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Abstract 

The present project aimed to apply principles of behavioral science, specifically 

prompting, to increase voter turnout in a low voter community. The study used a mixed-model 

group experimental design in which voting in an experimental and control group was measured 

across two occasions.  The sample population consisted of one off-campus community, which 

was District 4 of the City of Kalamazoo. This district was chosen because it was the district 

within the city with the lowest voter turnout in the 2016 election. The participants were randomly 

selected from within the district and randomly assigned to an experimental (N=68) and control 

(N=67) group.  The intervention consisted of mailing a postcard then a flyer to voters, with both 

mailers containing information regarding the upcoming 2018 midterm election. The 

experimental group received the mailing intervention and the control group did not. The main 

dependent variable was voting in the 2018 midterm election, which was compared to voting to 

the previous 2014 midterm election.  After the 2018 election voter turnout data were analyzed. 

The results show that, there was an 62% percent increase in voting in both groups in the 2018 

midterm election compared to the 2014 midterm election, but that voting was higher in the 

mailing group. Specifically, voter turnout was 34.6% higher in the experimental group compared 

to the control group. The results show there is a percent difference of 54 %, which support prior 

research in showing that mailers may be an effective strategy for promoting voter turnout.   
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Increasing Political Behavior Within a Local Community 

 

Voter turnout in America is very low.  For example, of the 60% of Americans who were 

eligible to vote in the 2014 midterm elections, only 40% voted (FairVoter, 2018). For the 2016 

presidential election, only 28.5% of the voting population voted in the primaries. In the 2016 

general election, only 58% of the voting population voted (Thom, 2017). With such low turnout 

rates, the views of most citizens of America may not be represented.  When the views of 

American people are not represented, this affects how the country’s democracy functions and the 

stability in the government. For example, in the previous general presidential election only 

58.1% of the eligible voting population voted and now many Americans are unsatisfied with the 

current administration agenda (Penn State, 2018). Some of the current administrations budget 

proposals have been widely rejected by the America public, such as cutting $818 billion dollars 

from Medicare and $1.5 trillion from Medicaid (Tankersley & Tackett, 2019). This budget 

change would devastate the healthcare system and lead to a health care crisis (Van De Water, 

Friedman, & Parrott, 2019).  These bills may not have been proposed if more Americans had 

voted and elected leaders whose policies they support.  

One reason why people may not vote is lack of trust in the process.  Election polling 

showed that only 19% of the American population say they trust the government always or most 

of the time, and 74% say that most elected officials put their own interest ahead of the country’s 

(Pew Research Center, 2015).  Other reasons include different types of voter suppression such as 

purging of voter rolls, felon disenfranchisement, disenfranchisement of justice-involved 

individuals, and disinformation about voting procedures (Root, 2018).  
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 Another reason why people do not vote is that they lack the necessary information about 

where and when to vote, as well as information about the candidates and the issues they support. 

Several studies have investigated whether mailers might increase voter turnout, and there are 

other studies that show that an antecedent prompt can increase behavior. One early study 

investigated the effectiveness of mailers to increase voter turnout in the 1920s. As described in 

the text by Green, Harold Gosnell was the first political scientist to publish a study on voting 

behavior, tested the effectiveness of mailing information to Chicago residents in 1924 and 1925. 

The mailers stated the importance of registering before the upcoming election in 1926. The 

results were that in the 1924 presidential election voter turnout increased by 1%, and in 1925 

during the municipal election voter turnout increased by 9%. A meta-analysis of 42 studies of 

nonpartisan mailers showed that when persons are encouraged to participate in their civic duty 

by the mailers this will increases voter turnout by one to two percentage points (Green, 2015). 

Another study which used antecedent based interventions further helps the argument that 

antecedents can increase desired behaviors. In this study the goal was to increase good behavior 

in the classroom. The experimenters aided teachers in providing instructions and reminders of 

desired behaviors prior to the four students, whom were the subjects of this study, actually 

exhibiting those behaviors. The results show there was significant improvement in among the 

four students behavior. The results show that during baseline the students were not engaging at 

high rates, but when the prompting intervention was implements the student were engaging in 

proper classroom behavior by about 90% of the time (Moore et al., 2018).  One other study 

conducted using antecedents to promote recycling show that antecedent interventions can 

increase targeted behavior. This experiment was conducted on a college campus and during this 

experiment trash receptacles’ were removed from the classrooms, and placed in the hallway 
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along side recycling receptacles that had signs prompting people to properly recycle. The results 

show that during the intervention phase correct recycling increased to 68 to 69 percent. (Fritz et 

al., 2017) This experiment will build on to this previous research by implementing an antecedent 

intervention using mailers in a time-sensitive way. Specifically, this experiment focuses on 

sending the informational mailers in two phases, both before the voting registration deadline and 

the actual election day.  Most prior studies simply send mailers before the election day and the 

mailers simply inform people about the importance of voting and when the election is occurring 

(Green, 2015).  The present study also send information about candidates. 

In summary, the purpose of this experiment was to investigate the effects of a mailer 

intervention on voter turnout in the 2018 midterm election in a voting district with traditionally 

low turnout. Using a group design, participants were randomly assigned to receive no mailers 

(control group) or two mailers prior to the election containing information regarding the deadline 

to register to vote, and information on where and when to vote, as well as candidate information 

(experimental group). The hypothesis was that those in the mailing intervention group would 

show higher voter turnout than those in the control group.  In addition to comparing voting 

across groups, voting was compared within group by comparing turnout in the 2018 mid-term 

election to voter turnout in the 2014 mid-term election.   The intervention was originally 

designed to target people who did not vote in the 2014 midterms. As a result of a procedural 

error, however, all participants in the study were actually people who had voted in the 2014 mid-

term election. Thus, the study investigated instead whether the mailers had any effect on voter-

turnout in people who had voted in a prior election.     

Method 

Subject  
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The subjects consisted of people at 135 mailing addresses which had been reported by the 

City Council of Kalamazoo as being addresses of people in the lowest voter turnout district. The 

group of 135 mailing addresses were separated into two groups randomly. They were separated 

randomly using an excel spreadsheet and formula that randomly separated the addresses. One 

group consisted of 68 and the other consisted of 67 mailing addresses. One group was given the 

mailing intervention, and the other group was the control group.   

Setting  

 The setting was District 4 of the City of Kalamazoo. The timing of the experiment 

occurred three weeks before the 2018 mid-term election, which was held on November 6th 2018.  

Materials  

Materials included a postcard and a flyer that contained information regarding the 

midterm election (see Appendix). The postcard included the voter registration deadline, the 

person’s correct voting precinct, and the correct polling location, with a message stating the 

importance of voting. The flyer described the voting location and date, and provided information 

about the candidates on the ballot. Voting information was obtained from the City Council of 

Kalamazoo.  

 

Procedure 

This experiment utilized a mixed model group design with one between-group variable 

(mailing intervention) and one within group intervention (time).  The intervention consisted of 

the two mailings: the first was with the postcard and the second was with the flyer (described in 

Materials above).  This postcard was sent a week before the October 9, 2018 deadline for voting 

registration. The second mailer was a flyer containing information regarding the candidates and 

their policies. On the front side of the flyer each position that was up for the election was stated. 
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There were eight different positions up for election: The Governor and the Lieutenant Governor, 

Secretary of State, Attorney General, United States Senator, Representative in Congress, State 

Senator, Representative in State Legislature, and Justice of Supreme Court. Listed under these 

eight categories were the candidates’ names who were running for these positions. At the top of 

the flyer was the title, “YOUR VOTING BALLOT*,” the asterisk in the title was to notify the 

reader of a message at the bottom of the page. The message at the bottom of the page said, 

“*NOTE THIS IS NOT A FULL SAMPLE BALLOT THIS ONLY LIST THE FEDERAL AND 

STATE NOMINEES AND THEIR ISSUES. THIS DOES NOT INCLUDE THE COMMUNITY 

OF KALAMAZOO’S CANDIDATES AND THEIR ISSUES.”  On the back of the flyer the title 

was the same as the front of the flyer, although the note as the bottom was different. The note at 

the bottom stated, “NOTE: THE VOTING POLL FOR YOU ADDRESS IS AT WMU 

BERNHARD CENTER. PLEASE VOTE NOVEMBER 6TH.” The eight categories of positions 

were listed again, but under them only the Democrat and Republican candidates were listed 

under each category.  Under the candidates name was a list of the issues that they said they 

would address if elected. Each candidate was allotted the same number of bullet points of issues. 

For Governor and Lieutenant Governor, each candidate had nine bullet points. For the remaining 

categories for positions each candidate had three bullet points. Candidate information was first 

obtained from … and platforms information was obtained from each candidates website.  The 

ordering of issues on the flyer matched the rank ordering of issues on the candidates website,  

This flyer was mailed a week and a half before the November 6, 2018 election. 

Postcard 
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Front of Flyer 
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Back of Flyer 
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Data Analysis  

 Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the data.  A bar graph was constructed to 

show the difference in voting between the 2014 midterm election and the 2018 midterm election.  

A repeated measures ANOVA assessed differences in the group across time.    

Results  

Figure 1 shows the voting difference in the 2018 midterm election between the control 

group and the experimental group. The results show that in the control group of 67 persons only 

30 people voted (45%) and in the experimental group of 68 persons 54 people voted (79%). The 

percentage diffrence of voting behavior between the control ane experimental group was 34%. 

Thus, there was a greater percent of people voting among the voters who received the 

intervention compared to the control group. Figure 2 shows the voter turnout within the two 

groups, the control group and the experimental group. Note that because both groups consisted of 

people who voted in the 2014 midterms, the second number could not be higher than the 2014 

elections.  This figure shows that in the experimental group 14 persons who voted in the 2014 

midterm election did not vote in the 2018 election. Also, this figure shows that in the control 

group 37 people who did vote in the 2014 midterm election did not vote in the 2018 midterm 

election. Figure 3 shows the number of registered voters and the number of people who voted in 

the 2014 and 2018 midterms in the District 4. This figure shows there was an increase in 

registered voters and voting from the 2014 midterm election to the 2018 midterm election. In the 

2014 midterm election there were 1,767 registered voters in  Precinct 4 and only 185 of those 

registered voted in the election. Thus, only 10% of the precinct voted in the 2014 midterm 

election. In the 2018 midterm election there was a total of 2,030 people who were registered to 

vote and 630 registered voters voted in the 2018 midterm election. Thus, 31% of registered 

voters voted in the 2018 midterm election. Concluding that there was an 87% increase in voting 
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registration and a 29% increase in voting. These data show that there was an overall increase in 

voting within the district.   

Discussion 

 This experiment investigated whether a mailing intervention could increase voting in a 

low-voter turnout district.  The data from Figure 1 shows there was an increase in voting 

behavior in the experimental group compared to the control group. Although there was an overall 

increase in voting in the district, there was a larger increase in voting in the experimenter than 

control group.  Thus, the mailer intervention appeared to increase voting. 

 There are several reasons why the mailers may have increased voting. Those reasons 

range from the reminders about the voting dates in a timely manner (at least as week before the 

election), the reminders about the correct voting location in District 4, and the information that 

was provided. How the information on the ballot could have increased voting is the information 

on the ballot may have motivated the reader. The reader of the ballot would read the information 

on the ballot regarding the candidates, and the words on the ballot could have illicited an 

emotional response from the reader to either want to vote or a candidate or not vote for a 

candidate.  

There are several reasons why overall voting increased.  During the experiment there 

were many other voter registration drives and voting information awareness campaigns ongoing, 

from various sources such as Western Michigan University’s campus, social media apps, and 

political party groups.  

One variable that may have influenced the comparison from 2014 to 2018 is that between 

2014 and 2018 around 50 people had moved out of District 4. This affected the data because 

some of the residents that were listed in the 2014 mailing list had changed in 2018, therefore 
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affecting if the person would open or receive the mail. Also, the data received from the City 

Council office were only of registered voters who were exhibiting voting behavior. This affected 

the model of the experiment changing the model from increasing voting among registered non-

voters to increasing voting behavior on individuals who have prior history of voting. Meaning 

that the experimental group receiving the postcard were already registered voters, which means 

the postcard did not increase voting by increasing registration. Although, the postcard may have 

functioned as an additional reminder of the voting date and the importance of voting.  

A main limitation of the study was that mailers were sent to those who had voted in the 

2014 midterms, not those who were registered and had not voted. Thus, the intervention did not 

increase voting by increasing voter registration.  Future research is needed to investigate whether 

mailers increase registration.   

Although the present study used mailers, there are many other forms of communicating 

with voters, including person to person phone calls and or automated robotic calls. Future 

research could investigate the effectiveness of information being sent via text, social media, 

and/or information being given to in person. Also, for future research it would be beneficial to 

replicate this study in another group in a different district to better assess the experiments 

effectiveness. 

In conclusion, this experiment showed that there was an increase in voting behavior 

among the experimental group when compared to the control group. There are barriers to 

implanting a mailer intervention, including effort to obtain voting materials and the cost of 

materials.  However, overall sending mailers is a relatively low-cost method to increase voting.  .   

 

 

 



INCREASING POLITICAL BEHAVIOR WITHIN A LOCAL COMMUNITY    14 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

 

Pew Research Center (2015, November 23). Beyond Distrust: How Americans View Their 

Government. Retrieved from 

http://www.people-press.org/2015/11/23/beyond-distrust-how-americans-view-their-

government/ 

Thom, File. (2017, May 10). Voting in America: A Look at the 2016 Presidential Election. 

Retrieved from 

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-

samplings/2017/05/voting_in_america.html 

 

FairVote. (2018, July 1) Retrieved from 

http://www.fairvote.org/voter_turnout#voter_turnout_101 

 

Fritz, J. N., Dupuis, D. L., Wu, W., Neal, A. E., Rettig, L. A., & Lastrapes, R. E. (2017). 

Evaluating increased effort for item disposal to improve recycling at a university. Journal 

of Applied Behavior Analysis, 50(4), 825-829. 

doi:http://dx.doi.org.libproxy.library.wmich.edu/10.1002/jaba.405 

 

Green, D. P., & Gerber, A. S. (2015). Get out the vote: how to increase voter turnout. 

Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press.  

 

Moore, T. C., Alpers, A. J., Rhyne, R., Coleman, M. B., Gordon, J. R., Daniels, S.,… Park, Y. 

(2019). Brief Prompting to Improve Classroom Behavior: A First-Pass Intervention 

Option. Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 21(1), 30–41. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300718774881 

 

Penn State University Libraries (2018, August 24). Post-Election 2016 Recap & Resources 

Retrieved from 

https://guides.libraries.psu.edu/post-election-2016/voter-turnout 

 

Root, D. & Barclay, A. (2018, November 20). Voter Suppression During the 2018 Midterm 

Elections 

Retrieved from 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/democracy/reports/2018/11/20/461296/voter-

suppression-2018-midterm-elections/ 

http://www.people-press.org/2015/11/23/beyond-distrust-how-americans-view-their-government/
http://www.people-press.org/2015/11/23/beyond-distrust-how-americans-view-their-government/
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2017/05/voting_in_america.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/random-samplings/2017/05/voting_in_america.html
http://www.fairvote.org/voter_turnout#voter_turnout_101
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/democracy/reports/2018/11/20/461296/voter-suppression-2018-midterm-elections/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/democracy/reports/2018/11/20/461296/voter-suppression-2018-midterm-elections/


INCREASING POLITICAL BEHAVIOR WITHIN A LOCAL COMMUNITY    15 

 

Tankersley, J. & Tackett, M. (2019, March 11). Trump Proposes a Record $4.75 Trillion Budget 

Retrieved from 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/11/us/politics/trump-budget.html 

 

Van De Water, P. N., Friedman, J., & Parrott, S. (2019, March 11). 2020 Trump Budget: A 

Disturbing Vision Retrieved from 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/2020-trump-budget-a-disturbing-vision 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Number of voters in the control group and the experimental group during 

the 2018 mid-term election. This figure shows in the control group 44 percent of persons 

voted (n= 30) and 79 percent of people voted in the experimental group (n= 54). 

https://www.cbpp.org/research/federal-budget/2020-trump-budget-a-disturbing-vision
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Figure 2. This figure shows the voter turnout within the control and experiement groups.  

This figure shows that in the experimental group 14 persons who voted in the 2014 

midterm election did not vote in the 2018 election. Also, this figure shows that in the control 

group 37 people who voted in the 2014 midterm election did not vote in the 2018 midterm 

election.  
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Figure 3. This figure shows for District 4 the number of registered voters in the 2014 and 

2018 mid-term and the number who voted.   
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Appendix 

Postcard and flyer mailed to participants in the experimental group.
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