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Social Endorsement Cues and Political Participation
ROBERT M. BOND, JAIME E. SETTLE, CHRISTOPHER J. FARISS,
JASON J. JONES, and JAMES H. FOWLER

Which individuals are most responsive to get-out-the-vote (GOTV) messages that
emphasize the social aspects of voting? Recent literature has shown that GOTV
messages that emphasize the social environment in which an individual is embedded
are particularly effective at increasing voting rates. Until now, we have not had good
estimates for the types of people for whom social GOTV messages are most effective.
We report a new set of disaggregated results of a randomized controlled trial of
political mobilization messages delivered to 61 million Facebook users during the
2010 U.S. Congressional elections. The results suggest that social endorsement cues
are differentially effective for different types of political behaviors—political expression, information seeking, and voting—and for different kinds of people, based on both
demographic and social characteristics, raising new questions about the mechanisms
explaining social pressure effects.
Keywords social networks, voter turnout

A growing literature has emphasized the importance of social endorsement cues in
predicting individual action (Knobloch-Westerwick, Sharma, Hansen, & Alter, 2005;
Messing & Westwood, 2014; Salganik, Dodds, & Watts, 2006). Research shows that
turnout decisions are impacted by the voting behavior of members of our social networks.
We know that turnout is highly correlated between friends and family (Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Huckfeldt &
Sprague, 1995; Kenny, 1992; Sinclair, 2012). This correlation may be due to many factors.
Families may socialize voting behavior, people may observe and imitate the behavior of
their social contacts, or friends may share similar attitudes toward political involvement.
All of these explanations owe to the existence of a social norm dictating that participation
in elections is normatively desirable.
Unfortunately for scholars interested in how novel data sources provide insights into
variation in the effectiveness of get-out-the-vote (GOTV) messages—whether for political
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campaigns, public service announcements, or nonpartisan campaigns—the literature has
struggled to study social pressure strategies on social media as scholars generally lack
access to the large-scale data that are available through such platforms. Campaigns often
seek to maximize their effectiveness through micro-targeting and utilizing the social
aspects of social media, but are loathe to share such information with the academic
community. Consequently, we lack information about the variation in effectiveness of
these techniques, and whether online mobilization strategies reinforce inequalities created
by mobilization techniques in the offline world (Hassell & Monson, 2014). Until these
differential effects are explored, we cannot move on to explain the mechanisms underpinning them.
In this article we make use of a collaboration with the social networking website
Facebook in order to implement a massive-scale experiment conducted on Election Day in
2010. Our experiment departs from prior work on the subject of social network information and voting behavior because the treatments were designed to prime voters to think
about the voting behavior of their friends. Participants in our experiment were exposed to
one of two treatment conditions or a control condition. In one treatment condition, users
were reminded that it was Election Day and encouraged to turn out to vote. In another
condition, users were given the same information plus information about the voting
behavior of their friends. These social endorsement cues were intended to increase the
extent to which participants thought of voting as a social act. That is, users who saw that
friends had voted were encouraged to think of voting as a socially desirable act.
We make two important contributions with this study. First, because our sample is
large enough (61 million participants), we are able to investigate the heterogeneity of
social endorsement cues in appeals to vote by individual characteristics such as age,
education, education level, and social connectivity.1 Second, we investigate whether social
endorsement cues affect the representativeness of those who vote and those who report
voting online.2

Social Endorsement Cues
We argue that social endorsements constitute heuristic cues that people employ when deciding
whether to vote and whether to report voting to their online communities. Individuals lack the
cognitive capacity to fully calculate and therefore understand costs and benefits of complicated
decisions, and even when those costs and benefits are known, optimizing across them can be
extremely difficult (Conlisk, 1996; Kahneman, 2003; Simon, 1972). Although this type of
decision making can lead to cognitive errors (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), people still use
heuristics to make decisions. Increasingly, such cues may take the form of social endorsements
from others about actions or attitudes.
Individuals derive value from social endorsement cues because people “assume that
the support of others is likely to predict personal relevance and utility” (Messing &
Westwood, 2014, p. 1047; Sundar & Nass, 2001) and that when a large number of people
support or endorse an action it may be necessary to follow the crowd (Sunstein, 2009).
Research has shown that social endorsement cues may impact the sources of news that
individuals access (Knobloch-Westerwick et al., 2005; Lerman, 2007; Messing &
Westwood, 2014), the songs people choose to download (Salganik et al., 2006), and the
college courses in which students select to enroll (Steffes & Burgee, 2009).
We seek to understand the heterogeneity of the effectiveness of social endorsement
cues, and we begin by considering variation in susceptibility to one of the most important
mechanisms of social endorsement in the context of the decision to vote: social pressure. We
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draw on a diverse literature in order to form expectations about the relationship between
demographic characteristics and responsiveness to a social endorsement message. Guiding
our theorizing are frameworks put forth by several scholars about factors that alter the
effectiveness of norm-based treatments on behavior. Lapinski and Rimal (2005) point to
several factors: the extent to which an individual believes that the behavior will achieve the
desired outcome; the level of affinity an individual has for the reference group exerting the
pressure; the degree to which an individual’s self-concept is linked to the pressured behavior;
whether the pressure is applied through interpersonal or some form of mass communication;
and the attributes (including the public or private nature) of the behavior the norm is
designed to evoke. Similarly, Cialdini and Goldstein (2004) argue that the three goals
fundamental to human functioning—the desire to form accurate perceptions, the desire to
maintain social relationships, and the desire to maintain a favorable self-concept—can
interact with external forces such that a person may be more or less responsive depending
on the medium and context in which the pressure is delivered.
How might the individual difference characteristics measured in this study, in addition
to its delivery via social media, affect the extent to which a person was susceptible to the
influence of the mobilization treatment? Applying the ideas just mentioned suggests that
our treatment should be most effective for those who are the most psychologically invested
in the site and their social network, and that it should act most powerfully on behavior that
is most visible to others in the network. Next we consider in more depth the way in which
demographics affect response to social pressure generally, consider how the medium of
Facebook may affect our results, consider how demographics and the medium interact to
affect potential susceptibility to social pressure in the Facebook context, and finally
address what is specifically known about social pressure on the behavior of interest,
voter turnout.

Demographics and Social Pressure
Past review of the literature suggests that women might be more responsive to social
pressure (Cacioppo & Petty, 1980; Eagly, 1978). In a more recent review of the literature
of the effects of gender roles on behavior, Eagly (2013) points to several previous
hypotheses about why women may be more susceptible to some of the mechanisms of
social pressure, such as social influence, and synthesizes previous work arguing that
because men are stereotyped to be more agentic, they may desire to be more resistant to
influence and that women may be more susceptible to influence because of “the female
gender role’s emphasis on communal qualities” (p. 98). Based on prior findings about
gender differences in campaign effects and men’s higher reactance scores in non-political
domains, Murray and Matland (2015) argue women may be less susceptible to reactance,
the backlash phenomena in which people resist a social pressure technique. However, their
results do not support this hypothesis.
Similarly, older people appear to be less susceptible to social pressure (Pasupathi,
1999), more resistant to descriptive norms (Rivis & Sheeran, 2003), and potentially more
likely to demonstrate reactance in response to a campaign mailer applying social
pressure (Murray & Matland, 2015). A large body of work in social psychology suggests
that this may be due to the fact that young people are in a transitional life stage where
their needs for affiliation and acceptance are higher (Castro, Maddahian, Newcomb, &
Bentler, 1987; Eiser & van der Pligt, 1984; Pasupathi, 1999; Suls & Mullen, 1982;
White, Terry, & Hogg, 1994). Thus, based on the literature about social pressure outside
the context of social media, we expect that older individuals will be less responsive to
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the treatment. Finally, a long literature in political science points to the positive relationship between education level and turnout (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993; Verba,
Schlozman, & Brady, 1995; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980), and it is likely that older
individuals are more aware of the normative desirability of voting. Therefore, we expect
that the higher a person’s education level, the more responsive she will be to the
treatment.

Social Pressure in the Social Media Context
The advent of social media has made information about the actions and preferences of others,
particularly of an individual’s social network, more readily available for both the individuals
embedded in social networks and companies and campaigns that seek to contact them. In fact,
some of the major motivations for using Facebook—the need to belong (Nadkarni &
Hofmann, 2012), a desire for social connection, and the development of social capital
(Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007)—all hinge on Facebook users’ ability to glean information about the behaviors and attitudes of their social connections. Users may in fact become
more inquisitive about their social networks and refine their “analytic labor” skills or their
abilities to observe their social connections in order to classify and categorize other members
of their network as well as to evaluate and interpret their behavior (Karakayali & Kilic, 2013).
This heightened curiosity and increased skill at assessing other people in their network may
then inform the decision making of the individual about whether to engage in a particular
action, in this case the decision of whether to participate in an election.
Thus, in addition to considering how traits of the individual receiving the social
pressure may affect its efficacy, we consider how the Facebook platform may strengthen
or weaken the delivery of social norms, and thus on which of our outcome measures we
might expect the strongest effects. Kwon, Stefanone, and Barnett (2014) write that social
networking sites like Facebook enhance the two preconditions for interpersonal influence
(Friedkin, 1993): interpersonal visibility—the extent to which a person knows the opinions, attitudes, and behaviors of others—as well as salience—the perceived value that
person puts on the new knowledge learned from social information.
We conceptualize the “I Voted” button as a measure of self-presentation. Facebook
users would recognize that this is the information that would be most easily and readily
transmitted to their social connections, and that it would generate content related to their
impression management goals. The other two dependent variables of study—actual turnout and information seeking—are much more private. While some of a person’s Facebook
friends may be able to verify that she voted by observing her at the polls or seeing her with
an “I Voted” sticker, most will not. Clicking to find out more about the polling location is
an entirely private action. Thus, within the Facebook ecosystem, we expect that the
behavior that communicates the most social information—the self-reported measure of
voting—will show the greatest response to social pressure.

Demographics and Social Media Usage
Compounding the way in which demographic characteristics may moderate a person’s
susceptibility to social influence generally, these characteristics also appear to affect the
way that individuals engage with social media sites. In Lapinski and Rimal’s (2005) terms,
the way in which demographics affect a person’s sense of group identity and ego
involvement, as well as the extent to which a person is socially invested in the site, may
increase or decrease the strength of the delivery of the social pressure.
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To begin, there are competing expectations about whether young people should be
more or less responsive to the treatment based on the structure of their social networks.
Researchers have found that younger and older users have different motivations for using
Facebook (Brandtzæg, Luders, & Skjetne, 2010). Similarly, a nationally representative
sample of American adults (Chang, Choi, Bazarova, & Lockenhoff, 2015) found support
for socio-emotional selectivity theory (Carstensen, 2006), the idea that changes in motivational priorities over the life span affect the composition and size of people’s social
networks. The authors argue that these changing priorities for establishing social connections affect individuals’ behavior on Facebook, and that older Facebook users are more
selective in their friending behavior. While the friend networks of adults are smaller, a
greater proportion of those friends are considered to be “actual friends.” The implications
for our experiment are unclear, however. As we describe more in the following text, the
social pressure treatment contained information both about a random subset of a user’s
friends as well as the number of friends who had voted. Older individuals may have been
more likely to receive a treatment with a higher proportion of close friends based on the
structure of their network; younger individuals on average have larger networks and
therefore were treated with a larger number of total friends who had voted.
Also conflating a clear expectation about the effect of age on susceptibility to pressure
is the way in which users of different ages engage with the site. Multiple studies, albeit
studies largely conducted on unrepresentative samples, have found that older adults are
less likely to use many of Facebook’s features, such as posting personal information
(Chang et al., 2015; Christofides, Muise, & Desmarais, 2009, 2012; McAndrew &
Jeong, 2012), posting status updates (Hayes, Van Stolk-Cooke, & Muench, 2015), and
checking information about others (Chang et al., 2015; Glynn, Huge, & Hoffman, 2012),
although some of these results may be explained by the degree of usage overall and
perception of the importance of the Facebook site, as opposed to active decisions not to
use these features (Glynn et al., 2012). However, older individuals may be more likely to
interact with other individuals more directly, more likely to look at their own page, and
more likely to look at family photographs (McAndrew & Jeong, 2012). Using a convenience sample, Hayes and colleagues (2015) find that not only do younger adults use
Facebook more frequently, but that they are more emotionally impacted by the site. The
expectation from these patterns are mixed. On the one hand, because younger users are
generally more engaged with the site’s features and invested in the online community, they
may be more responsive to the treatment. Conversely, however, the prominent placement
of a banner at the top of the News Feed—a feature that Facebook controls and deploys
very rarely—could be more novel and noticeable to older users who are less familiar with
all of the site’s features.
There are a number of important findings about gender differences in social networking site usage. Gender role expectations may influence the degree to which people seek to
manage their self-presentational concerns in the offline world (Eagly, 2013), and perhaps
as a consequence of this, most research finds that females are more likely to use, and more
intensive users, of Facebook (Hargittai, 2008; Thompson & Lougheed, 2012). This holds
true for politically relevant behaviors, such as reading news, posting links to news stories,
or commenting on news events (Glynn et al., 2012). Undergraduate women were 1.3 times
more likely to respond to an appeal to join an activist Facebook group than were men
(Kwon et al., 2014), and undergraduate women were more likely to post public replies and
to like other people’s status updates (Joiner et al., 2014). However, as the majority of these
studies have been conducted on convenience samples of college-aged students, it is hard to
generalize to women across the age span.
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Social Factors and Voting Behavior
Finally, we return to Lapinski and Rimal’s (2005) call to consider the attributes of the
behavior the social pressure is meant to encourage, and briefly review the literature on
previous experiments aimed at influencing voter turnout. As an attempt to induce greater
awareness of the social aspects of voting, campaigns have attempted to activate individuals
through GOTV and researchers have increasingly turned to field experiments to systematically understand the choices made by these campaigns. In one study on social pressure
and turnout (Gerber, Green, & Larimer, 2008), potential voters were made aware that their
neighbors may be updated with their actual vote history after the election. Compared to a
control, this treatment significantly increased turnout rates.
Further studies of social pressure have examined how different types of appeals to norm
compliance may affect behavior. One study showed that disclosing past turnout behavior
through a mailing increases turnout, especially when the mailing disclosed a recent abstention (Gerber, Davenport, Larimer, Mann, & Panagopoulos, 2010). Another showed that
publishing either the names of voters (inducing pride) or abstainers (inducing shame) in the
newspaper increased turnout (Panagopoulos, 2010). Importantly, not all voters were equally
mobilized: The shame treatment mobilized both high- and low-propensity voters, whereas
the pride treatment mobilized only high-propensity voters.
Our experimental treatment is intended to alter the extent to which participants have
information about the turnout decisions of their social contacts. In contrast to previous
work, we simply provide information about the behavior of social contacts, where others
(Gerber et al., 2008) also provide their participants with an incentive to comply with the
social norm. The experiment we conduct induces descriptive norms (what is done), while
other work has induced injunctive norms (what ought to be done) (Cialdini & Goldstein,
2004). While inducing both types of norms may be preferable, there are additional costs
and risks associated with inducing injunctive norms. Inducing injunctive norms may
require additional contact or may backfire if the description of the norm misaligned with
the desired behavior.

Hypotheses
The experiment described in this article tests whether the effect of social endorsement cues
extends to the realm of political participation, particularly to subsets of the population who
are especially responsive to such messages. We hypothesize that social endorsement cues
are effective at increasing participation, as the information is highly relevant to an
immediate decision (early voting aside, voting takes place on one day). Voting is by its
nature a social activity, and studies have shown that the turnout behavior of an individual’s
contacts is related to an individual’s likelihood of voting. As we described earlier and
further explain next in the procedures, we expect to see the largest effects of our treatment
on the most visible measure of voting, the self-report measure that is communicated to a
person’s network.
Taken collectively, we have competing expectations about which users should be most
responsive to the mobilization treatment. Previous research on social pressure outside the
context of social media suggests that women and younger people should be most responsive; however, these expectations become muddled when we consider the way in which
these characteristics interact with the medium of the message delivery. We hypothesize
that we will detect the greatest effect on the most public of the outcome behaviors we
measure: self-reported voting. However, the novelty of our experiment, and relative
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paucity of prior research on how individual differences moderate the effects of social
pressure online, lead us to weaker predictions about the effects of our demographic
variables. Women and more educated individuals may be more susceptible to the social
normative pressure about voting. Older individuals are less susceptible to pressure in the
offline world, but we are unclear if this finding will persist based on the age-dependent
patterns of Facebook behavior and network structure. We hypothesized that users who
have more friends should be more responsive to social treatment, as they would have a
larger number of friends to whom they expect their behavior will be reported. However, as
the number of friends overall increases, the likelihood that the faces and names shown in
the social message will be those of close, influential friends decreases, as the faces are
randomly drawn from the set of all friends who have previously reported voting. For users
with many friends, the social treatment may actually be less influential because the faces
shown in the treatment are less likely to be close friends whose behavior is likely to
influence the user’s decision.

Method
Participants
Participants were 61,279,316 American adults at least 18 years old who accessed
Facebook.com on November 2, 2010, the day of the U.S. Congressional elections.
Procedure
Participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups: social message, informational message, or control. Participants in the social message group (N = 60,055,176)
were shown a statement at the top of their “News Feed” (the homepage that greets users
upon entering the site). Random assignment ensures that a participant’s treatment group
is uncorrelated both with her characteristics and the characteristics of her friends
(see Supplemental Material). This message encouraged the user to vote, provided a
link to find local voting poll locations, showed a clickable button reading “I Voted” with
a counter indicating how many other Facebook users had previously reported voting, and
displayed up to six small randomly selected “profile pictures” of the participant’s
Facebook friends who had clicked the “I Voted” button prior to the individual logging
in (Figure 1).3 Participants in the informational message group users (N = 611,044) were
shown the message, poll information, counter, and button, but they were not shown any
faces of friends. Participants in the control group (N = 613,096) did not receive any
message at the top of their News Feed. As such, the randomly assigned treatment
variable is the message (social message, informational message, no message) that an
individual saw at the top of the News Feed when he or she logged into Facebook on
Election Day. The treatment group of the individual was stable throughout the day. For
instance, individuals in the social message group would see the message containing the
profile pictures of up to six randomly chosen friends who had previously clicked the
“I Voted” button each time they logged into the site.
Because the social message group was shown the self-reported voting behavior of
friends, participants in this condition were encouraged to think of voting as a social act.
They were aware of the voting behavior of some of their friends, and they were aware that
their (self-reported) voting behavior would be broadcast to their friends. For these reasons,
we argue that the social message users were aware that members of their social network
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had endorsed voting. Participants in the social message condition were exposed to more
information related to the social aspect of voting, and were thus more likely to take this
into account when making their decisions about whether to turn out and also whether to
report having done so to Facebook.
There were three dependent variables: (a) clicking the “I Voted” button, (b) clicking the
polling information link, and (c) validated turnout (see Supplemental Material for details on
matching to voting records). Clicking the “I Voted” button is most similar to traditional measures
of self-reported voting. However, unlike most instances of self-reported voting in which the
respondent reports his or her voting behavior to a survey administrator, participants self-report
their voting behavior to their social community. Therefore, we view self-reported voting not as a
direct measure of voting behavior, but as a measure of political communication. The literature
suggests that people use social media such as Facebook for self-presentation and impression
management (Nadkarni & Hofmann, 2012); our measure of self-reported vote captures how a
user seeks to portray herself and the extent to which participants desire to be seen as a voter by
their social contacts. This ability to broadcast behavior to one’s social network may in fact
encourage participants to report voting when they have not voted (an over-report) due to social
desirability. We expect the strongest effects of the treatment on this vote reporting, compared to
information seeking and actual voting, because this is the behavior most aligned with the
purposes for which users engage with the Facebook site.
To assess the effect of the treatment on political communication, we focus on rates of
reported voting using the “I Voted” button. Because the control group did not have the
option to click an “I Voted” button, we cannot compare the treatment group to the control
group that received no message at all. We can compare the proportion of participants who
clicked the “I Voted” button between the two treatment groups to estimate the causal effect
of exposure to social endorsement cues (the faces and names of friends who had previously self-reported voting) on the political communication measure of self-reported
turnout.

Results
Overall Results
Here we briefly describe the overall effects of the experiment, as previously reported in
(Bond et al., 2012), before then discussing the relationships between the results for the
subgroups in our study. Participants who received the social message (self-reported turnout = 20.23%) were 2.09% (SE 0.05%, t-test p < 0.01) more likely to self-report voting to
their social contacts than those who received the informational message (self-reported
turnout = 18.14%). Participants who received the social message were 0.26% (SE 0.02%,
p < 0.01) more likely to seek information through the polling place information link than
users who received the informational message.
Comparison of validated turnout rates showed that participants who received the social
message were 0.39% (SE 0.19%, t-test p = 0.02) more likely to vote than users who received
no message at all. Similarly, the difference in voting between those who received the social
message and those who received the message was 0.39% (SE 0.17%, t-test p = 0.02),
suggesting that seeing faces of friends significantly contributed to the overall effect of the
message on real-world voting. In fact, turnout among those who received the informational
message was identical to turnout among those in the control group (treatment effect 0.00%,
SE 0.28%, p = 0.98), which raises doubts about the effectiveness of information-only
appeals to vote in this context.
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Moderating Role of Individual Differences
The results just provided show that online political mobilization can affect voter behavior in the
aggregate. Our focus in this article, however, is how these effects vary based on the characteristics of the individual. The massive scale of our study allows us to disaggregate the effects more
easily than in previous studies due to the increased statistical power to detect differences in
behavior. Owing to our ability to only match approximately 10% (6.3 million) of our experimental participants to the validated voting record, and the small effect size and wide confidence
interval we found for the main effect on validated voting, we do not have enough power to detect
subpopulation differences in validated voting behavior. We therefore restrict our analysis of
effects on subpopulations to the other two dependent variables—self-reported voting and
information seeking—for which we have sample sizes large enough to detect significant effects
in subpopulations. To test for heterogeneous effects we begin by simply subsetting the sample
based on pre-treatment characteristics and conducting t-tests on the resulting groups.
All pretreatment covariates come from user-supplied Facebook data. When people
create a Facebook account they must enter their birth date to ensure they meet the
minimum age requirement of 13 years. Users are also encouraged to enter their gender
at sign-up. Therefore, for most of our sample we know the age and gender of the users.
Gender. We found no difference in mean (treatment effect) between men (1.955%, 95% CI
1.806% to 2.103%) versus women (2.186%, 95% CI 2.056% to 2.316%) for self-reported
voting. Similarly, there was no difference in mean (treatment effect) on information seeking
for men versus women.

(a)

(b)

Figure 1. Examples of the treatment message: (a) Example of the social message condition; (b)
example of the informational message. Note that the social message and the informational message
are identical except for the faces of up to six friends who had previously self-reported voting, the
names of up to three additional friends who had previously self-reported voting, and the number of
previously voting friends shown at the bottom of the social message.
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Age. Among older participants, the inclusion of social endorsement cues has a larger
effect on self-reported voting and information seeking (Figure 2). The effect size for those
50 years of age and older versus that of those ages 18 to 24 is nearly 4 times as large for
self-reported voting and nearly 8 times as large for information seeking.
Education. Facebook allows users to enter their education history, including the school
attended by name and type (high school, college, or graduate school), the year graduated,
and the degree obtained. We coded anyone who listed a graduation year from 2010 or prior
as a graduate from that type of school and classified each user as a high school, college, or
graduate school graduate, taking the highest degree listed for each user. For instance, a
user may list a graduation year in the future when they expect to graduate, so a user who
listed a high school graduation year of 2008 and a college graduation year of 2012 would
be coded as a high school graduate (as they would not yet have graduated college by the
time of the election). The treatment effect on self-reported voting seems to increase as
education level increases (Figure 3, left panel). However, we found no significant differences in treatment effect on information seeking by education level (Figure 3, right panel).
Inequality in Participation. We were interested in whether the messages affected inequality in voting behavior. There are systematic differences in the voting population versus the
population overall, and these differences may make some groups underrepresented politically (Lijphart, 1997; Verba et al., 1995). Increasingly, scholars have become interested
in variation in treatment effect across various levels of voting propensity. Recent work has
shown that partisan campaigns are more effective for mobilizing new registrants (Alvarez,
Hopkins, & Sinclair, 2010), that nonpartisan GOTV leaflets have the strongest impact on
nonpartisans who are recent voters (Gerber & Green, 2000), and that canvassing is most
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Figure 2. Self-reported voting and information-seeking effects disaggregated by age. The left panel
shows the difference in mean (treatment effect) on self-reported voting due to the inclusion of social
endorsement cues, by age. The right panel shows the difference in mean (treatment effect) on
information seeking due to the inclusion of social endorsement cues, by age. In each, points indicate
the average treatment effect for the group and bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Blue
indicates a group for which the comparison was statistically significant. Red indicates a group for
which the comparison was not statistically significant.
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Figure 3. Self-reported voting and information-seeking effects disaggregated by education level.
The left panel shows the difference in mean (treatment effect) on self-reported voting due to the
inclusion of social endorsement cues, by education level. The right panel shows the difference in
mean (treatment effect) on information seeking due to the inclusion of social endorsement cues, by
education level. In each, points indicate the average treatment effect for the group and bars represent
95% confidence intervals. Blue indicates a group for which the comparison was statistically
significant. Red indicates a group for which the comparison was not statistically significant.

effective among those who voted in the most recent previous election (Green & Gerber,
2008). While GOTV efforts are aimed at increasing voting in the aggregate, we may also
investigate whether they increase turnout in groups that are underrepresented (Enos,
Fowler, & Vavreck, 2014). By studying whether a particular treatment disproportionally
affects individuals who have a low likelihood of voting, we are able to understand whether
GOTV efforts are affecting gaps in turnout across types of individuals.
In order to investigate whether our treatment disproportionately affected particular
groups, we used a procedure to test for the effect that the treatment has on inequality in
participation for each of our three dependent variables (Enos et al., 2014). First, we
estimate an OLS regression model for each of the three dependent variables using
pretreatment characteristics without including treatment status, using only observations
from the control group. For the validated vote analysis, the control group is the group that
received no GOTV message at all. For the self-reported vote and the information-seeking
analyses, the control group is the group that received the informational appeal to vote
without social endorsement cues. Thus, for validated vote we are able to compare the
control group to both the informational message group and the social message group,
while for self-reported vote and information seeking we are only able to compare the
social message group to the informational message group. Table 1 shows the results of the
regression of pretreatment characteristics on the three dependent variables for the control
groups.4 Using this regression model, we compute a propensity score for each user to
engage in each of the three participatory behaviors. The propensity score measures the
individual’s propensity to participate if they were not contacted at all (validated vote) or if
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they were contacted only with information about the election rather than social endorsement cues (self-reported vote and information seeking). Finally, we rescale the propensity
variable to have mean 0 and standard deviation 1 for ease of interpretation in the
subsequent model in which it is an independent variable.
Using the propensity score, we estimate a regression in which we include the
propensity to engage in the dependent variable without treatment as estimated from the
models in Table 1 with the treatment. These models take the form
Participation ¼ α þ β1 # treatment þ β2 # propensity
þ β3 # treatment # propensity þ ε
In this model the coefficients we are most interested in are ß1 and ß3. ß1 represents the
treatment effect for a user with an average propensity score (that is, an average likelihood
of participation). ß3 represents the extent to which the effect of the treatment varies based
on an individual’s propensity to participate without treatment. If ß3 is significant and
greater than 0, then the treatment is more effective among individuals who were already
likely to participate, which means that the treatment increases inequality in participation. If
ß3 is significant and less than 0, then the treatment is more effective among individuals
who were less likely to participate without treatment, which means that the treatment
decreases inequality in participation.
Table 2 shows the results of the three models. For validated vote we find a negative
but insignificant coefficient for the social message (ß3 for validated vote = –0.001,
p = 0.502) and the informational message (ß3 for validated vote = –0.002, p = 0.435),
indicating no difference between low- and high-propensity individuals. For self-reported
vote we find a positive, significant coefficient for the effect of the social message (ß3 for
self-reported vote = 0.008, p < 0.001). For self-reported voting, the social message was
more effective among those who were already likely to self-report. This indicates the
social message made participation in self-reported voting less equal than had users only
received an informational appeal. For information seeking, we find a positive, but insignificant, coefficient (ß3 information seeking = < 0.001, p = 0.791), indicating no difference
between low- and high-propensity individuals.
Number of Facebook Friends and Close Friends. We were interested in how the treatment
effect varied by both the number of friends and close friends an individual has. We use both
the total number of friends that a user has as well as a more restrictive measure that helps us
to identify closer friendship relationships. Recent work has shown that online interactions
are highly predictive of real-world friendships (Jones et al., 2012). To identify close friendships we used photo “tagging” behavior. On Facebook users can upload photos and then
“tag” them with the names of their friends (akin to writing “Grandma Lucy, Grandma Betty,
Mom, and Micaella” on the back of a physical photo). We defined close friends as people
who tagged one another in at least one Facebook photo (Christakis & Fowler, 2009; Lewis,
Kaufman, Gonzalez, Wimmer, & Christakis, 2008) during the year prior to the election.
Tagging suggests that the friends are more likely to be physically proximate, have a higher
level of commitment to the friendship, experience more positive affect with each other, and a
have a desire for the friendship to be socially recognized (Lewis et al., 2008). Not all such
friendships will be close, but we expect them to be closer on average.
We found some evidence of a curvilinear relationship between the effect of the social
message versus the message for both the number of friends and the number of close

N
R-squared

Age
Female
Republican
Democrat
College
Conservative
Liberal
Number of close friends
Number of friends
Employed
Married
Constant

0.010
–0.011
0.009
0.066
0.077
0.188
0.064
<0.001
<0.001
0.026
0.097
0.086

Est.

63,095
0.105

0.002
0.004
0.058
0.051
0.004
0.025
0.027
<0.001
<0.001
0.011
0.004
0.007

SE

Validated Vote

<0.001
0.005
0.883
0.190
<0.001
<0.001
0.016
0.850
0.834
0.019
<0.001
<0.001

p
0.003
0.005
0.075
0.065
0.065
0.142
0.102
0.001
<0.001
0.040
0.059
0.012

Est.

603,558
0.038

<0.001
0.001
0.016
0.014
0.001
0.007
0.008
<0.001
<0.001
0.003
0.001
0.002

SE

Self-Reported Vote

<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001

p

<0.001
–0.002
<0.004
0.010
0.006
0.013
0.014
<0.001
<0.001
0.005
0.001
0.010

Est.

603,558
0.002

<0.001
<0.001
0.006
0.006
0.001
0.003
0.003
<0.001
<0.001
0.001
<0.001
0.001

SE

p
<0.001
<0.001
0.559
0.076
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
0.007
<0.001

Information Seeking

Table 1
OLS regression results using pre-election demographic variables available from Facebook to predict each of the three political behaviors

N
R-squared

Constant
Social message
Predicted probability
Social message * Predicted
probability
Informational message
Informational message * Predicted
probability
0.823
0.435

0.003
0.003

–0.006
–0.002

6,316,163
0.103

0.001
0.017
0.001
0.502

p

0.002
0.002
0.002
0.002

SE

0.504
0.005
0.161
–0.001

Est.

Validated Vote

0.182
0.021
0.070
0.008

Est.

59,895,087
0.038

0.001
0.001
0.001
0.001

SE

Self-Reported Vote

<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001

p

0.022
0.003
0.006
<0.001

Est.

59,895,087
0.002

<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001

SE

p
<0.001
<0.001
<0.001
0.791

Information Seeking

Table 2
OLS regression results of treatment status interacted with predicted probability of each of the three political behaviors
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friends (Figure 4). For both friends and close friends, we found an increase in effect size
when comparing the group with few friends or no close friends to the group with a
moderate number of friends or close friends. Among those who have at least a moderate
number of friends or at least one close friend, an increasing number of social contacts
relates to a smaller effect size, for both self-reported voting and information seeking.

Direct Effect on Self-Reported Vote
by Number of Friends

Direct Effect on Self-Reported Vote
by Number of Close Friends
0.030
0.03

Effect Size

Effect Size

0.025
0.020
0.015
0.010

0.02

0.01

0.005

201+

101-200

51-100

0-20

20+

11-20

6-10

3-5

1-2

0

21-50

0.00

0.000

Number of Friends

Number of Friends

Direct Effect on Information Seeking
by Number of Close Friends

Direct Effect on Information Seeking
by Number of Friends
0.006

0.005

Effect Size

Effect Size

0.004
0.003
0.002
0.001

0.004

0.002

0.000

0.000

Number of Friends

201+

101-200

51-100

21-50

0-20

21+

11-20

6-10

3-5

1-2

0

-0.001

Number of Friends

Figure 4. Self-reported voting and information-seeking effects disaggregated by number of friends
and close friends. The upper left panel shows the difference in mean (treatment effect) on selfreported voting due to the inclusion of social endorsement cues, by the number of close friends. The
upper right panel shows the difference in mean (treatment effect) on information seeking due to the
inclusion of social endorsement cues, by the number of close friends. The lower left panel shows the
difference in mean (treatment effect) on self-reported voting due to the inclusion of social endorsement cues, by the number of friends. The lower right panel shows the difference in mean (treatment
effect) on information seeking due to the inclusion of social endorsement cues, by the number of
friends. In each, points indicate the average treatment effect for the group and bars represent 95%
confidence intervals. Blue indicates a group for which the comparison was statistically significant.
Red indicates a group for which the comparison was not statistically significant.

276

Robert M. Bond et al.

This may owe to multiple factors. The groups with the fewest friends may simply be
infrequent Facebook users for whom a GOTV message delivered through the site is not
particularly effective. If that is the case, then the relationship is more straightforward—
more friends indicate a smaller effect of the social message as compared to the informational message. As the number of friends overall increases, the likelihood of close friends
being present in the social message is lower. As more distant friends are included in the
message, its effectiveness may diminish for two related reasons. First, the friends shown
are less likely to be influential. Second, the individual may be less concerned that close
friends will monitor whether or not he or she claims to have voted.

Discussion
In this study we used a large-scale GOTV experiment to study how the voting behavior of
an individual’s social network differentially influences people to vote based on both their
demographic characteristics and their propensity to engage in voting-related behaviors.
The size of our sample allowed us to examine the moderating role of gender, age, level of
education, and social connectedness. While we observed no difference in treatment effect
by gender, we found that as people age they become more sensitive to the inclusion of a
social endorsement cue in appeals to vote. Furthermore, users reporting a higher level of
education are more responsive to social endorsement cues for self-reported voting, though
this result is only suggestive.
However, through further investigation of the experiment, we found social endorsement cues treatment had the greatest effect on political expression (self-reported vote) for
those who already had a high propensity of political expression. We found no such effects
for information seeking or validated voting. This suggests an important part of the effect of
the mobilization effort may be related to how individuals choose to portray their identity
on social media through political expression. People who are more likely to vote may
respond to social pressure by sharing information about their behavior, but may be no
more likely to engage in ways that democratic theorists argue are most critical for our
political system: being informed and casting a vote.
A full understanding of the way that campaigns and individuals interact necessitates
consideration of the way that individuals are embedded in social networks. We study this
through analyzing the degree to which social pressure is effective for individuals most
socially connected on the Facebook site. While people who have at least one close friend
are more responsive to the social pressure treatment, once that threshold is crossed, we
found that, for most people an increasing number of social contacts relates to a smaller
effect from social endorsement cues. This result merits future study. It may result from
how network size affects the content of the message: the average closeness of a friend
randomly selected to appear in the mobilization message is lower for a person with a large
social network. Alternatively, it may be that the power of the message is weaker: an
individual with a large network may be less concerned that friends will monitor her vote
reporting. Understanding the mechanisms through which social pressure works in the
online world is critical for harnessing social networks for mobilization.
Limitations and Directions for Future Research
One significant limitation of the current study is the use of dependent variables—selfreported voting and information seeking—rather than validated voting, for most of the
study of differential effects. Relying on self-reported measures of turnout can yield over-
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estimates of treatment effects (Vavreck, 2007). However, using validated turnout is not a
panacea. A recent comparison of self-reports and validated voting concluded that using
validated voting records may cause more problems than they solve (Berent, Krosnick, &
Lupia, 2011). Both measures are important for the study of political participation.
We also note that the treatment administered was an Election Day message delivered
through a social networking site. A more broad-based campaign, using multiple methods
of contact, may be considerably more powerful. Nevertheless, our findings underscore the
power of social endorsement cues in affecting a variety of participatory behaviors across
heterogeneous individuals. In a more broad-based campaign, one may expect that social
endorsement cues would play a role not only for voting, but also for other forms of
participation, such as registering to vote or donating to campaigns.
One must consider the replicability and generalizability of the study. We do not
assume that these results would hold in other settings. At the time the study was fielded,
more than 50% of U.S. adults were Facebook users (Facebook, 2011), but these results
may not hold for non-Facebook users. The generalizability to other electoral settings (such
as presidential or local elections) is an area for future research. Furthermore, because our
treatment relies heavily on social endorsement cues and social norms differ greatly by
culture, it is not clear that treatment effects would be similar in other countries. Likewise,
individuals in other countries may use technological tools, such as social networking sites,
in different ways that may change how they react to GOTV campaigns such as these.
Overall, this study indicates that GOTV campaigns that include social endorsement
cues appear to be more effective than messages including information about the election
alone, but the importance of social endorsement cues in affecting participation varies
greatly according to both demographic and social characteristics of the individual. Studies
like the present one help us to understand whether and how online appeals may work and,
when they do, how campaigns can most effectively and efficiently target their resources.
This information should help policymakers and campaign managers plan successful
GOTV campaigns, as they will have a better understanding of what types of appeals are
effective for which types of individuals.
Future researchers have a greater challenge ahead: explaining the mechanism of these
effects in order to translate the vast body of knowledge about political behavior in the
offline world to understand how people behave politically on social media. This article is
an initial assessment of the degree to which social endorsement and pressure can be
utilized through online social networking, but a full understanding of these processes
will require the efforts of researchers interested not only in campaign techniques and social
media, but also those interested in social psychology and sociology.

Supplemental Material
Supplemental data for this article can be accessed on the publisher’s website at http://dx.
doi.org/10.1080/10584609.2016.1226223.

Notes
1. The experimental treatment, as described next, does not enable participants to provide an actual
“endorsement” of voting. However, the “news story” that is generated by a participant reporting
having voted does imply such an endorsement. As such, we refer to this as a “social endorsement cue,” although a less charitable interpretation may be that this is simply social sharing of
information and that any endorsement or not is inferred by the reader.
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2. Note, however, that our results show that we find differences in the self-reporting of turnout
rather than in turnout itself. Due to sample size limitations among those whose voting behavior
we were able to validate, much of our analysis is restricted to study of self-reported turnout and
polling place search rather than validated voting.
3. For people who had fewer than six friends who had clicked on the “I Voted” button, all friends
who had clicked were included in the set of profile pictures that were shown to friends.
4. We note that partisanship and ideology were measured using the “political views” section of
participants’ Facebook profiles. Few participants used political views that were classifiable as
partisan or ideological, so our measure of partisanship is likely different from most other
studies. The political views measure of ideology has been shown to be highly correlated to
other, validated measures of ideology (Bond & Messing, 2015).
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