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In an era characterized by political apathy and declining voter
turnout, innovative strategies to engage citizens in the
electoral process are more crucial than ever. This report
presents the findings from a groundbreaking field experiment
conducted during the 2023 Houston municipal election, aimed
at increasing voter participation among low-propensity voters
through targeted mailers and evaluates the efficiency of
existing mailer strategies.

BakerRipley, a renowned community-based nonprofit
organization, and the research team at the University of
Houston partnered to explore the efficacy of place-based
identity mailers in four distinct Houston neighborhoods.

The Experiment at a Glance:

e Objective: To test whether emphasizing community
identity through tailored mailers could increase voter
turnout among low-propensity voters while also analyzing
current strategies.

¢ Methodology: A total of 43,711 mailers were distributed,
with half designed to prime a sense of place-based
identity, while the other half served as a control with
standard BakerRipley mailers. Each mailer also included
content in Spanish to ensure inclusivity.

e Results: Although the identity-based treatment did not
show a discernible effect on voter turnout compared to
the control, the overall efforts significantly mobilized the
targeted voter segment when compared to individuals
who did not receive any mailer. This underscores the
potential of community-focused nonpartisan outreach in
enhancing democratic participation and shows how vital
the BakerRipley name is in the community.

This report delves into the complexities of voter mobilization
in the context of local elections, providing a detailed analysis
of our methodology, the execution of the experiment, and a
comprehensive discussion of the results. By documenting our
findings, we contribute to the broader conversation on
effective strategies for democratic engagement, offering
insights and recommendations for organizations aiming to
foster a more inclusive and representative political landscape.

N TRODUCTION
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RESEARCH DESIGN

Place-based conceptualizations of identity can be a powerful
mobilization tactic. Individuals are not just from Houston but are
from specific communities, such as the East End, Montrose, or
East Aldine. Membership in these specific communities
constitutes an important form of place-based identity.

Individuals conceive of themselves as not just Houstonians but
as East-Enders, which demonstrates their attachment to their
hyper-local community. As with other forms of identity,
attachment to neighborhood and community fosters a sense of
civic duty among residents. When residents are attached to their
communities, research demonstrates that they engage in
activities to benefit the community as a whole.

Given prior work in this area, we argue that neighborhood
attachment can stimulate political participation. We develop this
theoretical argument across four Houston neighborhoods: East
Aldine, East End, Hobby, and Gulfton.

We conducted the experiment in these neighborhoods due to
BakerRipley's long history of work in each, as well as the unique
characteristics of each neighborhood. Furthermore, each
community center contributes to the character of the
surrounding community, helping to formulate a cohesive
identity through events, classes, and other programming
tailored to the communities.

As with other forms of identity, attachment to

neighborhood and community fosters a sense of civic
duty among residents.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

We engaged in a co-collaborative research process with
BakerRipley to stimulate low-propensity turnout based on
identity appeals. The research was an iterative process involving
both BakerRipley and representatives from each community at
large. We detail the process below.

Defining Low Propensity Voters

O—I We defined low-propensity voters as those who did not vote in the
2019 City of Houston municipal election and those that voted in no
more than one of the three past general elections.

Engaging the Community

O ; We conducted focus groups with the community engineers in each
neighborhood to workshop the mailer designs. Community engineers

provided input on which landmarks symbolized community spirit and
which messaging topics were important for the specific commmunities.

Refining the Mailers

O 3 After community input, we continued to refine the mailers, arriving at a
specific mailer for each community. We include the final mailers as part
of this report. Each mailer included a professional photo of important
community landmarks, such as the East End esplanade, and a brief
message in English and Spanish encouraging recipients to vote.

Testing the Theory

O 4 We test our theory by randomly sending out regular mailers or identity
mailers during the early voting period. We then statistically compare

voter turnout among those who received the identity mailer and those
who received BakerRipley's usual GOTV mailer.
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MAILER DESIGN

We created the following mailers for each neighborhood in
collaboration with BakerRipley and the Community Engineers
using the specific characteristics of each community.

East Aldine

Focus group members immediately identified the community landmark as the East Aldine
town center and reported that it evoked a sense of pride. Participants also reported the
continued economic development of East Aldine as an important issue.

Doar Nalghbar,

Py AR [ R HETEADRT, A0 | & th
BadopeFtipley Ensi Aldine commurily contor
manages. From our iown conted, b our schools, 1o
Qur adrport, cur growing community is the heartbeat
of Hewusson. Melp us keap East Aldine thriving and

BFowAng by foining i &1 1R DOl o
Movember Tl

Estimada Wocing,

W pomBns ad Roday Hamandar, i oy & genants
ol cwvaire eomundanic Bakevfhiphry Eost Alding.
Dasde nuasto ceviro, nuestras ascuslas, hesta
RUBEine aeropuerto, & crecimianio de nuesira
comunidod mpvesenda ol katidy cel conaadn de
HOUSIon. [AYTOaN0S O maniener of aahy oa Aliing
Prospeando i crecrenda unrdndole o nasoiros en
s wenos: of 7 cle Newiomirn!

ELECTION DAY NOVEMBER 7 I —
Gty oing Gstoer 5 ovanber 3 wer o VOTETODAY VOTA HOY!

Votagion Temprona: 23 de Octubre - 3 de Noviembre
-

Wots Cantery | Contros de Votacion ‘Wolter Guiids | Chuin e Vistanis Lifut Bt 8 Pttt il Wittt

P iy ridass il e (sl
Havtamubarriodabinm e ' .. 5 o $58-SUR-FOTE

East End

Focus group members deliberated on a number of community landmarks, but ultimately
decided that the esplanade was the most emblematic of East End. Participants also
appreciated the nod to East End’s history of civic engagement.

Dwar Neighbor,

My ramo is Alborto Mancillas, and | am ho
BakerRiphay Riphay Houts communily Carter
manager. Our East End commaunity is ai the fomnfront
ol Betvism and is Bha heartbest of Housion. Help us
lomep tha East End civically ongaged by joining us a1
tha polls an Movembaer Ttha

Estimado Vecing,
M nombre a5 Alberio Mancillas, ¥ soy ef gevands dal
ORI COMUNINTED O ok ey Riphay Hooss.

Nungirg comursidad de Exsr Ernd as ka boe on o
GCtviEmo comuniiano y e lafido del conardn do
Housion. jAyicdanos a meniener of Easi End
COTATGIS SVEETONNE LWAMATGN & ReSOiGS of

fas wnas of 7 de Moviembrel

E.E.EL!&'L'?MEX“"BE“ 7 % VOTETODAYL  VOTA HOV:

Votacidn Temprana: 23 do Octubre - 3 de Noviembre

Bsarftogiy iy Mautal For arvy i ol e pols

S48 Rvigason Db, Mosswion, T 77033 i, Direczs oa Protecoan &l Votanse
FEI-ALE-8A00 el B4-DURVOTE

‘Wiote Carters | Cavteca de Viptacion Wotar Gruscta | Gt O Viotanis
arrinvolen comVole-Cenfern
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MAILER DESIGN

Gultfon

Focus group participants identified the BakerRipley Gulfton community center as one of the
most iconic landmarks in the area. Participants also reported feeling very proud of the diversity
within the community.

Doar Neighbos,

Wy PTG 9 M Aguirre, R | A B

Biilobe Ripliny Gulfion Gommanity Ginler manager.
Our comemunity ks among tha mst diverss in tho
LS, and is the hoartbeat ol Houston. Holp us
keep the Guifton community groeing by joining
s ai ihe polls on Movember Tih!

Estimada Wecing,
M pambeo os Koria Aguirne y soy la gavends dal
candro comunitario de BakenRipley Guiffon

Munsira camuniskad 0% una do s mds dhorsas
cha ko Exfodos Unkdos y ox & iabido del corardn
da Housion, plyddancs o gue iy comunidod da
Gufion siga cracinds udndaly G nosolros on
las wnas of T de Noviembre!

El[t'lu" DAY' NquHBER 7 YOU HAVE THE POWER! TU TIEMES EL PODER.
Eary Vg Octow 23 Kovnoor - VOTETODAY!  {VOTA HOY!

Votecién Temprana: 23 de Octubre - 3 de Noviembre
Baarfogiey Guion Shurpgsoen. Campe For arvy iwwos ai tw pols

- L, Mouadon, TX TTgw L Deracts de Viotants
ﬁ T Faskin 5t 4 Jiresa, Dircta s Prosscciin &l

VD G | oA 8 VikaoRs 2
LR FTIT0 Gl 4585 OUR-VOTE
. Jopliens o

Hobby

In this neighborhood, community members thought that showing the evolution of the
community was important. For this reason, we illustrate the growth of the community
through including a historic photo of the airport alongside a contemporary photo.

Doar Nelghbor,

Mty name s Rached Hsmera, and §|am the

B Fipdny Habach Riphry Comimiandy coalon
ranages. Cur diverse Mobby community —close o
cerwritnam, this ship channal, and tha ainport—is the
hoartboat of Houston. Help us kSO OUF COMMUNItY
Hhaiving and growing by joining us. ai the polls on
Hovembse Tt

Estimado Vecino,
& pombro o5 Rochel Harrara, i S0y ko gerante dal
cnning comunitorio te BakerRipley Harbach Riphry,
Muaslra dhirss comunioed de Hobby—cerca del
- : By caratng, ol puardo, iy of oerepoiio—os of lalide el
: ‘ y ] uston. ;.
) -d E‘ H.I. Sy s prosperando y
b “h‘ﬂ ek mmammwwumd?m
Worvienbrel

ELECTION DAY, NOVEMBER7 =& i
caty Votng cster 3 vanber 3 BakerRipiey VOTETODAY!  {VOTA HOY!

Wotacidn Temprana: 23 de Octubre - 3 do Noviembre

ﬁ Vister Gtk | Gt 8 Vtarde
eSS

LARRL LGN BELSRD. M WILL 5"

Community Engineers appreciated being involved in the
research design process and enthusiastically offered their
opinions and suggestions for improvement.
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MAILER DESIGN

General GOTV Mailer

We compared the specific coommunity mailers to BakerRipley's typical GOTV message
below, which also encourages individuals to vote.

Woting can halp strengthen our

g community. join us at the polls!
BakerRipley Tu woto puede feralocer a nuesira
comunidad, Acompdfianos a votar!

Wots Casiars. | Conaros de Vatasion
harripviden Lo rile Civtens

P iy ks ol B ool
Wil Ehintlin (o Prisbintiintes i Vsl

GET OUT o

nEvate, g T

For information about lais-Rigley programs
e sanvices | Par s informuscin sobns
e e T

ELECTION DAY, NOVEMBER 7 i

Early Voting: Octobar 23 - Novembaer 3 ¥OU HAYE THE POWER! T TIENES EL PODER.

Votaeion Tamprana: 23 de Octubra - 3 da Noviembrg VUTE TDD‘Y[ ivu'l" HnY!

“Voter turnout in Harris County ‘anemic’ despite population
growth across [the] region.”

— Houston Chronicle

“America is facing a crisis on which, for once, Democrats and
Republicans can agree: low voter turnout in local elections.”

— New York Times
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NEIGHBORHOODS EXPLORED

. Number of Plain Treatment Total Voter
Neighborhood . . .
Mailers Mailers Mailers Voters Turnout
East End 14,298 7,140 7,158 396 2.77%
East Aldine 7,047 2,350 4,697 110 1.56%
8,564 4280 4,284 200 2.34%
Hobby 13,802 5,409 8,393 251 1.82%
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Voter Turnout
Comparison of Voter Turnout Percentages in the 2023 Houston Municipal Election
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RESULTS

First, when utilizing statistical modeling to analyze the A/B testing of the two
types of mailers, there is no statistically significant difference in voter
turnout.

However, when we compare the neighborhood of East End, which received
either type of mailer, to Greater East End, which did not receive any
BakerRipley mailers, those contacted by BakerRipley were two times more
likely to vote, and the results are statistically significant.

Results from this study signal community trust in BakerRipley as an

organization, showcasing that the messenger matters, not the message.

East End vs. Greater East End Comparison

/
|

.ﬂx (". \ ‘!‘!.—..Sd

Individuals who received a mailer from BakerRipley were
two times more likely to vote than those who did not
receive a mailer.
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NEXT STEPS

Moving forward, the lessons learned from this GOTV
campaign provide a blueprint for refining and
expanding BakerRipley's voter engagement strategies.
The steps outlined below aim to sustain and enhance
BakerRipley's efforts to mobilize underrepresented
communities, ensuring that every voice is heard in
future elections. These steps will be implemented in the
2024 election cycle.

Clean Experimental Testing

To further explore the effect of community trust in BakerRipley, the
team will conduct an experiment that tests contact made versus no
contact made in the future election.

Digital Advertisements

Utilizing digital advertisement techniques, the team will implement a
targeted experiment among low-propensity voters through social media
platforms to improve voter turnout.

Relational Organizing Program

Relational organizing, or voter mobilization conducted through social
relationships with friends and family, is shown to stimulate turnout
among low-propensity voters. Utilizing BakerRipley's community
engineer program, the team will implement a relational organizing
program.
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CONCLUSION

While the overall percentage increase might appear modest, the context
of a local election and the specific target group—nhistorically low-
propensity voters—highlights the significance of this outcome. The
presence of BakerRipley in the commmunity, known for its extensive civic
engagement and various social services, bolstered the effectiveness of the
mailers. This experiment underscores the potential of place-based identity
and direct contact in increasing civic participation among
underrepresented voter groups.

Impact on Voter Turnout

BakerRipley's targeted mailers
doubled voter turnout, marking a
significant mobilization of low-
propensity voters in the local
electoral context.

Community Trust

The organization's deep community 2.19%
ties and multifaceted services

enhanced the effectiveness of the Voter
mailers, demonstrating the

powerful role of community-specific Tu rnout
outreach.

GOTV Strategies

Despite previous research
demonstrating that mailers do not

stimulate turnout, we find that
mailers do make a significant
difference among low-propensity
voters..

The insights gained from this initiative are particularly pertinent as they illuminate
the challenges and opportunities within GOTV efforts. This study not only reaffirms
the vital role of nonprofits in the electoral process but also highlights the nuanced
interplay between community identity and political participation, providing a
blueprint for future campaigns aimed at enhancing voter engagement.
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the democratic process.
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