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Abstract

Sending text messages reminding people to vote has only been examined as a mobi-
lization tool in three studies, two of them done in the United States. The results from
these studies are mixed. We investigate this tool’s effectiveness using a field experi-
ment in a different context, municipal elections in Norway. We find strong mobiliza-
tion effects among groups traditionally low in participation (immigrants and youth
voters). Young native Norwegians show an intent-to-treat (ITT) effect of 4.58%
points, foreign nationals who have recently established Norwegian residency show
an ITT effect of 2.93% points, and among immigrants who have lived in Norway
for 7 years or more the treatment effect is 2.7% points. Even among native Norwe-
gian voters over 30, with a baseline turnout of 73%, text messages generate a 0.96%
points increase in turnout.

Keywords GOTYV - Experiments - Turnout - Text messages - Nudging - Noticeable
reminder theory

Introduction

Research on the use of SMS text messages as a voter mobilization tool has led to

the formulation of the Noticeable Reminder Theory (Dale and Strauss 2009). The
theory’s premise is that registered voters generally have the intention to vote, but
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frequently fail to do so because of time constraints and lack of planning. To mobilize
these voters, normative arguments in favor of voting are unnecessary; all they need
is a simple nudge (Thaler and Sunstein 2009) such as can be provided by a text mes-
sage. We test the Noticeable Reminder Theory through an SMS text message experi-
ment in connection with the Norwegian local elections of 2015.

We expand on the Noticeable Reminder Theory in two important ways. First,
we provide a strong test of theory robustness. Two of the previous tests have been
done in the United States. We test the theory under dramatically different conditions.
Among the differences is the mobilization environment. While voters in competitive
U.S. elections are often inundated with canvassers, phone calls, and mailings from
the parties and independent groups, there is a more limited level of direct mobili-
zation in the Norwegian context. Another difference is the high level of turnout in
Norwegian local elections (60% in the 2015 elections), as well as a high level of
knowledge and awareness of the election among the general public.!

Second, as Matland and Murray (2012) we use Zaller’s (1992) receive-accept-
sample theory to develop hypotheses as to which voters are likely to respond to text
messages. We expect attentive voters, who are well aware of an upcoming election,
to be unaffected by text message reminders. Adding one new consideration into their
calculus has little impact as their calculations are already heavily weighted towards
voting. On the other side, voters with little or no knowledge or interest in the elec-
tion are unlikely to take note of such a small nudge. In Zaller’s language they do
not receive the message. These individuals require more than just a reminder to be
mobilized, so we expect minimal effects there too. Rather, we hypothesize effects
are strongest among voters who pay sporadic attention to politics, who are conscious
of the upcoming election beforehand, but have not made explicit plans to vote. Our
argument is in line with that proposed by Arceneaux and Nickerson (2009:1); “citi-
zens whose propensity to vote is near the indifference threshold are mobilized to
vote and the threshold is determined by the general interest in the election”. Simi-
larly, Enos et al. (2014) find in a study of several GOTV mobilization experiments
that the treatments are least effective among low-propensity voters, but more effec-
tive among medium- to high-propensity voters.

In the Norwegian political environment, attentive voters are plentiful as average
turnout for local elections is over 60%. We can, however, find pockets of inatten-
tive voters. Importantly, all eligible voters are automatically registered and need not
decide to become a voter until the last minute. We find inattentive voters concen-
trated among those foreign nationals who newly became eligible to vote for the first
time in the 2015 election (foreign nationals are eligible to vote after 3 years of legal
residence in Norway). These are new voters who have not developed into habitual
voters. Furthermore, many in this group are likely to have limited knowledge of the
Norwegian language, and thus pay little attention to Norwegian media.

" Turnout in the 2006 US midterm elections—the setting for the Dale and Strauss (2009) study—was
41% (of the voting eligible population). Malhotra et al. (2011) did their study in San Mateo County in
California during two separate elections, a local election and a statewide primary election. The voter
turnout was 4% for the local election and 9% for the statewide election.
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Sporadically attentive voters are voters who have a general awareness of politics
but are not strongly engaged. The bulk of them are found among voters with immi-
grant backgrounds who have lived in Norway for a longer time (7 years minimum in
our data) as well as among the youngest native Norwegian age cohorts who have yet
to establish a regular habit of voting. Turnout in these groups is below average but
they can largely follow the Norwegian media coverage and are aware of the election.

Our experiment finds text messages produce strong positive effects. Surpris-
ingly, the messages show a positive effect among the group of foreign nationals
who have become newly eligible to vote in local elections. We had expected this
group to be largely inattentive. Nevertheless, the text messages produce an “intent to
treat” (ITT) effect of 2.93% points (with a baseline turnout of 21.7%). The strongest
effect is among one group of sporadically attentive voters. There is an ITT effect of
4.58% points among native Norwegians below the age of 30 with a baseline turnout
of 45.3%. Among voters with immigrant backgrounds but who have been eligible
to vote for at least one previous election, i.e. have lived in Norway for more than
7 years, we find an ITT effect of 2.73% points. Finally, SMS text messages have an
ITT effect of 0.96% points among attentive voters. These effects are substantially
stronger than the effects found in the United States, and stronger than the effects
found in the one previous European test of text messages in Denmark (Bhatti et al.
2017).

Optimistically, this study finds both younger voters and immigrants, two groups
that tend to be less plugged into the political process and vote less frequently, show
the strongest effects from receiving a text message. These results indicate text mes-
sages can be an effective (and economical) tool for mobilizing voters, especially
those who tend to participate less than the average Norwegian voter.

In addition to testing the effectiveness of text messages, we were interested in
testing whether message timing influenced effectiveness. SMS messages were sent
every day of the week prior to the election, and every hour on Election Day. Unex-
pectedly, the effectiveness of the messages does not vary systematically with respect
to the day they are sent, while there were some differences in effectiveness based on
time of day across messages sent on Election Day.

Nudging People to Vote

A well-established view in the GOTV literature is that face-to-face mobilization
techniques get more voters to the polls than impersonal contact tactics such as
emails and direct mail (Arceneaux and Nickerson 2009; Michelson and Nickerson
2011; Matland and Murray 2012; Green et al. 2013; Green and Gerber 2015). While
proponents of mailers and text messages do not dispute this fact, they point to the
vast savings in costs and labour that can be reaped by using mechanisms such as
text messages and mail. While text messages may not match canvassing in terms of
increasing turnout, if one calculates effectiveness as costs per extra vote, mailers and
text messages can be highly effective.

The Noticeable Reminder Theory holds that a simple nudge in the form of an
SMS text message can mobilize voters. In proposing the theory Dale and Strauss
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emphasize voters in the U.S. context have already shown themselves interested in
voting by getting registered to vote. They do not need to be convinced to vote, they
simply need to be reminded to vote. The Norwegian context differs. In Norway all
voters are automatically registered to vote, there is no need to physically register,
and as such the Norwegian case represents a tougher test for the theory.

Dale and Strauss (2009) in the initial paper testing text messages collected infor-
mation from a sample of people who were registering to vote. These new registrants
provided their mobile phone numbers and agreed to get a text message reminding
them to vote. The sample was randomly split into a control group and an experimen-
tal group and individuals in the experimental group were sent a text message the day
before the election reminding them to vote. Dale and Strauss found SMS remind-
ers produced a statistically significant positive “intent-to-treat” (ITT) effect of 3.0%
points. In a second U.S. test Malhotra et al. (2011) ran two tests, during different
elections, contacting a sample of voters in a single California county with cold texts
(no previous contact). They find modest, but statistically significant effects, a 0.7%
point increase in a local election and a 0.9% point increase for a state-wide election.

A team of Danish researchers have done the only study to evaluate text messages
outside the United States (Bhatti et al. 2014, 2017). They ran three distinct text mes-
saging campaigns during the 2013 local elections and a fourth experiment during
the 2014 EU parliamentary elections. Three of the text messaging campaigns tar-
geted young ethnic Danish voters below 30 years of age. A fourth study was con-
ducted on a broad sample of Danish residents of all ages with an oversampling of
immigrants. The Danish team tested a series of distinct messages and found no
difference in effectiveness across message content. The three campaigns aimed at
young voters produced a statistically insignificant 0.72% point increase in turnout, a
statistically significant effect of 0.63% points with a much larger sample and finally
a quite strong turnout impact of 1.8% point increase. The fourth SMS experiment
resulted in an insignificant 0.33% point increase in turnout, although turnout among
first generation immigrants increased by a significant 1.0% points.

In considering which voters are most likely to be affected by text messages
researchers have emphasized differences in types of voters and differences in con-
texts. Dale and Strauss argue text messages will be most relevant for individuals
with experience in voting. These individuals can make accurate estimates of the
benefits versus costs of voting and have shown themselves willing to vote in the past.
Their prediction is confirmed by their analyses. Looking at several types of mobili-
zation techniques, Enos et al. (2014) find that low-propensity voters are least likely
to be mobilized by a GOTV drive. Based on that, they conclude that voter mobiliza-
tion may actually increase social inequalities in voting. Malhotra et al. (2011) argue
the effect of text messaging is conditioned on a combination of the salience of the
election and individuals® voting history. They find in the lowest salience election
text messaging increases turnout only among habitual voters and in a more salient
election only among casual voters.> Voters with low levels of participation were not

2 Note the turnout in the higher salience election’ was 9% as opposed to 4% in the low salience election.
Both turnout levels seem indicative of low salience elections from our perspective.
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mobilized. We believe variations in effectiveness are likely to depend not only on
the contextual conditions, but also upon the individual voters.> We believe Zaller’s
(1992) theory of opinion formation is well suited to identify voters who are likely to
receive and accept simple mobilization messages such as those delivered by a text
message.

Zaller’s Receive-Accept-Sample (R-A-S) model of public opinion consists of four
axioms. First, the reception axiom states the greater a person’s cognitive engagement
with an issue, the more likely he or she is to receive, i.e. cognitively process, a mes-
sage concerning the issue. Simple reminders of an upcoming election are most likely
to be comprehended and processed by people who have an interest in politics and
the upcoming election.

The resistance axiom states people resist arguments that are inconsistent with
their beliefs. For our purposes, this means people who have made a conscious
decision not to vote or to simply ignore politics will be unpersuaded by an SMS
reminder, especially since the messages do not contain any strong normative argu-
ments. The accessibility axiom says that recently received or used considerations are
more prominent in our cognitive structure and are more easily recalled when mak-
ing a decision. The relevant considerations in our study are thoughts about voting
in the election. Finally, the fourth axiom deals with how people make decisions. It
states people average across considerations that are immediately salient or acces-
sible (Zaller 1992:49). A text message urging people to vote, especially if sent just
before deciding whether to vote, makes the pro-voting considerations more salient
and impactful.

The R-A-S model leads us to expect attentive voters who follow the election cam-
paign will notice and cognitively process the voter mobilization messages, but these
voters are unlikely to be much affected. They will vote anyway. At the other end
of the attentiveness-spectrum inattentive voters who perhaps are not even aware of
the upcoming election may not take note of a simple text message with no addi-
tional information. They may read the text message but do not receive the message
in terms of processing the information. They see the message as irrelevant to them.
To mobilize this group a simple nudge is insufficient; they would need more infor-
mation to convince them of an election’s relevance to them.

In between these two poles, we find the sporadically attentive voters. They are
probably aware of the upcoming election, though they do not follow the campaign in
detail. Furthermore, they are generally predisposed to vote, perhaps as a response to
civic duty but voting is an action with small benefits and small costs (Aldrich 1993).

As relatively small value is generated by voting and the costs of not voting are
modest they may be hindered from doing so for practical reasons such as running
out of time or simply forgetting. For this group a noticeable reminder can be an
effective mobilization tool. We expect reminders to be more effective as they are
given closer to Election Day. We test these hypotheses through a GOTV experiment
with SMS text messages in connection with the Norwegian local elections of 2015.

3 See our pre-analysis for a discussion of data, experimental design and possible heterogencous cffects
(https://egap.org/registration/1312).
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Experimental Setting and Data

Previous text message mobilization experiments have mainly been conducted in the
US. Our setting differs in several notable ways. First, the voter mobilization environ-
ment is very different. The Norwegian political system is party-centered and there is
limited personal campaigning by individual candidates. There is some door-to-door
canvassing, but mailing, phone calls, and text messages are not common forms of
communication between parties/candidates and voters. A direct contact with voters
via text is unusual and therefore is likely to be noticed.

Second, while Norwegian local elections are often referred to as “second order
elections” (Mjelde et al. 2015) and they receive less attention and interest than par-
liamentary elections, turnout in these elections is still high. In the 2015 local elec-
tion, 60.2% of all eligible voters took part. This was an unusually low level of turn-
out by Norwegian standards,* but is vastly higher than the elections where U.S.
studies of mobilization techniques are fielded. However, turnout in the Norwegian
2015 local election was 12% points lower than in the Danish 2013 local elected
where four SMS Text messaging experiments was fielded. Still, general knowledge
and awareness of the election is widespread in Norway. The campaign is covered
widely in every news media and media consumption is comparatively high.

Note also that Norwegians are asked to go to the polls and vote only twice in
a 4 year time period. Americans, depending on one’s state of residence, may vote
more than 20 times in a 4 year period. Elections in Norway are rarer, and no elec-
tion is considered obscure or only of minor interest. In short, in the Norwegian con-
text most voters are attentive. This means, in the context of mobilization studies,
that Norwegian local elections are best described as high-salience, high-involvement
elections. A lot of voters are attentive and inclined to vote. Involvement is especially
pronounced among natives above the age of 30, who turned out to vote at a rate of
73% in the 2015 elections. We define these voters as our “attentive public”.

An inattentive audience is harder to come by.’ It is almost impossible for those
who understand the Norwegian language and pay at least sporadic attention to media
coverage to be unaware of an upcoming election. One group may, however, fall into
the inattentive category: newly arrived immigrants with voting rights. After 3 years
of legal residence immigrants to Norway automatically receive voting rights in local
elections.® We use this rule to define our inattentive voters as immigrants who were
first eligible to vote in the 2015 local elections. These immigrants established resi-
dency between 2009 and 2011. Voter turnout in this group is low: 21.6% in 2015.
We expect this group to have limited, but varying, knowledge of the Norwegian lan-
guage. For most immigrants, Norwegian is a completely new and foreign language.

4 This was the sccond-lowest level of turnout in Norwegian local clections since World War II. The
record-low was set in the 2003 elections (59.0%).

5 The norm in the United States is to use an individual’s voting record in previous elections to identify
them as a habitual, episodic, or registered non-voters. Voting records at the individual level are unavail-
able in Norway so we are forced to use demographics to identify groups of voters based on official statis-
tics and election surveys rather than individual voters based on their individual voting record.

6 Norwegian citizenship is required to vote in national parliamentary clections.
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Table 1 Voter turnout, political interest, frequency of political conversations and party identification
across four groups of voters [%]

Inattentive audience Sporadically attentive Attentive audience
audience
Immigrant first time voters®  Other Natives Natives aged 30 or more
immigrant  below age
voters 30
Voter turnout 22 40 45 73
Very or somewhat 40 44 33 66
interested in local
politics
Have weekly con- 24 38 36 51
versations about
the election
Party identification 56 71 67 75
Survey data N 1143 2392 638 1394

Voter turnout is measured based on electoral roll data in the 27 Norwegian municipalities where our
experiment was carried out. The survey results come from an election survey carried out by Statistics
Norway (https://www.ssb.no/en/valg/statistikker/vundkomm)

aThree years of continuous legal residence is required for a foreign national to receive voting rights.
Local clections are held every 4 years. First time voters are therefore people with 3—7 years of residence.
This group is precisely identified in the voter turnout data. In the Election survey among voters with an
immigrant background we have to use the category “3-9 years of residence”

Consumption of Norwegian language media is therefore likely to be lower for this
audience than for the rest of the population. This group may also lack the contextual
information necessary to make sense of an SMS voter mobilization message. Immi-
grants from Sweden and Denmark on the other hand generally understand Norwe-
gian, since the three Scandinavian languages are quite similar. Finns are required to
learn Swedish in school and all four countries have cultures with many similarities.
Citizens from other Nordic countries have voting rights in local elections if they are
registered resident in Norway no later than 30 June in the year of the election. We
have therefore chosen to exclude immigrants from the Nordic countries from our
samples of immigrants participating in their first election (inattentive voters), but
they are included in our samples of attentive voters. Finally, the remaining groups of
voters are young native Norwegians below the age of 30 and immigrants who have
lived in Norway longer and had voting rights in at least one previous election. Turn-
out in these groups is below native Norwegians 30 and over in age but comfortably
above recent immigrants (see Table 1). They are moderately interested in politics
and pay sporadic attention to the election campaign.

Table 1 provides evidence of real differences in attentiveness to politics between
these three groups. The turnout-rates are a strong behavioural indicator. In addition,
the results from an election survey carried out in 2015 regarding political interest,
conversations about the election and party identification indicate clear differences
in attitudes between these groups of voters. Across these items, the inattentive audi-
ence has the lowest levels of political involvement, whereas the attentive audience
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is at the opposite end of the scale. With the possible exception of the political inter-
est question (in which young natives display low levels of interest), the sporadically
attentive audience are in the middle on all indicators.

Study Population and Experimental Design

In designing the experiment, we had access to the electoral rolls for approximately
1.7 million Norwegian voters living in the 27 municipalities’ (out of a total of 428
municipalities) that had adopted electronic registration of turnout. Because practi-
cally all of Norway’s larger towns and cities have electronic registration of turn-
out, our dataset includes 42% of Norway’s eligible voters. To pull our samples we
needed additional background information to separate immigrants from the native
Norwegian population. The National Population Register [Folkeregisteret] provided
information with respect to birthdate, sex, country of origin, and citizenship. For
those who immigrated to Norway we also have the date of entry to Norway. The lat-
ter information was used to identify immigrants newly eligible to vote.

The datafile includes 279,230 voters with immigrant backgrounds, of whom
69,086 are eligible to vote in Norway for the first time. It also contains 7,363,083
individuals who are Norwegians without an immigrant background; 328,167 of
those are below the age of 30.

We contracted with an IT-company to provide cell phone numbers tied to the
individuals in our voting registry. They were able to match phone numbers to 73% of
the immigrant voters; thus reducing our sample to 202,496 individuals. Cell phone
coverage in the Norwegian population was slightly higher: 76%; thereby limiting the
sample to 1,042,264.

Another mobilization experiment that targeted immigrants® involved 13,733
individuals in our sample, which we excluded (reducing the immigrant sample to
188,763).

Finally, when pulling the samples for the households with more than one voter,
we aimed at pulling only one person per household, to avoid sending multiple
messages to the same household. We did not have a specific household identifier
in our data, so we identified households by address. In some cases, addresses were
detailed, i.e. identifying individual apartments within larger apartment-buildings.
In other cases, addresses were not very specific, in that every person in an apart-
ment building had the same address. Our measure of household is therefore less than
ideal. The practical consequence of that is that we end up discarding a number of
voters from our data file that we would have included if we had a better household
indicator. This is not a problem for our analytical purposes, as long as the samples
are in the hundreds of thousands.

7 The 27 municipalities are (ordered by population size, from large to small): Oslo, Bergen, Trondheim,
Stavanger, Baerum, Fredrikstad, Drammen, Sandnes, Sarpsborg, Asker, Skien, Skedsmo, Bodg, Sandef-
jord, Larvik, Tgnsberg, Karmgy, Porsgrunn, Haugesund, Alesund, Mandal, Vefsn, Hammerfest, Re, Tyn-
set, Radgy and Bremanger.

8 Bergh et al (2016).
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Table2 SMS text campaign:

control and treatment groups Treatment Control
First generation immigrants 48,005 77,148
Native norwegians 75,559 379,634
Total 123,564 456,782

We proceeded to sample individuals’ in the following manner: For “households”
that included 1 to 5 individual voters'’, we sampled one person. This includes 92%
of our sample. For larger households we sampled one additional name if the house-
hold had between 6 and 17 individuals. We then sampled one additional person for
every 12 additional individuals in the household.

This procedure left us with what we considered to be too few individuals in the
category of voters with immigrant backgrounds who were eligible to vote for the
first time (about 12,000). We therefore dropped that procedure for this part of the
sample. The category of “immigrant first time voters” includes everyone that had
a registered phone and that were not part of any other experiment. The practical
consequence of this is that some people in the control group will be in a household
that receives and SMS. This could potentially raise turnout in the control group, thus
reducing effect sizes. There is a chance, in other words, that we may underestimate
effect sizes in this group.

All in all, we ended up with 125,388 voters with immigrant backgrounds, of
whom 41,400 were eligible to vote for the first time. The native Norwegian sample
was reduced to 455,193 voters.

From these samples we then sampled individuals to receive treatment; those not
getting treatment constitutes the control group. Table 2 displays the composition of
the control and treatment groups.

Text messages were sent in the last week up to and including Election Day (from
Monday September 7 to Monday September 14). The number of text messages sent
per day ranged from 8500 messages to 16,500. These went out at 7 pm each night
leading up to the election, summing to a total of 73,146 messages. The second round
of messages was sent on Election Day, starting at 8 am and then every hour until
6 pm: 58,169 messages were sent on Election Day. Each subject only received one
text message.

The text messages were sent by a polling agency with the technical equipment
to send large numbers of text messages simultaneously. Furthermore, the firm kept
track of which messages were delivered. That enables us to calculate precise treat-
ment effects. The cost of the text messages used in this study was 0.70 kroner (8.5
US cents) per message, so this is clearly an inexpensive way of contacting large
groups of voters.

 We sampled individuals to be included in either the treatment or the control groups. Sampling to treat-
ment was then done from this sample of individuals.
10" Children below the age of 18 are not included in the file, since they do not have voting rights.
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To be able to compare our results with previous experiments we use similarly
phrased text messages. The text messages included a reminder of the upcoming
election with a short civic duty appeal. SMS#1 was used for messages sent the week
before the election. SMS#2 was used for messages sent the day of the election.

SMS#1 Hi! This is a friendly reminder concerning the local election on September
14. Democracy needs your voice/vote '!, so remember to participate in the election!
Regards valg.no.

SMS#2 Hi! Have you voted? If not, you can still make it. Polling stations are open
from XX to YY today. Participate in the election! Regards valg.no.

Message content was developed in agreement with the Ministry of Local Govern-
ment and Modernization (KMD). KMD has overall responsibility for all elections
in Norway and we used their election webpage address valg. no (election. no) as the
sender of the messages (Bergh et al. 2016). The receivers of the SMS had not given
prior consent to receiving these messages from the Ministry which strengthens the
external validity of the experiment (Michelson and Nickerson 2011: 235). We are
studying the effect of “cold” text messaging (messages without prior consent) like
those used by Malhotra et al. (2011) as opposed to the “warm” messages (messages
with prior consent) used in the original Dale and Strauss (2009) study. Therefore,
our strong results cannot be explained as unique to recipients who previously agreed
to receive texts.

Results

We have two aims. First, to test the robustness of the U.S. text messaging '? results
when applied in a European context. Did text messaging work on Norwegian vot-
ers? Second, to look across groups to see where the messages are most effective. We
predict differences in the effectiveness of the mobilization messages, based on voter
attentiveness.

The intent-to-treat effect (ITT) is a conservative standard for analyzing results
from clinical trials, it evaluates subjects as they were originally randomized regard-
less of whether they received/completed the treatment or not (Gerber and Green
2012). ITT analysis maintains the benefits of randomization and provides an accu-
rate measure of how effective a treatment is given realistic conditions where cover-
age is less than complete.

Table 3 presents our results with the first column showing the control group
turnout and the second column showing the ITT effect (see on line Appendix A
for the bivariate regressions). We also did a robust check in which we used inverse

" We used the Norwegian word “stemme”, which means both “voice” and “vote”.
12 The data and the code used to produce results are at https://dataverse.harvard.cdu/dataset.xhtml ?persi
stentld=doi:10.7910/DVN/IEDGNU
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Table 3 Experimental results: base turnout and change in turnout

Control Intentionto  ITT with Complier N

group treat ITT)  control vari- average
turnout ables causal effect
(CACE)

Effect S.E. Effect S.E. Effect S.E.

Inattentive audience

First-time voters (foreign nationals) 21.68 293 50 427 48 483 .82 41,400
Sporadically attentive audience

Other first-generation immigrants ~ 41.31 273 34 216 33 436 .55 83,988

Natives, below age 30 45.33 458 48 331 47 616 .64 66,086
Attentive audience

Natives, aged 30 or more 72.66 .96 20 .38 19 136 27 389,107

The following social background control variables are included: sex, age, and married. In addition, for
immigrants we included “Western” (immigrants from Europe, North America, and Oceania), and years
in Norway. For all four groups a dummy for living in Oslo is included

probability weights (IPW) to test if the probability of treatment varied by household
size (see on line Appendix B). Finally, we ran regression models with control vari-
ables (see on line Appendix c). Including control variables should not change the
treatment effects notably compared to the model without controls because randomi-
zation should guarantee the treatment is uncorrelated with any relevant control vari-
able (Angrist and Pitschke 2008).

While ITT is a conservative measure, the Complier Average Causal Effect
(CACE), column three, is relatively liberal as it considers only on those who
received the treatment. CACE effects are calculated using a two-stage least squares
regression of vote on actual contact using selection into the experimental group as
an instrumental variable (Gerber and Green 2012). Since there are some differences
in sampling strategies between groups, we opt for not presenting combined effects
across groups.

Looking at the effects, we begin with immigrants who are first-time voters. 21.7%
of those in the control group voted, while those in the experimental group voted at a
rate of 24.6% suggesting that being scheduled to receive the SMS increased turnout
by 2.9% points (S.E.=.50). Adding controls reduces the effect somewhat for three
of our four groups. For foreign nationals who are first time voters adding controls
increases the ITT to 4.27% points and the CACE was a strong 4.8% points.

Immigrants who have lived in Norway for 7 years or more voted at a rate (41.3%)
about twice that of first-time voters with an almost identical treatment effect, 2.7%
points. This effect drops slightly with the inclusion of the control variables, to 2.2%
points. The CACE effect in this group is also strong, 4.4% points. The general pat-
tern seems to be that once immigrants are contacted text messages are an effective
mobilization tool.

Native Norwegians below the age of 30, our second group in the category of
“sporadically attentive audience”, has a control group turnout of 45.3%. Text mes-
saging has a remarkably strong effect in this group: 4.6% points which decreases to
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3.3% points when controls are added. The CACE effect is estimated as 6.2% points.
Young Norwegians are clearly mobilized by text messages. On the other hand,
native Norwegians 30 and above, our attentive public, show a positive but only mod-
est effect. The already high turnout in this group rises with a statistically significant
.96% points in the treatment group. Controlling for the contact rate, we find a mod-
est CACE effect of about 1.4% points.

The distinction between the ITT and the CACE effect is driven by the contact
rate. For each text message we sent we got either a confirmation the message was
delivered or a message noting a failure to deliver. While there were failures in all
four groups there were considerable differences in contact rate. While 88.3% of
native Norwegians assigned to receive a text message were successfully contacted,
the contact rate was substantially lower for immigrants: 70.8%. In addition, a num-
ber of voters made use of early voting, and therefore had voted before they received
their text message. We have registered the precise time people voted and can there-
fore determine the share of voters that voted prior to receiving our text message.
19.5% of the native Norwegian sample and 12% of the immigrant population had
already voted when they received their message.!* Thus, the contact rate for first-
time voting immigrants is calculated to be 60.6%, other immigrants 64.6%, and the
contact rate for the two Norwegians samples are 74.3% (below the age of 30), and
70.4% (older than 30).

Overall, we find text messaging is effective in Norway. There is a statistically
significant increase in turnout across all groups. The effectiveness does vary across
groups. Overall, the results support our predictions with respect to the effectiveness
of text messaging with sporadically attentive and attentive audiences. The effect of
text messaging in our inattentive group of voters, however, is higher than expected.
Clearly, text messaging also works as a mobilization tool among immigrants who
are newly eligible to vote.

Of course, having to define our inattentive audience in terms of all members of a
group rather than based on individual information makes it more difficult to identify
the truly inattentive. The mandatory “introduction program” that refugees and asy-
lum seekers go through, which includes teaching of the Norwegian language, could
enable quite a few to follow Norwegian election campaigns. Within this group there
likely are individuals who are more attentive to politics than we originally expected;
or at least they are attentive enough to receive, accept and act upon a voter mobiliza-
tion text message. Furthermore, even if these immigrants are relatively new there
are members of their community with substantially greater experience in Norway
who can provide essential cues as to how to interpret politics in Norway and how

13 While some messages were delivered after voters had voted we still elect to use the whole sample in
our calculations of ITT and we do not adjust the CACE sample (if the message was successfully deliv-
ered the voter is a complier whether they had voted early or not). This is because adjusting the treatment
sample by dropping these cases while not adjusting the control sample for those who voted prior to send-
ing out messages will bias our estimate of the treatment effect. We could drop all voters from both the
experimental and control samples who voted prior to us sending out text messages but this should result
in largely the same estimates in terms of treatment effects.
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to vote.!* We find some indication this may be going on in the control variables
included in Appendix B which show that immigrants living in the capital of Oslo are
more likely to vote than their equivalent compatriots in other areas of the country
(Bergh and Bjgrklund 2010).

Does Timing Matter?

A final issue is whether the effectiveness of the text messages is influenced by the
time when messages were sent. In the literature, the jury is still out concerning the
ideal time to deliver GOTV-appeals. Most of the literature supports the idea that the
closer to the election the more effective messages are. Nickerson (2006), looking at
the effectiveness of GOTV phone calls, argues calls the last week are effective, but
calls made earlier than 1 week before do not have an impact. Murray and Matland
(2014) find that GOTV postcards with voting records work 1 week prior or less to
Election Day, but earlier mailers have limited impact.

The one study arguing early contact can be just as effective is Panagopoulos
(2011). He argues there is a primacy effect which results in the early delivery of
GOTV-appeals having a memory advantage, while the recency hypothesis argues
that delivery close to the election put such appeals in the forefront of recipients’
short-term memory when they have to make the decision to vote (Matland and Mur-
ray 2012). Panagopoulos found appeals to high-propensity voters delivered 4 weeks
prior to Election Day were more effective than appeals delivered 2 weeks prior.
Thus, it is an open question whether “messages delivered early mobilize as effec-
tively as appeals received closer to Election Day” (Panagopoulos 2011: 80).

Given the very limited information that can be included in a text message the ini-
tial SMS studies using messages argued their effectiveness was based on their value
as a reminder to plan to vote. The effect was seen to be transitory so both U.S. trials
only sent messages the final weekend before the election. The R-A-S model also
expects recency to matter, the model emphasizes that when sampling considerations
and deciding whether to vote, more recent considerations are more salient and more
likely to be sampled (Matland and Murray 2012).

In our experiment, text messages were sent out daily in 1 week leading up to
Election Day. This is a shorter period of time than that used by i.e. Murray and Mat-
land (2014), so it is possible that our timeframe is too brief to uncover major differ-
ences in effects.

For our analysis we use OLS regressions. The regressions are used to calculate
the marginal change in turnout among members of the experimental groups (i.e.
those who received a text message). The change in vote probability by day is pre-
sented graphically in Fig. 1a, b. The figures show the variation in the effectiveness

14 Several of the immigrant communities, especially in the larger cities, have built strong ties to specific
parties, primarily with Labour, and political outreach to the community does occur. Furthermore, local
clections in Norway allow for personal voting and several immigrant politicians have been elected to
local councils based on personal votes from their community.
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Fig. 1 a Date of delivery effects: immigrant sample. b Date of delivery effects: native norwegian sample

of the text messages from 8 days prior (Monday: 9/7/2015) through Election Day
(9/14/2015), first for immigrants and then for native Norwegians.
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Figure la shows the point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for immi-
grants who are eligible to vote for the first time and longer-term immigrants. For
both groups the point estimates suggest text messages have a positive effect on turn-
out every day. For first time eligible immigrants effects vary across time; some are
significant, some are not. The impact is more consistent among long term immi-
grants. There is no clear chronological pattern for either group as the effects do not
get stronger (or weaker) over the space of the week. Furthermore, time effects are
inconsistent across groups. So, while Saturday, 2 days before the election shows the
strongest effect for long term immigrants, Saturday shows the second weakest effect
for first time immigrant voters. Simultaneously Monday a week before the election
has the next strongest effect for first time immigrant voters, while it is the second
weakest days for long term immigrants. These patterns strengthen the suspicion this
is probably just random noise.

When evaluating the native Norwegian results in Fig. 1b we see there is a sig-
nificant difference in effectiveness across age groups. For Norwegians below 30 text
messages have impact regardless of when they are delivered. Every single day shows
an effect greater than a 2.6% point increase in turnout and 6 of the 8 days show more
than a 4% point bump. These are very strong effects, but as with the immigrant sam-
ples there is no consistent chronological pattern. Recall for native Norwegians 30
and over the overall effect reported in our regression was small (.96) but positive.
Figure 2b reflects this, showing a very stable pattern with little variance in effec-
tiveness, on no day was the increase in turnout as much as 2% points. Except for
Sunday, every day was positive. While no individual days are significantly different
from zero, collectively there is a positive impact.

Turning to our by-the-hour experiments on Election Day the results are displayed
in Fig. 2a, b. The results among immigrant voters shows a couple of patterns. For
newly enfranchised immigrants, the effects during the day (between 10:00 and
16:00) show fairly substantial positive results. The earliest messages and the latest
messages have negative and insignificant effects. Text messages sent at 12:00 and
16:00 have positive effects. There is similar day of the election effects for immi-
grants who have lived in Norway for more than 7 years, the text messages sent at
8:00 or at 18:00, i.e. early or late, shows smallest effects with the strongest effects
being in the middle of the day.

One very clear outcome is the significant difference in effects between the spo-
radically attentive and the attentive voters. Among Norwegian natives 30 and above
(i.e. attentive voters) we sent out messages at ten different times. Nine of the 10
times showed no significant effect while one had a significant positive effect (4 pm).
Combined this supports the argument that Election Day text messages have little
impact on attentive voters, although the combined effect of all the messages is a
small significant positive effect.

For less attentive Norwegian natives, emblematic of the younger voters, there
are consistent and stronger effect. The very earliest messages (8:00) and very late
messages (17:00 and 18:00) did not have a significant impact on turnout. The mes-
sages at 9:00, 12:00, 13:00, 14:00, 15:00, and 16:00 all had significant impacts. In
other words, 5 of the 10 separate trials on Election Day. There is some random var-
iation in Fig. 2b as well, but the general conclusion seems to be voter mobilization
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Fig.2 a Hour of delivery effects: immigrant sample. b Hour of delivery effects: norwegian sample

text messages should be sent during the middle of the day on Election Day. Inter-
estingly for three of the four samples the strongest effect is the 16:00 round of text
messages. Among the four separate samples this time produced percentage point
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increases of 6.8%, 2.2%, 4.9%, and 3.3%, truly strong effects. If we were to predict
a time that would work well as a reminder it would be 16:00. Most Norwegians
finish work at 15:45 or 16:00 so the text message shows up just as they are leav-
ing work and on their way home. A noticeable reminder just as they head home
enables them to stop and vote before they get home and appears to work extremely
well.

Discussion

The existing literature argues impersonal mobilization tactics are ineffective or pro-
duce only small positive results (Green and Gerber 2015). The data and analyses we
present challenges that suggestion. Especially when the cost of contact is calculated
text messaging is effective, at least in Norway. While the results from the one U.S.
study using cold texts (Malhotra et al. 2011) found effects in a low turnout election
just below 1% point. Our results find text messages can have considerably stronger
effects. Messages sent a full week before the election were just as effective as those
sent the day before the election. The effects were powerful, CACE estimates show
4-6% point increases in turnout for three of our four groups.

Our results suggest text messages may be more effective in a European context
than in the US. A key reason is the difference in mobilization environments. While
U.S. voters are commonly exposed to direct campaign communications through
mail, telephone, and sometimes text messages, Norwegian voters are far less
exposed to these contacts. When such activities do occur they are more likely to be
noticed and acted upon.

We suspect another reason for the effectiveness of text messages in Norway is
this communication channel is fairly personal, at least when compared to marketing
phone calls or e-mails. Our cellphones have become an intimate part of our lives.
Yet, receiving text messages from institutions or commercial companies is still
uncommon, therefore public service announcements may get noticed. Garcia Bed-
olla and Michelson (2012):33 argue that if “messages from strangers become more
common, we assume that their impact will decrease because they will seem less like
a social contact”. Ironically this suggests our text messages worked partially because
they are rare. If research leads to the widespread adoption of text messaging it is
entirely plausible their impact will drop as their use increases.

We based our theoretical predictions on applying Zaller’s R-A-S model to a
mobilization campaign. Parts of our results fit the Zaller model quite well. As pre-
dicted attentive voters are only modestly impacted by a nudge in the form of a text
message. There is a small positive effect of mobilization messages for this group.
Further, as predicted, the strongest impacts were among the sporadically attentive.
Native Norwegian voters below the age of 30 responded strongly to the mobilization
message. We suspect many members of this group, whose turnout is below aver-
age, have the intention to vote, but fail to do so for practical or convenience reasons.
Furthermore, as part of a younger generation with distinct communication patterns,

@ Springer



Political Behavior

text messages may actually have a greater possibility of connecting with these voters
than traditional canvassing and mailings.

We also find a strong effect among long term immigrants who are better inte-
grated into Norwegian society than their newly arrived compatriots. A nudge in the
form of a text message is especially effective for this group. Note while this pat-
tern fits the R-A-S model it is inconsistent with the description of the noticeable
reminder theory which strongly suggested the largest effect would be among those
“who have had experience deciding to vote in previous elections” (Dale and Strauss
2009: 7).

Not all the results, however, are consistent with the R-A-S model. In the group
of inattentive voters (foreign nationals with no previous voting history in Norway),
who we had predicted would not be swayed by text messages, we find a noticeable
effect. As expected the effect among this group is smaller than among the sporadi-
cally interested, but it is still present.

A couple reasons come to mind for why this effect is stronger than expected.
First, the text message may provide more than a simple nudge. A text message from
the official organizers of the election (the Local Government and Modernization
Ministry) confirms a citizen’s eligibility to vote. In post-election polling done by
Statistics Norway (2016) one in eight immigrants who had the right to vote said they
did not do so because they believed they were not eligible to vote. Even if all voters
are automatically registered to vote, 10% of newly arrived are not aware of their vot-
ing rights. This effect is greatest among the newly eligible. For these recipients the
text messages provided valuable information about their voting eligibility not just a
voting nudge. In addition, the designation of newly eligible immigrants as broadly
inattentive is probably correct, they have the lowest turnout rate and the lowest level
of political interest of our groups. Yet even within this group there will be individu-
als with considerable interest in politics who can be nudged to the polls via a simple
text message.

The second way the results seem inconsistent with the R-A-S model is there is
no decay in effect as time before the election gets larger. We had suggested that one
of the reasons a noticeable reminder would work is because it would be salient and
on the top of the process of recalling considerations when received just before vot-
ing. This is less true the farther from the election one gets. Yet there appears to be
no diminution in the effect as the time until Election Day increases.!> This could
be because the variations in timing in our experiment are limited; all messages are
sent out within a week. We cannot discount the possibility that text messages sent
out over a larger period of time would have produced differences in effects based on
timing.

15 We tested one possible explanation for this which is a text message received a full week before the
election might inspire voters to vote early and not wait to Election Day to vote. Perhaps in this manner
there would be a primacy effect. In fact text message recipients were slightly more likely to use early vot-
ing but the effect was not significant and nowhere near large enough to explain the total effect of early
text messages.
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In comparing our results with the one other test of text messages in Europe, the
Danish experiments (Bhatti et al. 2014, 2017), we find text messages are more effec-
tive in Norway than Denmark. Until further experiments are run we can only specu-
late about the causes of these differences, among the causes, this difference may
simply be caused by random noise. While similar, the two Scandinavian studies do
not have identical designs; there are differences in the samples, in the messages, and
the election context. Voter turnout in the Danish local election of 2013, used for
three of the experiments, was 12 points higher than in the Norwegian local election
of 2015. There are, in other words, more potential voters to mobilize in the Norwe-
gian case. There are also noticeable differences in the samples. The Danish studies
had data initially on 99% of voters, we had 42% of voters. The difference is that in
the Danish study they had the resources to manually enter all election data for those
localities, primarily small municipalities that did not electronically register turnout.
In the Norwegian case we did not have the resources for this expansion.

An additional distinction is there was a noticeable difference in identifying cell
phone numbers for the voters pulled. While we received cell phone numbers for
76% of our voter sample, the Danish researchers received cell phone numbers for
between 34 and 49% of their experimental samples. If the differences in cell phone
coverage are systematically related to issues such as length of time the individuals
have had their phones, the Norwegian lists may be more likely to include voters who
have owned their phones for a shorter period of time. Shorter time with a new phone
number may also be indicative of being younger and this could easily be associ-
ated with being sporadically attentive, precisely the people we find most sensitive
to our messages. If the Danish list is dominated by individuals who have had their
cell phones for a long time those listings are likely to lean heavily in the direction of
individuals who are in stable life situations who are more likely to be attentive and
participating, diminishing the overall impact of the text message.

Finally, the populations were pulled differently. If a household had more than one
cell phone listing in the Danish case these households were not included in their
study, only households with one cellphone were included. In the Norwegian case
when there was more than one cellphone in a household (address) we randomly
chose one individual per household to be included in the study. Both methods are
defensible, but they do mean the samples are not the same which may explain the
differences in results. In sum, there are a variety of differences that may help to
explain the divergence in results between the Danish and Norwegian studies. The
most obvious solution is to simply urge further studies to see if the strong effects
found in Norway hold up in other European countries and to repeat attempts to pro-
duce significant results in Norway. In doing so it may be possible to incorporate into
the experimental design ways to control for the possible differences listed above.

Conclusion
We believe this study supports several important conclusions. First, text mes-

sages are an effective tool for mobilizing voters in Norwegian local elections.
Given the size of the effects and the modest costs associated with text messaging,
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text messaging holds considerable promise as a tool for voter mobilization. Just as
important is the clear indication that European results need not mimic U.S. results.
One cannot assume that U.S. findings can be safely transferred to Europe. Our work
finds very different results. While text messages had weak effects in the United
States they were quite strong in Norway.'® Further work is needed in the European
arena to see what effects transfer from the United States to Europe.

Not only are there differences in the impact of these tools across the Atlantic,
there is also a significantly different distributional pattern than found in U.S. stud-
ies. The US GOTYV literature consistently finds mobilization effects are strongest
among habitual voters (Enos et al. 2014). GOTV campaigns tend to increase the age
and class skew of the voting pool in the United States. For Norway we find precisely
the opposite effect. It is among voters with lower turnout rates (immigrants and the
youngest native Norwegians) that text messages are most effective. This may be our
most important finding. Whereas U.S. GOTV tools are fairly ineffective at incor-
porating new voters, our findings from Norway present a very different pattern. An
outcome portending serious benefits. Bringing in younger voters puts them more
quickly onto the path of becoming long term habitual voters and can lead to sig-
nificant downstream benefits. Bringing immigrants in provides extremely important
benefits in terms of increased integration into society leading to reduced alienation
(Bergh et al. 2016). Improved integration of immigrant communities has to be one
of the top priorities in Europe and voter mobilization campaigns may prove to be a
useful tool to achieve this.

We also believe our results suggest important results for the research community
interested in mobilization. Text messaging has not been studied sufficiently. While
the initial effects appeared small in the United States, no one has tried cold texts in
an election where turnout was above 9%. Furthermore, the finding that text mes-
sages were especially useful among youth voters suggests testing this tool should be
tested among college students. Our results suggest further tests both on the North
American side and on the European side of the Atlantic would be useful.
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