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People contribute more to public goods when their contributions are
made more observable to others. We report an intervention that
subtly increases the observability of public goods contributions
when people are solicited privately and impersonally (e.g., mail,
email, social media). This intervention is tested in a large-scale
field experiment (n = 770,946) in which people are encouraged to
vote through get-out-the-vote letters. We vary whether the letters include the message, “We may call you after the election to
ask about your voting experience.” Increasing the perceived observability of whether people vote by including that message
increased the impact of the get-out-the-vote letters by more than
the entire effect of a typical get-out-the-vote letter. This technique for increasing perceived observability can be replicated
whenever public goods solicitations are made in private.
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ow can we increase contributions to public goods—to get
donors to give more to charity, citizens to vote, households to
consume less energy, drivers to carpool, and patients to take all of
their antibiotics? One of the best ways is to make contributions
more observable (1, 2), as demonstrated by a large body of laboratory experiments (3–9) and a growing body of field experiments
(for a review, see ref. 2) in a variety of settings, including energy
conservation (10), blood donations (11), national park contributions (12), and voting (13).
Observability increases contributions to public goods such as
voting or charitable giving because observability allows contributions to affect reputations. Individuals who are observed to have
contributed can be held in good standing and rewarded in subsequent relationships, either when others are more likely to engage
them in a relationship in the first place (this is called partner choice;
e.g., refs. 14 and 15) or when others are more cooperative with
them during an existing relationship (this is called indirect reciprocity; e.g., refs. 16–21). And, individuals who are observed to not
contribute can be held in poor standing.
Even subtle cues of observability can increase contributions. In
fact, observability can affect contributions when the reputational
consequences of one’s choice have been entirely eliminated (22,
23). An example is eyespots: simply displaying a picture of a face or
an abstraction resembling a face increases contributions (24, 25).
Such effects imply that the psychology governing our reputations
operates at the intuitive level (24)—that is, people do not necessarily deliberate over the reputational gains of every cooperative
action, and instead rely on heuristics. Such an intuitive psychology
might develop if the heuristics usually work (26, 27). For example,
if seeing something that looks like a face is usually an accurate
indication that someone is watching, then it may pay to give more
whenever in the presence of something that looks like a face, even
though a clever researcher may exploit this heuristic to induce
people into giving a little more in an experiment. Moreover, there
are reputational gains to cooperating without deliberating about
the decision. Namely, people are perceived as being more trustworthy when cooperation is the automatic behavior. This, too, can
lead people to rely more on cues and heuristics (28).
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In this paper, we report the results of a large field experiment in
which we subtly increased perceived observability to motivate
contributions to a real-world public good: voting. The experiment
involved sending get-out-the-vote (GOTV) letters to citizens before the 2010 General Election (total n = 770,946). There were
three conditions. Those assigned to the best practices condition
(“Best”; n = 346,929) were mailed a GOTV letter containing
several messaging elements that have been shown to increase
turnout (see Fig. S1 for complete reproduction of all letters and
Tables S1 and S2 for balance checks across treatments). Those
assigned to the best practices-plus-increased probability of observability condition (“Best plus Observable”; n = 347,054) were
sent a GOTV letter that was identical to the one sent to those in
the Best condition with two exceptions. First, at the top right
corner of the page, these letters included the message, “You may
be called after the election to discuss your experience at the polls.”
Second, a paragraph was also added at the end of the GOTV letter
reinforcing this message. See Fig. 1. Those assigned to the control
received no GOTV letter (n = 76,963).
The outcome measure of interest is voter turnout. Those assigned
to the Best condition voted at meaningfully higher rates than those
assigned to control (41.36% vs. 40.88%, z = 2.52, P = 0.012). All
analyses control for preexperiment stratifications, although results
hold without these controls. The GOTV letter sent to those in the
Best condition increased turnout by 0.48 percentage points. Metaanalyses of 79 experiments examining the impact of typical nonpartisan GOTV letters show that the average treatment effect is
0.194 percentage points (29). This means that the GOTV letter sent
to those in the Best condition was more than twice as effective as
the typical GOTV letter [F(1,770915) = 2.37, P = 0.12]. As described
in Methods, one reason this GOTV letter may have been especially
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Fig. 1. Treatment letters.

potent is that it already contained several elements highlighting
the observability of whether one votes. The content of the
GOTV letter sent to those in the Best-plus-Observable condition
amplified the suggested observability above and beyond what was
suggested in the letter sent to those in the Best condition. At
$0.34 per letter, the letter sent to those in the Best condition cost
$71 per net vote.
The GOTV letter sent to those assigned to the Best-plusObservable condition increased turnout by 0.72 percentage points
compared with the control group (41.60% vs. 40.88%, z = 3.80, P <
0.001). This GOTV letter was more effective than that sent to those
in the Best condition (41.60% vs. 41.36%, z = 2.13, P = 0.033). That
is, adding observability to the already-effective GOTV letter sent to
those in the Best condition increased the impact of the GOTV letter
by 0.22 percentage points—a 51% improvement that is larger than
the average impact of the typical GOTV letter. The GOTV letter
sent to those in the Best-plus-Observable condition was more than
three times as effective as the typical GOTV letter [F(1,770915) = 7.95,
P < 0.01]. The GOTV letter sent to those in the Best-plus-Observable condition cost $47 per net vote—less than one-third of the $175
per net vote generated from the typical GOTV letter (29). See Fig. 2.
Why does the prospect of a follow-up call increase voting? As
with most studies of observability, we cannot rule out that people
consciously responded to the intervention—that they deliberated
on the benefits of voting and evaluated them as greater in the Bestplus-Observable condition. However, the fact that the future call
was uncertain, and that if it did happen it would entail a conversation with a total stranger, suggests this is unlikely. Instead, it
seems more plausible that the intervention acted on a nonconscious
level, as in the eyespot studies (24, 25). For example, the prospect
of a follow-up might have activated feelings of accountability (30)
or served as a reminder of future social interactions in which voting
might be discussed (e.g., mental simulation).
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We also cannot rule out that factors not directly related to public
goods contributed to the intervention’s success. In particular, the
intervention might motivate one to vote simply to avoid disappointing or confronting a concerned party. Or people may vote to
avoid the unpleasant experience of having to lie—to claim that one
voted when one did not (31). If so, the intervention may work in
additional settings. For example, a counselor or advisor may be
able to motivate students to follow through on their assignments
and studying by scheduling weekly meetings.
We speculate that repeated attempts to increase people’s perceptions of observability by suggesting the prospect of a follow-up
contact will become decreasingly effective if follow-up contacts are
not made. The intervention will lose credibility, and so it will not
heighten perceptions of the reputation consequences of contributing. Therefore, we suggest that this intervention will be most
effective when the chance of follow-up is credible (e.g., because a
follow-up survey or in-person interaction is already planned).
Our study makes three contributions. The first is practical. Many
solicitations for contributions are made privately—for example, by
mail, over email, or by posting on social media platforms such as
Facebook and Twitter. These account for a large portion of fundraising: direct mail fundraising accounts for roughly 20% of all
charitable donations, and online fundraising accounts for another
7% and is rapidly growing (32). Candidates and political groups
regularly encourage constituents to vote using these same private communications media. Thus, for many practitioners, our
results provide a practical, inexpensive, and effective strategy
for increasing observability when soliciting public goods contributions via private communication.
Second, our results add to the field evidence that public goods
contributions can be increased by making contributions more observable—even by merely suggesting that there may be magnified
observability. Finally, our results provide additional evidence that
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Fig. 2. Adding observability to a GOTV letter increases impact more than
the average impact of a typical GOTV letter. ^From metaanalysis of 79
randomized experiments of typical GOTV letters (29); turnout in the control
group was 40.88%; *P < 0.05; Best and Best-plus-Observable bars represent
comparison to this experiment’s control group, whereas typical GOTV letter
bar represents comparison to control groups included in the metaanalysis.

voting can be increased by interventions that might affect reputations (e.g., refs. 13 and 33–37).
Methods
The GOTV letters were sent from an independent 501(c)(4) organization that
was likely unfamiliar to recipients, America Votes. America Votes selected the
experiment universe based on three criteria using data provided by the political
data vendor Catalist, LLC (38). First, individuals had to reside in 1 of 29 targeted
battleground congressional districts chosen based on the organization’s political objectives and expectation that the elections would be close. Second,
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only one individual per household could be included. Third, using predictive
models developed by Catalist, individuals had to be predicted to be politically
“progressive” and to have a low-to-moderate propensity to vote in the 2010
General Election. This resulted in a population that was 60% female, 15%
African American, and averaged 43 y of age. The experiment universe included
645,035 individuals who voted in the 2008 General Election and 160,721 individuals who did not vote in the 2008 General Election but who had registered
to vote in the 2010 General Election. Before being randomly assigned to one of
the three conditions, the experiment universe was stratified by whether individuals voted in the 2008 election, and by their congressional district.
The GOTV letters emphasized the descriptive social norm that many others
would vote (33). They also reinforced the civic identity by highlighting that
“people like you” will vote (36). Another messaging element in the GOTV
letters involved a callout box in which targets were to write their voting plans,
reflecting work on the power of implementation intentions on turnout and
other health behaviors (34, 39). The GOTV letters also expressed gratitude for
the targets’ past political actions, and a hope that public records would show
that targets will have voted in the upcoming 2010 election (35). For those who
had voted in the 2008 General Election, the letter thanked them for voting in
2008, and for those who had not voted in the 2008 General Election but had
registered to vote in the 2010 General Election, it thanked them for registering. This was the only difference in the messaging content between those
who had voted in 2008 and those who had not. Note that this GOTV letter
already indicates to voters that their behavior is observable. This indication
could mute any effect of adding an explicit suggestion that whether people
vote may be observable.
Voter turnout data were collected by Catalist, LLC, from publicly reported
administrative records. Turnout data were missing for one district, MA-10,
which has been excluded from all analyses. We administered a survey to a
subsample of targets 2 mo after the election, but it is not relevant to this
manuscript. All analyses use logistic regression controlling for preexperiment
strata: dummies for congressional districts, and 2008 vote history.
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