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ABSTRACT

In addition to mobilizing supporters to vote, partisan campaigns use get-out-the-vote
tactics as a means to boost support for their candidate. Although observational
studies have attempted to estimate the effects of grassroots campaigning on political
attitudes, they are unable to establish causality convincingly. Because campaigns
strategically target potential supporters, comparing the attitudes of those whom
campaigns contact to those they do not may only reveal spurious and biased rela-
tionships. In this paper I use a randomized field experiment to isolate the influence
of personally delivered campaign messages on candidate support and attitude
formation. I find that both door-to-door canvassing and commercial phone bank
calls can have strong effects on voting preferences, but these tactics appear to have
only weak effects on the actual beliefs that subjects possess about candidates and
the degree to which those beliefs are weighted in their candidate preference.
Although previous field experiments show that phone calls are less cost-effective
at boosting turnout than door-to-door canvassing, they may be equally effective at
increasing candidate support.
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Unsurprisingly, election campaigns concentrate an immense amount of effort on getting
their supporters to vote. To attain this goal, campaigns use what is perhaps the most
straightforward get-out-the-vote tactic: dispatch campaign workers, or the candidates
themselves, to contact supporters in person and ask them to vote. This age-old form of
labor-intensive electioneering continues to be used despite the ability of ever-present
mass media to reach more people with greater efficiency. In the 2004 U.S. presidential
elections, for instance, the two major-party presidential campaigns knocked on over
17 million doors and completed 50.7 million phone calls (Bergan et al. 2005).1 The con-
tinued use of grassroots mobilization does not appear to be a mistake, either. An impres-
sive amount of evidence collected across varied settings shows that grassroots
campaigns, both partisan and non-partisan, can boost turnout through door-to-door
canvassing (e.g. Arceneaux 2005; Gerber and Green 2000, 2001; Green and Gerber
2004; Green, Gerber, and Nickerson 2003; Michelson 2003; Vavreck, Spiliotes, and
Fowler 2002) and volunteer phone banks (Nickerson 2005, 2006; Nickerson, Friedrich,
and King 2006; Ramirez 2005; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).

Although partisan campaigns use grassroots mobilization as a way to spur their sup-
porters to the polls (and boost overall turnout as a consequence), they also have an inter-
est in persuading others to support their candidate.2 They expend a great deal of effort
devising tactics and messages in an attempt to persuade voters that their candidate
deserves trust and power. The persuasive aspect of grassroots campaigning has certainly
not been overlooked by political scientists. Using observational survey data and, occa-
sionally, public records, numerous studies report a positive correlation between contact
with a partisan campaign and support for its candidate (Hillygus 2005; Rosenstone and
Hansen 1993; Vavreck, Spiliotes, and Fowler 2002; Wielhouwer and Lockerbie 1994; but
see Huckfeldt and Sprague 1992; Kramer 1970). On the surface, these findings suggest
that partisan grassroots campaigns persuade as well as mobilize. Yet because these stud-
ies rely on observational data it is difficult to rule out plausible alternative explanations.
For instance, partisan campaigns target citizens who are predisposed to support their
candidate (Wielhouwer 2003), which raises the possibility that the positive relationship
between partisan campaign contact and vote choice is a spurious one. Consequently, it
is difficult to infer the causal effects of grassroots campaign contact from observational
data without fully accounting for the selection process.3

Field experiments offer a more convincing approach to estimating the causal effects
of personally delivered campaign messages. By randomly assigning campaign contact,
this method allows researchers to compare treatment groups that are similar on both
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1 These figures do not include the millions of door knocks and phone calls conducted by issue advo-
cacy groups (see Bergan et al. 2005 for an estimate).

2 I use the term partisan campaign to refer to campaigns that advocate a particular candidate or issue.
3 To be fair, researchers in these studies attempt to address this issue by including a spate of covari-

ates that predict both campaign contact and voting preferences. Unfortunately, it is unlikely that the
demographic and attitudinal characteristics typically measured in these studies are capable of fully
accounting for the selection process, leaving open the possibility of omitted variable bias (cf.
Arceneaux, Gerber, and Green 2006).



observed and unobserved attributes. Observational methods, in contrast, can only
balance on observables. Because randomization also reduces unobserved differences,
post-study differences in treatment groups can be more confidently attributed to the
campaign intervention.4 Although field experiments have been put to good use studying
the effects of grassroots mobilization, they have mostly focused on get-out-the-vote
efforts (Cardy 2005; Gerber and Green 2000, 2001; Green, Gerber, and Nickerson 2003;
Michelson 2003; McNulty 2005; Nickerson, Friedrichs, and King 2006; Nickerson
2006). Only a few analyze the effects of partisan electioneering on candidate support;
however, for various reasons they are unable to test fully the effects of personal contact.5

Gerber (2004) finds that negative direct mail messages increase the vote share of
challengers (although not incumbents), but he does not study the effects of personally
delivered messages. I studied the effects of door-to-door canvassing on precinct-level
election outcomes in a separate study, but the experiment lacked sufficient power to dis-
cern significant effects (Arceneaux 2005). Using survey data, Nickerson (2005) finds no
evidence that phone calls made by Democratic Party volunteers influenced vote prefer-
ence in the 2002 Michigan gubernatorial race, but he cautions that the null results may
have been caused by the campaign’s failure to target effectively citizens open to voting
Democratic.6

This study uses a field experiment to assess specifically whether personally delivered
campaign messages can influence voting behavior. Following previous get-out-the-vote
field experiments (e.g. Gerber and Green 2000), I analyze the effects of both face-to-face
contact and phone calls placed by a paid phone bank. Observational studies, in contrast,
lump together all forms of campaign contact and are unable to disentangle the effects of
door-to-door canvassing from phone banks. Furthermore, field experimental evidence
shows that paid phone calls tend to have small and often negligible effects on voter turnout
(Green and Gerber 2004), but these studies do not address the impact of campaign phone
calls on vote choice. Finally, I go beyond studying vote choice, and consider the effects of
partisan campaign contact on individuals’ beliefs about the candidate as well as the gener-
al opinion formation process. In doing so, I hope to contribute to the marriage of the grass-
roots mobilization literature with the broader study of campaign effects.
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4 Random assignment reduces differences in treatment groups within sampling variability. It is still
possible, if unlikely, to observe a spurious difference between treatment groups by chance. Standard
frequentist methods are able to estimate the probability of such an occurrence (i.e. Pr[Type I error])
and, as discussed in the conclusion, it is the main reason why replication is an important ingredient
to the external validity of experimental methods.

5 In addition to the studies mentioned here, there are a handful of studies purporting to be field
experiments that study campaign contact and vote choice (Adams and Smith 1980; Blydenburgh
1971; Bochel and Denver 1971; Bositis, Baer, and Miller 1985), but they suffer debilitating method-
ological flaws. They either do not randomly assign contact or ignore random assignment when ana-
lyzing the data by comparing contacted individuals in the treatment group to the control group,
which raises the specter of selection bias inherent in observational studies.

6 Michigan does not record party registration in the voter files, making it difficult for political parties
to target its supporters. As a result, the Democratic Party ended up contacting just as many
Republicans as Democrats, according to the survey data (Nickerson 2005).



GENERATING HYPOTHESES

The overriding goal of any partisan grassroots outreach campaign is to mobilize supporters
and persuade others to support their candidate. In pursuit of this goal, campaigns craft and
disseminate messages that attempt to influence citizens’ beliefs about their candidate’s issue
positions and characteristics. While judging the persuasive effect of campaign contact is
relatively straightforward – it either affects voting preferences and behavior or it does not –
campaign messages may affect beliefs about the candidates in multiple ways. Message effects
have been written about extensively in the broader campaign literature, and it is not possi-
ble to detail completely the scholarship and all of its nuances here. Instead, I concentrate on
three high-profile hypotheses that have received a great deal of attention in previous work
and consider how they apply to personally delivered campaign messages.

The Hypodermic Stimulus

The initial scholarship on campaign effects conducted in the 1940s and 1950s failed to
find evidence that exposure to campaign appeals in the mass media causes voters to alter
their voting preferences or beliefs about candidates’ issue positions and personality
characteristics (e.g. Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Klapper 1960). Although
the debate over the effects of campaign messages remains unsettled, subsequent research
continues to find inconsistent evidence on whether political advertisements do much to
change people’s beliefs and opinions about candidates (Goldstein and Ridout 2004). Yet
even if political advertising has minimal effects, it is conceivable that the impersonal way
in which mass-based appeals are delivered reduces their ability to affect beliefs and vot-
ing preferences. Perhaps campaign messages are able to influence directly people’s
beliefs about candidates when the messages are delivered in person. Before individuals
can accept a message they must first receive it (McGuire 1968; Zaller 1992). It is a sim-
ple matter to tune out a political commercial, but quite another to ignore a campaign
worker in a face-to-face encounter in one’s doorway. Furthermore, the personal nature
of social contact may make it a more salient and potent form of communication. Indeed,
the early proponents of the minimal effects model carved out a special role for the influ-
ence of social contact on voting decisions (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954).

Priming

Other scholars argue that campaign and media messages do not directly alter individuals’
beliefs about the candidates insomuch as they cause some considerations to be more
accessible than others in the minds of voters (e.g. Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Krosnick
and Kinder 1990).7 As a result, individuals place more weight on the considerations
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7 Miller and Krosnick (2000) propose a different causal mechanism for media news priming. They
contend that news stories prime attitudes not by increasing the accessibility of particular consider-
ations, but by causing people to infer that the issues addressed in news stories are more important
and thereby deserve greater weight in their attitudes. They do not address whether this logic also
applies to priming caused by campaign messages.



raised by campaign messages in their evaluation of the candidates. For instance, revelations
of Gary Hart’s extra-marital affair prior to the 1988 U.S. presidential primary primed
voters to weight attitudes about personal morality more heavily in their assessment of
Hart (Stoker 1993). Moreover, campaigns may develop messages with more of an eye
toward priming than belief change. Jacobs and Shapiro (1994) cleverly employ private
polling data collected by the 1960 Kennedy presidential campaign to demonstrate that
the campaign strategically emphasized popular issues in the hope that voters would
attach more weight to those issues when evaluating his candidacy.

Opinionation

Irrespective of whether campaign messages affect beliefs about the candidates or prime
particular considerations, some scholars contend that exposure to a message causes indi-
viduals, at the very least, to form an opinion, any opinion, on the subject addressed in
the message (Ansolabehere, Behr, and Iyengar 1991; Kim, Scheufele, and Shanahan
2005; Zaller 1992, 205). For instance, some individuals may not believe a campaign
message that contends Candidate A is tough on crime, yet in doing so they do form an
opinion about whom they believe is tougher on crime (e.g. Candidate B or perhaps no-
one). Consequently, when asked to venture an opinion about which candidate offers the
most draconian crime policies, individuals who received the campaign message may not
be more likely to opine that it is Candidate A, nor may they place more weight on their
beliefs about crime policy in their evaluation of Candidate A, but they should be more
likely to simply offer an opinion on who is tough on crime.

STUDY DESIGN

Background

In the spring of 2004 I worked with the campaign for Deanna Archuleta-Loeser, who
was running in an open-seat closed Democratic primary for a county commissioner seat
in Bernalillo County, New Mexico. The district included Albuquerque and is heavily
Democratic. The winner of the primary would not face Republican opposition in the fall
general election. Archuleta-Loeser had never held elective office before and faced two
opponents in the primary. One of her opponents, Judy Woodward, ran an organized
campaign and enjoyed name recognition, having held a prominent local elected office.8

In the end, Archuleta-Loeser (henceforth, the candidate) won a plurality of votes
(48.5% to Woodward’s 36%).

The low-salience nature of the electoral environment offers several advantages. First,
the lack of intense news coverage reduces the amount of background noise. Many citizens
may have learned about these candidates mostly through contact with the campaign.
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8 According to newspaper accounts, the third candidate, John Eder, was also well known but did not
run a serious campaign.



Second, because the candidates were competing in a closed primary, partisanship is
removed as a factor in the voting decision. As a result, if any campaign message effects are
found, it is possible to rule out the alternative explanation that subjects were merely
responding to partisan cues.9 These electoral features provide a sensible place to conduct
an initial field experiment of this topic. If specific campaign messages do not influence
vote preference and opinion formation in this setting, it is unlikely that they would have
much effect in noisier settings in which any given message is likely to be drowned out by
the greater amount and variety of competing messages. Finally, this field experiment gen-
eralizes to a broader swath of the U.S. electoral landscape than studies of highly visible
elections, such as presidential or senatorial contests. Across all levels of governments,
there are over 500,000 elected offices (Bureau of the Census 1995). The vast majority of
the elections associated with these offices are quiescent affairs, and many lack partisan
cues because they are decisive primary contests like this one (e.g. one-party congressional
districts) or because they are non-partisan.

Protocol

The field experiment was designed to study the effect of door-to-door canvassing and
phone calls on voting behavior and opinion formation. The campaign identified a list of
18,512 registered Democrats living in all 101 fprecincts in the County Commissioner dis-
trict who they believed to be likely primary voters. The campaign slated 60 precincts, which
included 17,175 of the individuals on the list, to be eligible for the door-to-door canvassing
experiment. The target universe was stretched too thin over the remaining precincts to jus-
tify canvassing. Of the 60 precincts, 11 were assigned to be canvassed by the candidate her-
self (3,227 individuals), 21 were assigned to be canvassed by paid campaign workers (5,623
individuals), and the remaining 28 were assigned to the control group (8,325 individuals).10

For the phone treatment, the list of 3,844 individuals with phone numbers in the target uni-
verse was randomly divided between treatment and control groups with 3,189 assigned to
receive a telephone call from a paid phone bank and 655 assigned to the control group.11

Nearly a third of the individuals (n�1,337) lived in precincts that were outside the can-
vassing experiment, while the remaining two-thirds (n�2,507) were randomly distributed
across treatment and control groups in the canvassing experiment. Because of random
assignment the overlap in experimental treatment groups does not pose a threat to infer-
ence. See Table 1 for the breakdown of assignment by conditions.
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9 Of course, this does not control for other types of cues, such as ethnicity, age, or gender. Yet given
the central role that partisanship plays in voting decisions (Campbell et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist,
and Schickler 2002), it is important to rule out partisan cue-taking, as opposed to persuasion, as the
causal mechanism. Also, it is worth noting that the candidate’s major competitor was also a woman.

10 Prior to the experiment, the campaign conducted an initial walk of some precincts. To ensure that
the pre-experimental contact does not confound the experimental stimuli, I stratified the random
assignment by previous contact. 

11 Care was taken so that individuals in the same household were not split across groups. If an indi-
vidual was selected to be in the treatment group, all individuals in that person’s household were also
included. 



Door-to-door canvassers were directed to their assigned precincts armed with the
list of registered Democrats’ addresses. Canvassers were trained to read a persuasive
script that emphasized the candidate’s support for “planned growth” to limit urban
sprawl (a popular issue in the view of the campaign) and asked citizens to vote for her.
Canvassers also left a glossy campaign brochure that included information on the
candidate’s issues positions and, in many places (including the large title), claimed
that the candidate is a “strong leader.” The brochures were left with individuals to
whom the canvassers spoke and at houses where the subjects were not available. The
candidate followed a similar script as the field canvassers, but she was free to modify
and personalize her message if she deemed necessary. The canvassers worked all of
the precincts assigned to the treatment group. The paid phone bank called subjects
in the phone treatment group and read an interactive script that also emphasized the
candidate’s support for planned growth, but there was no mention of the candidate’s
leadership qualities.12 Following the primary election, a commercial phone bank con-
ducted a survey of the 3,881 registered Democrats in the treatment and control
groups for whom the campaign had phone numbers, completing 988 interviews
(25.5% survey response rate) with 685 respondents in the canvassing experiment,
976 in the phone experiment, and 673 in both. (After the experiment began, the cam-
paign discovered an additional 37 phone numbers for individuals in its target uni-
verse, and they were included in the survey sample.)

Table 2 displays summary statistics of demographic characteristics and vote history with-
in the treatment groups for the target populations and survey samples of both experiments.
Beginning with the canvassing experiment, there are virtually no pairwise imbalances in the
observed covariates for the target population and the joint test of significance fails to reject
the null hypothesis that the treatment groups are drawn from the same population as the
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12 These activities were the bulk of the campaign. Activities outside of the experimental protocol, such
as direct mail, were randomly spread across the treatment and control groups. Consequently, if
non-experimental activities did have effects, random assignment causes them to be the same in each
group, and they cancel out when estimating treatment effects.

Table 1. Treatment assignment summary.

Phone assignment

Door-knock Number of Control Not 
assignment Precincts Phone call group assigned Total

Candidate visit 11 396 83 2,748 3,227
Field visit 21 694 124 4,805 5,623
Control group 28 981 229 7,115 8,325
Not assigned 41 1,118 219 – 1,337

Total 101 3,189 655 14,668 18,512
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control group (candidate treatment, p�0.682; field treatment, p�0.997).13 In the survey
sample there are some imbalances in vote history for the 1994 elections and the 1996 pri-
mary.14 Pairwise imbalances in random samples can happen by chance, and the joint test is
statistically insignificant (candidate treatment, p � 0.465; field treatment, p � 0.586).
Inferences are unaffected by including these unbalanced covariates in subsequent analyses.

There is more evidence of pairwise imbalance in the target population for the phone exper-
iment, but this has to do with the design of the experiment and not a failure in randomization.
Individuals who live in multi-person households were more likely to be placed in the treatment
group. The appropriate randomization check is an incremental F-test, which tests whether the
inclusion of covariates significantly predicts assignment beyond household size, and it does not
(p�0.772). With the exception of the newly registered indicator there is no evidence of pairwise
imbalance in the survey sample, and the incremental F-test is statistically insignificant
(p�0.443). Since household size is correlated with assignment by design, it is imperative that
it is included as a covariate in subsequent statistical analyses.

The available evidence, then, suggests that there are no serious flaws in the randomization
(or odd random draws) in both the target populations and survey samples for both experi-
ments, which bolsters their internal validity. Despite the relatively low response rate in the
post-election survey, it is still possible to make valid inferences from these data, because
thetreatment and control groups in the survey sample still contain individuals who, prior to
the study, were just as likely to vote, prefer a particular candidate, possess the same knowl-
edge about campaign issues, and so on.15 Yet differences between the survey samples and
their target populations shown in Table 2 strongly suggest limitations in the generalizability
of inferences based on the survey sample. In particular, relative to the target population, sur-
vey-takers were far more likely to have been contacted by a canvasser or the phone bank.16

Survey-takers are ostensibly more likely to be home and answer calls from strangers, and they
are also older and more likely to vote. Consequently, the findings below generalize only to the
population of people who are likely to be exposed to grassroots campaign messages.

Estimating Quantities of Interest

The campaign, like all campaigns, was able to reach only a portion of those initially tar-
geted. The failure to treat some subjects does not pose a threat to causal inference if the

52 Arceneaux

13 Females are slightly less likely to be in the field group relative to the candidate (t � �1.91, p � .06,
two-tailed).

14 Subjects in the field group were more likely to vote in the 1994 primary relative to those in the can-
didate group (t � 2.158, p � 0.04); those in the candidate group were less likely to vote in both the
1994 general and 1996 primary elections relative to the control group (t � �2.027, p � 0.05 for
1994; t � �3.323, p � 0.001 for 1996) and field group (t � �2.039, p � 0.05 for 1994; t � �2.271,
p � 0.03 for 1996). All p-values are two-tailed.

15 The survey response rates in the treatment and control groups are not statistically different from
one another in both the canvassing experiment (F [2, 57] � 0.09, p � 0.918) and phone experiment
(�2 � 0.25, p � 0.618), which, taken together with the results from the randomization checks, bol-
sters this claim.

16 Subjects are coded as contacted if they actually spoke with a campaign canvasser or phone bank caller.
Individuals who were not home or did not answer the door or phone are coded as not contacted.



data are analyzed appropriately. The intent-to-treat (ITT) effect compares everyone in
the treatment group irrespective of contact (i.e. those whom the campaign intended to
treat) to everyone in the control group. Because these groups were formed randomly,
there should be no differences in outcomes, and to the extent there are differences, it is
possible to attribute them to the effect of the treatment. Substantively, the ITT esti-
mates the number of individuals a campaign persuaded or mobilized per the number of
individuals they attempted to contact. The average-treatment-on-treated (ATT) effect
estimates the number of individuals a campaign persuaded or mobilized per the number
of actual contacts, and measures the effect of being exposed to a campaign message. The
ATT estimand is properly estimated by using random assignment as an instrument to
compare those who were actually contacted to those who were not (see Angrist, Imbens,
and Rubin 1996; Gerber and Green 2000).17

Because random assignment for the canvassing experiment was conducted at the
precinct level, it is inappropriate to estimate the standard errors in the individual-level
analysis using the number of subjects as the total n. The correlation in individual behavior
within precincts lowers the effective n, which causes the standard errors to grow. Failure
to account for precinct randomization underestimates the uncertainty around the treat-
ment effect and the probability of committing a Type I error. Consequently, I estimate the
standard errors for point estimates in the door-to-door canvassing experiments using a
robust covariance matrix estimator that clusters on precinct (cf. Arceneaux 2005).18

FINDINGS

The post-election survey asked subjects which candidate they supported in the county
commissioner race (see the Appendix for question wording). Respondents who selected
the candidate from the response items are coded as supporters (vote preference �1),
and those who chose a different candidate or who said that they “did not vote in this
race” are coded as non-supporters (vote preference �0). Respondents who volunteered
that they “did not know” or refused to answer the question are removed from the analy-
ses. This decision allows the dependent variable to remain dichotomous and, thus,
enables me to estimate ATT effects. As Supplemental Appendix A shows, the results do
not change substantively if don’t know and refusal responses are coded separately and
ITT effects are estimated via multinomial logit.

I estimate the effects of door-to-door canvassing and campaign phone calls on support
for the candidate by regressing the vote preference indicator on the treatment indicators

Personally delivered Compaign Messages, Voting Decision and Opinion Formatiom 53

17 It would be inappropriate to ignore random assignment when comparing those contacted by the
campaign to those who were not. This approach treats the data as if they were observational and may
introduce bias into causal estimates. People whom the campaign reached may simply be different
from those who were not contacted in ways that are correlated with the dependent variable.

18 Also, the canvassing models are weighted by the proportion of the sampled precinct that complet-
ed the survey to take into account the variability of precinct size.



and covariates obtained from the voter file that measure sex, recent registration status,
age, household size, and vote history in the previous primary. Canvassing experiment
models also include fixed effects for strata (see footnote 10), and vote history for the 1994
primary, 1994 general, and 1996 primary, which showed evidence of imbalance in the
survey sample. Because the canvassing and phone experiments were conducted inde-
pendently of one another and only overlap partially, I estimate separate models for each.
Yet even if the sample is restricted to just those respondents who were in both experi-
ments, the substantive results do not change (see Supplemental Appendix B). The
results are  displayed in the first four columns of Table 3.

Both the door-to-door canvassing and commercial phone bank efforts increased sup-
port for the candidate among subjects in the survey sample. Respondents living in
precincts canvassed by the candidate were 13.3 percentage points more likely to support
her than those in the control group (p �0.016, one-tailed t-test), and those living in
precincts canvassed by campaign workers were 8.6 percentage points more likely to sup-
port the candidate (p �0.078, one-tailed t-test). Similarly, subjects assigned to receive
phone calls were 11.7 percentage points more likely to support the candidate than the
control group ( p �0.009, one-tailed t-test). Among those who were actually reached by
the campaign, the candidate boosted her support by 42.3 percentage points ( p �0.015,
one-tailed t-test), the field workers by 18.3 percentage points ( p �0.085, one-tailed t-
test), and the phone bank by 18.6 percentage points ( p �0.009, one-tailed t-test).
Although the candidate’s visits had by far the largest effect on her support, I cannot rule
out the null hypothesis that it is no different from the field worker and phone effects.

In addition to boosting support for the candidate, campaigns use electioneering in the
hope that it mobilizes their supporters (and not their non-supporters) on Election Day.
Combining the survey responses with official voting records, I placed respondents into
four categories: (1) those who did not vote, (2) supporters who voted, (3) non-support-
ers who voted, and (4) non-responders who voted. Using multinomial logit, I regressed
this variable on the same set of treatment indicators and covariates employed in the vote
preference analyses. Because I am using multinomial logit, it is only possible to estimate
the ITT effects. Results are reported in the remaining columns of Table 3. There is
modest evidence that the candidate and the phone calls mobilized supporters, but the
size of the field canvassing standard error makes its ITT effect estimates too imprecise
to rule out chance as an explanation. Respondents living in precincts canvassed by the
candidate were 10.1 percentage points more likely to vote for her relative to the control
group ( p �0.08, one-tailed t-test) and individuals in the phone group were 6.9 per-
centage points more likely to vote for her than the control group ( p �0.103, one-tailed
t-test). The campaign did not mobilize individuals who expressly opposed the candidate.

Did the campaign also succeed in convincing subjects to accept its messages about the
candidate? Recall that the door-to-door canvassers talked to subjects about the candidate’s
support for planned growth as well as their belief that she is a strong leader. The post-elec-
tion survey asked respondents to identify the candidate in the race who they believed to be
the strongest supporter of planned growth and best described by the phrase “strong
leader” (see the Appendix for question wording). On each item, respondents who chose
the candidate are coded as 1 and those who did otherwise are coded as 0. ITT and ATT

54 Arceneaux
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effects are shown in Table 4. Although it appears that the candidate increased the proba-
bility of treatment group respondents choosing her as the champion of planned growth
and a strong leader, the field canvass and phone calls had smaller, statistically insignificant
effects.19 Individuals who were contacted by the candidate were especially likely to come
away with a positive view of her leadership skills – 41 percentage points more likely than
the control group ( p �0.019, one-tailed t-test). In light of the weak effects by the other
modes of campaigning it is likely that, by meeting the candidate in person, subjects devel-
oped a positive overall impression of her rather than a straightforward acceptance of her
campaign messages.20

Aside from (or even in lieu of) influencing individuals’ beliefs about the candidates,
scholars have posited that campaign messages prime voters to weight some beliefs more
than others in their voting decisions. Following the approach that previous studies use
(e.g. Miller and Krosnick 2000), I investigate this hypothesis by regressing vote prefer-
ences on the interaction between treatment indicators and respondents’ beliefs about the
candidate. The ITT and ATT estimates are reported in Table 5.21 The priming hypoth-
esis is supported if the interaction term and the combined effect (interaction term +
direct effect) are positive. These criteria are met only in the phone experiment models.
Relative to the control group, respondents in the phone treatment group gave more than
twice as much weight to their beliefs about the candidate’s support for planned growth.
Specifically, control group respondents who believed the candidate to be the strongest
champion of planned growth were 14.6% more likely to support her relative to those
who did not deem her the strongest proponent of the issue ( p �0.045, one-tailed t-test),
whereas respondents in the phone treatment group were 31.4% (37.5% if they were
actually contacted) more likely to support her if they perceived her to be a supporter of
planned growth ( p < 0.0001, one-tailed t-test).22

Also, beliefs about the candidate’s leadership abilities are more weakly related to vote
preference in the phone treatment group than in the control group. Because the phone
callers did not address the leadership qualities of the candidate, these statistically signif-
icant negative findings are not unexpected. Curiously, though, there is no evidence of
priming in the canvassing experiment. Although the explanation cannot be ruled out
without collecting additional evidence, it seems unlikely that phone calls would be more
effective than door-to-door canvassing at priming. The possibility remains that either

56 Arceneaux

19 At best, the field canvass treatment effect is of borderline statistical significance ( p � 0.111, one-
tailed t-test).

20 I thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out this parsimonious alternative explanation. It would
be possible to test this in a replication of the experiment by asking survey respondents to rate the
candidate on popular issue positions that he or she did not explicitly take in the campaign. If the
message is the mechanism, as opposed to the interpersonal contact, candidate contact should affect
only those issue items addressed by him or her.

21 It was not possible to estimate multinomial logit models that included respondents who did not
answer the vote preference question, because the interaction terms caused there to be insufficient
observations in some cells of the analysis.

22 The standard errors for the combined effects in the ITT and ATT models are 0.036 and 0.068,
respectively.
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Table 5. Testing for priming effects.

ITT estimates ATT estimates

Canvassing Phone Canvassing Phone
experiment experiment experiment experiment

Candidate treatment 0.000 �0.002
(0.088) (0.301)

Field treatment 0.029 0.071
(0.060) (0.159)

Phone treatment 0.127 0.210
(0.052) (0.087)

Planned growth 0.236 0.146 0.238 0.145
(0.062) (0.086) (0.063) (0.086)

Strong leader 0.503 0.664 0.503 0.661
(0.062) (0.066) (0.062) (0.066)

Candidate � growth �0.053 �0.180
(0.079) (0.309)

Field � growth 0.057 0.063
(0.083) (0.156)

Phone � growth 0.168 0.230
(0.093) (0.137)

Candidate � leader 0.069 0.230
(0.126) (0.483)

Field � leader �0.032 �0.046
(0.083) (0.162)

Phone � leader �0.233 �0.349
(0.077) (0.116)

Female 0.050 0.007 0.047 0.004
(0.032) (0.030) (0.032) (0.030)

Newly registered 0.131 0.116 0.163 0.154
(0.097) (0.084) (0.097) (0.090)

Age 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Household size �0.004 �0.005 �0.008 �0.001
(0.016) (0.015) (0.016) (0.015)

Voted 2002 Primary 0.242 0.203 0.263 0.223
(0.095) (0.068) (0.086) (0.075)

Voted 1994 Primary �0.088 �0.094
(0.051) (0.049)

Voted 1994 General 0.029 0.026
(0.057) (0.055)

Voted 1996 Primary 0.029 0.032
(0.041) (0.042)
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Table 5. Continued.

ITT estimates ATT estimates

Canvassing Phone Canvassing Phone
experiment experiment experiment experiment

Constant �0.034 0.013 �0.042 0.020
(0.138) (0.100) (0.141) (0.107)

n 437 603 437 603
Adjusted R2 0.47 0.46 0.47 0.45
F 54.601 82.462 58.679 79.948
p-value 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: Dependent variable 5 vote preference. Clustered standard errors in parentheses. ITT effects
estimated with OLS. ATT effects estimated with two-stage least squares, using random assignment
as an instrument for campaign contact. Fixed effects for strata not shown in canvassing models.

the lack of evidence in the canvassing experiment or the presence of evidence in the
phone experiment is due to sampling variability.

The models reported in Table 6 suggest that, even if the campaign did little to change
respondents’ beliefs about the candidate or the weights attached to those beliefs, it may
have encouraged them to form opinions about the issues addressed by the campaign
messages. In these analyses the dependent variable is coded as 1 if respondents expressed
an opinion on either the planned growth or strong leader survey items and 0 if they said
“don’t know.” Respondents who simply did not answer the questions are removed from
the analyses, but the results do not change if they are included (see Supplemental
Appendix A). Respondents in the field canvassing group were approximately 8 percent-
age points (16–17 percentage points if contacted) more likely than the control group to
express an opinion on both items (p �0.059 and 0.047 for planned growth ITT and
ATT; p �0.039 and 0.034 for strong leader ITT and ATT, one-tailed t-tests). The can-
didate had an effect only on opinions about leadership qualities (p �0.013 for ITT and
0.029 for ATT, one-tailed t-tests), and again because the phone bank did not address the
leadership issue, it had an effect only on opinions about the candidates’ position on
planned growth (p �0.051, one-tailed t-tests). Therefore, with one inexplicable excep-
tion, the evidence points to consistent opinionation effects across campaigning modes.

Of course, it remains unspecified whether the specific campaign messages caused treat-
ment group respondents to form opinions on these issues or if campaign contact merely
increased interest in the campaign and, as a result, caused treatment group subjects to
seek information on their own. No statistically significant relationship exists between
treatment assignment or campaign contact and expressing an interest in getting involved
in the campaign (see Supplemental Appendix C), which suggests that the campaign
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messages themselves are at work. Nevertheless, it is a plausible alternative explanation,
and it will take additional experimentation to nail down the specific mechanisms at work.

DISCUSSION

In recent years over a dozen field experiments have demonstrated that grassroots cam-
paigning can substantially increase turnout. The evidence reported here extends this
research by demonstrating that personal forms of campaigning can affect people’s vote
preferences in addition to their decision to turn out and vote. Both door-to-door canvass-
ing and phone calls caused survey respondents to support the candidate by sizable mar-
gins. Previous field experiments have found little evidence that partisan get-out-the-vote
messages delivered by commercial phone banks do much to boost turnout (Cardy 2005;
Panagopoulos 2006, but see Nickerson 2007). Yet these data suggest that commercial
phone banks may be able to influence voting preferences if not the decision to vote. These
findings are also in line with field experiments of non-partisan campaigns that show pro-
fessional phone banks are able to affect voting behavior when they use interactive scripts
to make a personal connection with contacts (Green and Gerber 2004; Nickerson 2007).

On the basis of numerous field experiments, Green and Gerber (2004: 39, 78) conclude
that door-to-door GOTV canvassing produces one vote for every $18.67 spent on labor
(assuming that canvassers make eight contacts per hour and are paid $16 an hour) and qual-
ity commercial phone banks produce one vote for every $45 (assuming $1.50 per completed
call), but they are careful to point out that these are conservative estimates that do not account
for other campaign goals, such as persuasion. The experiment reported here allows us to do
such an accounting. The field canvassing results provide a conservative estimate of the effect
that canvassing has on candidate support with the campaign workers attracting one support-
er for every 12 attempted contacts (ITT effect�8.6%, Table 3). If canvassers were paid $16
an hour and they attempted to contact 20 houses per hour (a more conservative number than
Green and Gerber’s), the campaign would, on average, attract one supporter for every $9.60
spent on canvassing. The phone bank generated one supporter for every nine attempts (ITT
effect�11.7%, Table 3). So, assuming $1.50 per completed call and a 50% contact rate, a
commercial phone bank would attract one supporter for every $6.75. Using the multinomi-
al logit ITT effect estimates in Table 3 (7.6% for field canvassing and 6.9% for phone calls),
it is also possible to estimate the cost-effectiveness of mobilizing supporters to vote (note that
both of these estimates were accompanied by considerable uncertainty). With the same
assumptions about costs, a canvassing operation would mobilize one supporter for every
$10.40 in labor cost and a phone bank would mobilize one supporter for every $10.50. In
short, it appears that personally delivered campaign appeals can be a highly cost-effective way
to attract and mobilize supporters in low salience elections.

Going beyond previous research, I also investigate the effects of personally delivered
campaign messages on beliefs about the candidate. Campaign professionals expend a great
deal of effort on crafting messages aimed at positively influencing how voters perceive their
candidate. Thus far, studies of message effects are mostly isolated to research on mass
media. Yet like most initial studies of a topic, the experimental findings in this regard raise
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more questions than they answer. Although respondents who were personally contacted by
the campaign were more likely to have an opinion about the candidates’ leadership quali-
ties and position on urban planning, there is no clear evidence of either a hypodermic stim-
ulus or priming. It does not appear that the canvassing or phone calls did much to cause
individuals to develop the opinion that the campaign’s candidate, in particular, supported
planned growth or possessed strong leadership abilities, unless they were directly contact-
ed by the candidate herself. Although it is plausible that the candidate was just particular-
ly persuasive, it is also possible that the personal touch of her visit left respondents with
generally favorable impressions of her. Consequently, even though the campaign was suc-
cessful at attracting support for their candidate through personal contact, doing so did not
require altering respondents’ beliefs about the candidate or the weight accorded to those
beliefs in their voting decisions. It will take additional study to establish whether this is a
general pattern and, if so, sort out the specific explanations for it.

Indeed, as is typical of almost all scientific endeavors, much room is left for future
research. The experiment reported here demonstrates that grassroots campaigns can
influence voters’ attitudes about the candidate, yet it does not address the mechanisms
that underlie these effects. Is it the campaign messages themselves? Is it an interest in the
campaign fostered by the messages that leads individuals to learn more about the candi-
dates? Or is it merely an instance in which personal communication fosters trust? In addi-
tion to questions about causal mechanisms, it is also important to replicate this study in
more salient electoral contexts. At the very least, the experiment demonstrates that cam-
paigns can have a sizable effect on citizens’ voting decisions in quiescent elections. Are
these effects diminished in more visible elections and, if so, by how much. Answering this
last question is important, because, for one, it has implications for the cost-effectiveness
of using grassroots campaigns to boost support, and more generally, replication is neces-
sary to establish the generalizability of these findings to other electoral contexts.

APPENDIX: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

Q1. In talking to people about elections, we often find that a lot of people were not able
to vote because they were sick, or they just didn’t have time. How about you – did you
vote in the Democratic primary elections [today/last Tuesday]?
1. Yes, did vote
2. No, didn’t vote
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)

[If Q1 answer is YES then ASK Q2a]

Q2a. In the Democratic primary election that just passed, the candidates for County
Commissioner District 3 were (ROTATE) John Eder [EEH der], Judy Woodward, and
Deanna Archuleta Loeser [DEEna Are-Chew-LEH-ta LOH-sir]. Who did you vote for?
1. John Eder
2. Judy Woodward
3. Deanna Archuleta Loeser
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4. Other (DO NOT READ)
5. Did not vote in this race (DO NOT READ)
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)

[If Q1 answer is NO or Refused or DK then ASK Q2b]

Q2b. In the Democratic primary election that just passed, the candidates for County
Commissioner District 3 were (ROTATE) John Eder [EEH der], Judy Woodward, and
Deanna Archuleta Loeser [DEEna Are-Chew-LEH-ta LOH-sir]. Which candidate for
County Commissioner would you have voted for?
1. John Eder
2. Judy Woodward
3. Deanna Archuleta Loeser 
4. Other (DO NOT READ)
5. Did not vote in this race (DO NOT READ)
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)

Q3. Of the three candidates for County Commissioner District 3, (ROTATE) John Eder
[EEH der], Judy Woodward, and Deanna Archuleta Loeser [DEEna Are-Chew-LEH-ta
LOH-sir], which do you think is the strongest supporter of “planned growth” to limit
development on the fringes of Bernalillo [BURN-nal-e-YO] county?
1. John Eder
2. Judy Woodward
3. Deanna Archuleta Loeser
4. All of them or some combination (DO NOT READ)
5. None of them (DO NOT READ)
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)

Q4. Would you say that the phrase “strong leader” best describes (ROTATE) John Eder
[EEH der], Judy Woodward, or Deanna Archuleta Loeser [DEEna Are-Chew-LEH-ta
LOH-sir]?
1. John Eder
2. Judy Woodward
3. Deanna Archuleta Loeser 
4. All of them or some combination (DO NOT READ)
5. None of them (DO NOT READ)
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)

Q5. And finally, my last question is: Looking ahead to the upcoming election in
November, how likely are you to volunteer your time, contribute money, or attend ral-
lies on behalf of a political candidate? Would you say you are . . .
1. Very likely
2. Somewhat likely
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3. Not too likely
4. Not at all likely
8. Don’t Know (DO NOT READ)
9. Refused (DO NOT READ)
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