard one of two scripts, prerecorded messages of which were read by Vanessa Williams in robotic calls. The first script, the "Know Your Rights" script was an election protection message encouraging African American voters to know their voting rights and be aware of illegal tactics that had denied African Americans access to voting in recent elections. The second, "GOTV script" cited issues of fair wages, health care and education and encouraged voters to make their voices heard through the practice of voting. The calls were delivered on the Monday prior to Election Day.

Findings: Turnout was measured using voter records. In the first stratum, Green and Karlan find a 64.3% voting rate in the control group. The voting rate is almost identical in the Election Protection group and 0.2 percentage points higher in the GOTV group. In the second stratum, the results are similar. Again, turnout was slightly (and insignificantly) lower in the Election Protection group and slightly (and insignificantly) higher in the GOTV group. In the third stratum, which is largely comprised of whites, the results are similar: turnout was slightly (and insignificantly) lower in the Election Protection group and slightly (and insignificantly) higher in the GOTV group. Green and Karlan find no evidence that the Election Protection script increases turnout. The GOTV script appears to have a very small positive effect, but the results for the GOTV script are not statistically significant at the .05 level. 

Ramirez 2005 - Multi-method Mobilization Among Latino Voters

Of three mobilization methods: robo calls, direct mail and phone calls, only live phone calls produce statistically significant mobilization effects among Latino voters. 
Ramirez, Ricardo. 2005. "Giving Voice to Latino Voters: A Field Experiment on the Effectiveness of a National Nonpartisan Mobilization Effort." The Science of Voter Mobilization. Special Editors Donald P. Green and Alan S. Gerber. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. vol. 601: 66-84.
Ricardo Ramirez presents findings of a randomized field experiment of 465,134 registered Latino voters. The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Official's(NALEO's)Voces del Pueblo voter mobilization effort in 2002 explored three alternative modes of communicating with voters: direct mail, robotic phone calls, and live phone calls from volunteers. Of the three, only live phone calls produced a statistically significant increase in voter turnout. The ineffectiveness of direct mail and robotic calls is consistent with results from other experimental campaigns. What remains unclear is the extent to which direct mail and robotic calls targeting low-propensity Latino voters would be more effective in presidential elections. For the present, it appears that, of the methods examined in this study, the most effective way to mobilize low-propensity Latino voters is through phone banks staffed by volunteers.

Electoral Context: This experiment was conducted during the November 2002 national election. 

Subject Population: The 2002 Voces del Pueblo campaign sought to increase turnout among low propensity Latino voters. The voters targeted reside in precincts where Latinos make up at least 70 percent of the voters and where turnout in the 2000 presidential election was less than 50 percent. The registered voters targeted in this campaign had a voter turnout rate of 38 percent in the 2000 election, which was approximately half the voter turnout rate among registered voters nationwide. The GOTV effort was conducted in six sites: Los Angeles County, Orange County (California), Harris County (Texas), Denver Metropolitan Area (Colorado), New York City, and the state of New Mexico. The sites were chosen based on three criteria: infrastructure, resources, and Latino population.

Randomization Procedure: The initial database that was purchased from commercial vendors consisted of 465,134 registered Latino voters in low-propensity precincts. Of these, 405,058 individuals were randomly assigned to receive a voter mobilization contact through live calls, direct mail, and robo calls. The remaining 60,076 names were assigned to the control group. NALEO also produced radio and television public service announcements that were aired in its target communities.

Treatment: 

Live calls. The live calling campaign was staffed by fifty-one bilingual paid volunteers who conducted calls in Los Angeles and Orange Counties. Callers in both counties logged 781 hours between October 24 and November 4, 2002 and attempted to contact 52,315 Latinos in Los Angeles and Orange Counties (35,853 and 16,462, respectively) who lived in the targeted precincts. Short training sessions were conducted prior to the phone, and phone canvassers were given a "scripted message" to follow but were encouraged to conduct calls in a more conversational style. In practice, the conversational approach was the norm among phone canvassers. Canvassers asked subjects if they intended to vote on Election Day and recorded the answers. The contact rate for the live phone calls was approximately twenty five percent.

Robo calls: In the California, Houston, and New Mexico sites, voters received two calls of a script read by the very prominent Univision anchorwoman Maria Elena Salinas. In Colorado, NALEO used Denver council member Debbie Ortega, who read a similar script in English. The decision to use an English script reflects the low rates of bilingualism or Spanish use in Denver. Whether the calls were in Spanish or English, the possibility remains that some recipients were not conversant in the language in which the robo calls were presented.

Direct mail: During the final weeks of the campaign, NALEO sent four pieces of direct mail to Los Angeles residents, two pieces to Orange County residents, and three pieces to those in other sites. It is not possible to determine the contact rate for direct mail. 

Findings: Ramirez finds that the intent-to-treat effect of the direct mail was modest with only one out of seven areas exhibiting a statistically significant increase in turnout from direct mail alone. Robo calls had very little effect with an estimated intent-to-treat effect of 3.5 percentage points (standard error: 1.96 percentage points). Live phone calls produced the greatest increases in voter turnout. Ramirez' regression results estimate a treatment on treated effect of actually receiving a live call from the local phone banks raised turnout by 4.6 percentage points (standard error: 1.84 percentage points).

Texting
Fact Sheet on Youth Vote and Text Messaging
http://www.studentpirgs.org/new-voters-project/research/youth-vote-and-text-messaging
by Allison Dale and Aaron Strauss
The Student PIRGs’ New Voters Project and Working Assets, in cooperation with researchers from the University of Michigan and Princeton University, recently released a study demonstrating the effectiveness of using text / SMS messages to mobile phones to mobilize young voters in the November 2006 elections. The study found that text message reminders to new voters increased an individual’s likelihood of voting by 4.2 percentage points.

The Study
On the day before the election in November 2006, researchers sent text message voting reminders to over 4,000 mobile phone numbers chosen at random from a pool of over 8,000 mostly young people who had completed voter registration applications. Afterward, participants were matched to voter records to determine if they had voted in the election, and a sample was surveyed to gauge their reaction to the messages.

Important Results
• Across the board, text message reminders increased the likelihood of an individual voting by 4.2 percentage points.

• Of the different messages tested, a short, to-the-point reminder was most effective, with a boost of nearly 5 percentage points.

• In a follow up survey, 59% of recipients reported that the reminder was helpful, versus only 23% who found it bothersome.

• Hispanics had especially positive feelings about the reminders.

• At just $1.56 per additional vote generated, text messaging was extremely cost effective.3
Comparison With Other Mobilization Tactics1
	Tactic
	Mobilization Effect
	Cost / Vote Generated

	Text/SMS Messages
	4-5%
	$1.56

	"Quality" Phone Calls
	4-5%
	$20

	Door-to-Door Canvassing
	7-9%
	~$30

	Leafletting
	1.2%
	$32

	Direct Mail
	~0.6%
	$67


The Youth Vote
For the past three elections young people have turned out in bigger numbers.

• In 2004, 20.1 million 18-29 year olds voted, up 4.3 million votes over 2000. More 18-29 year olds voted in 2004 than voters over the age of 65.

• In 2005, turnout in student-heavy precincts in New Jersey and Virginia increased 15 to 19 percent, even though turnout for other age groups decreased.

• In 2006, 18-29 year old turnout increased by 3 percent (nearly 2 million votes), nearly twice the increase of voters of all ages.

By 2015 young voters will represent one-third of the U.S. Electorate2 and as such they’ll have the ability to shape key issues and the direction of the country. Research has also found that young people turn out in bigger numbers if they are asked to vote, and targeted by non-partisan and partisan voter mobilization efforts.

Why Text Messaging?
Young voters matter and they are a very mobile population and are increasingly difficult to reach by traditional campaign outreach channels such as telephone calls to landlines.

• A quarter of Americans under the age of 25 used a mobile phone as their only telephone in the first half of 2006.

• The mobile-only population is projected to reach nearly 30 percent of the entire American public by the 2008 Presidential election.

• Text / SMS messaging is already widely used among young people as a form of communication.

Study Partners
The Student PIRGs’ New Voters Project is a nonpartisan, national effort to register young people and get them to the polls on Election Day. Since our launch in 2003, we have registered more than 600,000 young people and made 650,000 personalized peer-to-peer voter turnout contacts either face to face or via the phone. www.newvotersproject.org
Working Assets is a wireless telephone company that helps people make a difference in the world by doing the things they do every day. The company works to connect cutting-edge communications technology – including mobile phone applications – with current political issues and non-partisan civic participation programs. To date, Working Assets has raised over $50 million for groups working to build a more humane, just, and sustainable world, and since 2003 has helped register more than 1.2 million voters, including 700,000 new voters online.
www.workingassetswireless.com
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1 Nickerson, David. “Quality Is Job One: Professional and Volunteer Voter Mobilization Calls.” American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 51, No. 2, April 2007, Pp. 269–282.
2 According to an analysis conducted by Young Voter Strategies of the U.S. Census Bureau population projections for 2000 to 2050.
3 Calculated from costs of deploying text messages at between $.035 and $.06 per message. List acquisition and validation costs were minimal in this instance, but may vary for other campaigns. 
Texts You Can Believe In

Forget robo-calls—Obama's text messages are this campaign's secret weapon.

By Farhad Manjoo
Posted Monday, Oct. 27, 2008, at 4:37 PM ET 

Article URL: http://www.slate.com/id/2203146/


Over the last couple of months, John McCain has launched at least a dozen automated phone campaigns that question Barack Obama's alleged ties to terrorists, among other charges. McCain, who was famously targeted by ugly robo-calls in the 2000 presidential primary, defends his effort as "totally accurate." Several Republicans have criticized the calls. Even Sarah Palin says she doesn't much like them. The Obama campaign has scolded McCain to stop the phone campaign; Obama has even launched his own robo-calls to denounce McCain's robo-calls.

With all this Sturm und Drang, you might think that automated phone calls will make a difference in the presidential race. They won't. Robo-calls are the pyrotechnics of politics: They create a big disturbance, but they don't have a prolonged effect. Numerous studies of robo-call campaigns show that they're ineffective both as tools of mobilization and persuasion—they don't convince voters to go to the polls (or to stay away), and they don't change people's minds about which way to vote. So why do campaigns run robo-calls? Because they're cheap and easy. Telemarketing firms charge politicians between 2 and 5 cents per completed robo-call; that's as low as $20,000 to reach 1 million voters right in their homes.

Compared with TV advertising, door-to-door canvassing, and mega-rallies, automated phone calls are seductive because they harness modern telecommunications technology in the service of political persuasion. That being said, it's Obama's campaign, not McCain's, that has hit upon the cheapest effective way of contacting voters via the phone: text messaging. During the last two years, Obama has collected hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of cell phone numbers from loyal supporters and new registrants. Now his campaign is sending out text messages to people across the country—the texts remind people to register to vote, to go to the polls, and to organize others on behalf of the campaign.

On the surface, these texts don't seem that different from robo-calls—they're both automated messages and both easy to ignore. But for reasons that aren't completely understood, text messaging is different: We pay attention to short messages that pop up on our phones.

These conclusions arise out of work by Donald Green and Alan Gerber, two political scientists at Yale whose book, Get Out the Vote: How To Increase Voter Turnout, is considered the bible of voter mobilization efforts. Green and Gerber are the product of a wave of empiricism that has washed over political science during the past decade. Rather than merely theorizing about how campaigns might get people to vote, Green, Gerber, and their colleagues favor randomized field experiments to test how different techniques work during real elections. Their method has much in common with double-blind pharmaceutical studies: With the cooperation of political campaigns (often at the state and local level), researchers randomly divide voters into two categories, a treatment group and a control group. They subject the treatment group to a given tactic—robo-calls, e-mail, direct mail, door-to-door canvassing, etc. Then they use statistical analysis to determine whether voters in the treatment group behaved differently from voters in the control group. 

Political scientists have run dozens of such studies during the past few years, and the work has led to what you might call the central tenet of voter mobilization: Personal appeals work better than impersonal ones. Having campaign volunteers visit voters door-to-door is the "gold standard" of voter mobilization efforts, Green and Gerber write. On average, the tactic produces one vote for every 14 people contacted. The next-most-effective way to reach voters is to have live, human volunteers call them on the phone to chat: This tactic produces one new vote for every 38 people contacted. Other efforts are nearly worthless. Paying human telemarketers to call voters produces one vote for every 180 people contacted. Sending people nonpartisan get-out-the-vote mailers will yield one vote per 200 contacts. (A partisan mailer is even less effective.) 

Meanwhile, pinning leaflets to doors, sending people e-mail, and running robo-calls produced no discernible effect on the electorate. Green and Gerber cite many robo-call studies, but the most definitive is a test they ran during the 2006 Republican primary in Texas. Gov. Rick Perry recorded a call praising a state Supreme Court candidate as a true conservative. The robo-call was "microtargeted" to go out only to Perry supporters—people who'd be most open to his message. But as Green and Gerber show, Perry supporters who received the call reacted no differently from those who'd been kept off the list. They were no more likely to vote, nor, if they voted, to vote for Perry's candidate.

These findings create an obvious difficulty for campaigns: It's expensive and time-consuming to run the kind of personal mobilization efforts that science shows work best. Green and Gerber estimate that a door-canvassing operation costs $16 per hour, with six voters contacted each hour; if you convince one of every 14 voters you canvass, you're paying $29 for each new voter. A volunteer phone bank operation will run you even more—$38 per acquired voter. This is the wondrous thing about text-messaging: Studies show that text-based get-out-the-vote appeals win one voter for every 25 people contacted. That's nearly as effective as door-canvassing, but it's much, much cheaper. Text messages cost about 6 cents per contact—only $1.50 per new voter. 

Not much is known about the specifics of Obama's text-messaging operation (the campaign did not respond to my request for comment). We do know that the campaign compiled its list of cell numbers in two main ways. First, the campaign has requested mobile numbers of new voters at registration drives. Then, late in the summer, the Obama camp got a huge haul of mobile numbers through a clever gimmick surrounding Obama's V.P. pick—if you texted the campaign, Obama promised to text you back as soon as he'd made his choice. 

I joined Obama's text list around that time. (I would have joined McCain's text message list as well, but he doesn't have one.) Since then, I've received two or three messages a week from the Obama campaign. A typical one: "Help Barack. Tell your friends & family the last day to register to vote in CA is this Monday, Oct 20th! Visit VoteForChange.com to register NOW. Please forward." 

The texts reminded me to watch the convention and the debates and to donate money to the Red Cross when Hurricane Gustav hit. In September, Obama asked me to text him my ZIP code. I did, and now I get location-specific messages—alerts to phone banks and debate-watching parties in my area, reminders of registration deadlines in my state, and appeals for me to volunteer in neighboring states. The messages are rendered in a friendly, professional tone (they refer to the candidate as Barack) and have been free of both fundraising appeals and any kind of negative campaigning. 

The beauty of text messaging is that it is both automated and personalized. This is true of e-mail, too, but given the flood of messages you get each day (no small amount from Obama), you're probably more attuned to ignoring e-mail. Text messages show up on a device that you carry with you all day long—and because you probably get only a handful of them each day, you're likely to read each one.

This is especially true when the message seems to have been tailored to you specifically—Obama's often are. The campaign knows a lot about me: At the least, it knows that I live in California, and because I joined the text-message list in order to learn the V.P. pick, that I'm fairly interested in politics (and therefore likely to vote). It's possible that they might know even more; given my ZIP code and my phone number, they could potentially have tied my text-message account to my voter registration file, allowing the campaign to send me messages based on my party registration, whether I usually vote by mail, and whether I sometimes forget to vote. (It doesn't appear that the campaign knows what's in my registration file, though; I'm registered as a permanent absentee voter, but the campaign hasn't asked me to mail in my ballot yet.)

Because text messages allow for such precise targeting, it seems likely that over the next week the Obama campaign will direct its appeals to voters in battleground states, especially first-time voters that the campaign has registered during the past year. In 2006, political science grad students Aaron Strauss and Allison Dale studied how newly registered voters responded to text-message reminders sent out just before the election. The text messages increased turnout by 3.1 percentage points. Strauss says there's a simple reason why: "The most prevalent excuse for registered voters who don't cast a ballot is, 'I'm too busy' or 'I forgot.' Texting someone is a convenient, targeted, and noticeable reminder for them to schedule their Election Day activities with a block of time set aside for going to the polling place." In a post-election survey, Strauss and Dale asked voters whether they found the text messages helpful; 59 percent said yes.

Obama's campaign seems to know these lessons well. During the primaries, the campaign sent out multiple messages to supporters during Election Day; they'll do the same next week. There's some question about whether text messages will continue to be effective beyond this election—if telemarketing companies can get ahold of our cell numbers and we get barraged by political spam, text-based mobilization efforts may eventually become as useless as robo-calls. At the moment, though, we're in thrall to our cell phones—and when Obama texts you next Tuesday, you'll have a hard time saying no.

