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Abstract

Civic organisations and progressive campaigns alike regard digital campaigning as an im-
portant means of registering young voters. These campaigns often appeal to young people on
the basis that their vote matters and voting is important. However, there is scepticism towards
campaigns’ abilities to register young voters at scale using cognitive mobilisation strategies.
We provide the first large-scale randomised trial of a social media ads campaign encouraging
young people to register to vote before the UK 2019 General Election. We worked with a civil
society organisation to deliver online adverts on Instagram and Snapchat, assigning 879 post-
code sectors located within 40 parliamentary constituencies to treatment or control. Despite
high engagement rates on social media, we find no effect of the campaign on voter registration,
concluding that some commonly-used digital youth voter registration strategies are ineffective.
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1 Introduction

Voter registration and turnout among young people are lower than for older citizens (Holbein and

Hillygus, 2020). They are therefore an obvious target for non-partisan campaigns that aim to

increase electoral participation. Moreover, due to an increasing age-gradient in party support, pro-

gressive campaigns also target young people to change the composition of the electorate (Foos and

John, 2018; Broockman and Kalla, 2020). Left-wing candidates, such as Bernie Sanders (Broock-

man and Kalla, 2020) and Jeremy Corbyn (Prosser et al., 2020) hoped that youth voter mobilisation

would make up for predicted losses among moderate voters. Higher turnout among young voters,

often referred to as the “youth quake” hypothesis, may have contributed to Labour’s unexpected

strong showing in the UK 2017 General Election (Sloam and Henn, 2018), though the best avail-

able empirical evidence indicates that it probably did not (Prosser et al., 2020). But how can

non-partisan and partisan campaigns alike best reach out to young people given that they are

difficult to reach with conventional voter registration methods, such as canvassing and direct mail,

which are also increasingly difficult to deliver in a post-COVID world. While campaigns have

made large-scale attempts to register and mobilise young voters via various social media platforms,

social media advertising campaigns, in general, have been shown to have, at best, small positive

effects on turnout (Jungherr et al., 2020; Bond et al., 2012; Hager, 2019b; Haenschen and Jen-

nings, 2019). Moreover, typical youth voter mobilisation campaigns are often based on a strategy

of raising awareness about the efficacy of young people’s vote, employing “cognitive mobilisation”

messages such as “Your Vote Matters”. However, there is scepticism about whether such cognitive

mobilisation messages work (Holbein and Hillygus, 2020), and particularly whether they translate

from social media into real-world behaviour (Hersh, 2020). Despite these concerns, a lack of robust

evidence means that many campaigns keep on relying on exactly those messages using social media

platforms.

We provide robust, well-powered evidence that shows that this type of social media campaign is

ineffective at registering young voters. The context of the 2019 UK General Election is instructive

because Labour and the Liberal Democrats hoped to benefit from a surge in youth voter registration.

In collaboration with a non-party civil society organisation, we assigned 879 postcode sectors located

within 40 UK parliamentary constituencies to two experimental groups: a control and one that
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received voter registration video ads. These messages were targeted at young people aged between

18-35 years. We collected validated voter registration data from o�cial registers to measure whether

social media campaigns targeted towards young people increased voter registration. Despite high

online engagement with the ads, we found no e�ect of the digital campaign on registration.

2 Experimental evidence on the e�ects of social media on youth

voter mobilization

2.1 Political mobilisation via social media

Despite the increasing prominence of digital methods in election campaigns, and the heavy �nancial

investments that modern campaigns make online (Jungherr et al., 2020; Fowler et al., 2020), there

are no published randomized control trials that identify the e�ect of social media ads on registration.

Randomized control trials of digital media on voter mobilization are still rare (Fowler et al., 2020),

and mostly limited to the US and Germany. A seminal study of 61 million Facebook users during the

2010 midterm election in the US (Bond et al., 2012) shows that large-scale social media campaigns

can have small e�ects of one vote produced for every 256 users targeted, but only when users are

also presented with social information. A study of individually targeted banner ads raised voter

turnout by .52 percentage points (Haenschen and Jennings, 2019). Facebook and Google ads only

had a small positive (0.5%p) e�ect on vote shares and turnout in German state and federal elections

(Hager, 2019a,b). Beyond turnout, studies show null e�ects of public or semi-public Facebook and

Twitter posts on online and o�ine political activism (Coppock et al., 2015; Foos et al., 2020).

Most research is, however, limited to Facebook and Twitter, when other platforms are increasingly

popular with younger citizens, such as Instagram and Snapchat, the media used in our study.

2.2 Voter registration

Experimental studies of voter registration have produced mixed results. Face-to-face canvassing has

been shown to have positive e�ects. Nickerson (2015), using door-to-door canvassing, found that

streets randomly assigned to receive face-to-face canvas visits had 4.4 percent more voter registra-

tions than streets in the control. In a similar experiment in France, Braconnier et al. (2017) found
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that, on average, door-to-door visits increased the number of new registrations by 4.9 percentage

points. John et al. (2015) examined the chance to win a lottery, �nding signi�cant increases in voter

registration. Mann and Bryant (2020) collaborated with state election agencies in two states using

post-cards aimed at increasing registration. They found statistically and substantively signi�cant

e�ects on registration and turnout in the subsequent election. Sweeney et al. (2018) test a variety of

mailings to encourage response to the UK's mandatory annual registration canvass. Simple changes

to the treatment mailers resulted in both negative and positive e�ects ranging from1.1 percentage

points below the control group to 3.4 percentage points above the control. While some treatments

increased response rates, they had no e�ect on registration.

2.3 Young voters

Studies aimed at young people also produce divergent �ndings. An experiment using emails to

young citizens produced a null result (Nickerson, 2007). One study found that emails with links

to online registration had a larger positive e�ect on both registration and turnout than a link to a

downloadable registration form (Bennion and Nickerson, 2018). Some of the most promising inter-

ventions take place in the school context. Bennion and Nickerson (2016) worked in sixteen college

campuses to test the e�cacy of classroom presentations to increase voter registration, �nding an

increase in registration by of 6 percentage points. Addonizio (2011) also found signi�cant increases

in registration and turnout from presentations in high schools. But lower-cost interventions such

as K•olle et al. (2019) who study what happens when students are asked to report by text whether

they intended to register, did not �nd a measurable impact.

2.4 Cognitive and non-cognitive mobilisation

Not only is the mode of interaction important, the messaging matters. Campaigns targeting young

voters tend to assume that voters need to be mobilised by making them aware of the general

importance of politics and their role in it. There are good reasons to question the validity of the

assumption that young voters lack the motivation to vote. Holbein and Hillygus (2020) make this

argument and review the considerable evidence. Tasks like registration are not completed because

they are perceived to be costly: \there are a great many citizens { young people, especially { who

fail to vote even though they want and intend to do so". (Holbein and Hillygus, 2020, p.2).
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According to this reasoning, common cognitive mobilisation campaigns, such as `Rock the Vote'

are run based on the assumption that the causes of low youth turnout is youth disengagement

from politics. But based on many metrics, young people's interest and engagement with politics

has increased in recent decades (Dalton, 2007). Young people also have a civic orientation. If

people are already cognitively mobilised, then a campaign based on cognitive mobilisation would

be bound to fail, especially when citizens do not have the non-cognitive skills to complete a task

and go through a bureaucratic process, such as voter registration. By non-cognitive skills we mean

the ability to plan, to process information, and then prepare to convert an intention into action,

\For new voters, the registration requirement, in particular, is recognised as especially burdensome

{ it typically must be completed by a certain deadline, it must be updated with every change in

address" (Holbein and Hillygus, 2020, p.33). Messages that might help individuals complete the

process may be more e�ective, but typically campaigns run by advocacy organisations focus on

cognitive mobilisation.

3 Research Design

We worked with a civic organisation, Vote for Your Future (VFYF, https://www.vfyf.co.uk ),

randomly assigning a part of its well-organised campaign to test if social media registration drives

are e�ective at registering young people to vote in the UK 2019 General Election.12 We assigned 879

postcode sectors located within 40 UK parliamentary constituencies to two groups: one control,

and one that received voter registration ads from VFYF via Instagram and Snapchat. Typical

example ads used by the organization are displayed in Figure A1 in the Appendix.

Ads were targeted at young people aged between 18 and 35 years. The registration messages

appeared in postcode sectors assigned to the treatment group in the week before the voter reg-

istration deadline on 26 November. To avoid spillovers, ads were displayed in the mornings and

1 It is important to emphasise that we did not evaluate the entire campaign run by VFYF. We did not randomly
assign the campaign in their highest priority seats, and we did not run policy-based ads. The 40 constituencies in the
experimental sample still contained large numbers of young voters and a mix of seats ranging from majorities smaller
than 1% to majorities greater than 10%. We do not �nd that campaign e�ects vary conditional on marginality in
the sample of seats that were included in the experimental sample.

2As pre-registered, we also intended to test if Get-Out-The-Vote reminders sent via social media 2-3 days before
the election ampli�ed the campaign's e�ect on turnout, but we were unable to obtain validated voter registration
data for 37 out of 40 constituencies. Since the GOTV messages were sent after the voter registration deadline, the
voter registration outcomes reported in this paper could not have been inuenced by GOTV ads.
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evenings only. VFYF also provided data on the successful placement of ads in each postcode sector,

as well as spending, impressions, and engagement metrics at the campaign level. We summarise

these online engagement statistics in Table 1.

Table 1: Campaign statistics

Postcode sectors successfully targeted 394/437
Spend Instagram $4423.52
Spend Snapchat $3535.09
Total impressions 2'058'431
Total clicks 18'421

Table 1 shows that VFYF spent almost $8,000 on Instagram and Snapchat ads over 7 days,

earning more than 2 million impressions and more than 18 thousand clicks. The budget for the

entire campaign was$10,000, but this was not entirely exhausted, indicating that the amount

committed was enough to saturate Instagram and Snapchat for the week. As shown in Table 1 the

campaign had a wide reach, and lead to a lot of online engagement from young people. The question

is whether social media clicks translated into voter registration. After the election, we obtained

de-identi�ed voter registration data from the public register and matched it to our experimental

assignment via the postcode column (the data was de-identi�ed at the individual level, the smallest

unit was the postcode). One of the challenges of measuring voter registration in the UK is that the

denominator (the number of citizens living in a given postcode sector at a given point in time) is

unknown, and we only observe the citizens who register to vote. This complicates the analysis in

two ways. First, we cannot estimate e�ects at the individual level. We therefore count the absolute

number of registered voters post-treatment in each postcode and postcode sector. Second, we need

to deal with postcode sectors that have missing registration data. Data could either be missing

because nobody registered in that postcode sector, or because registers are incomplete. We deal

with the latter challenge by using two versions of the outcome variable. First, we impute 0s when

no registration was reported in a postcode sector (under the assumption that missing data reects

no registrations), and second we drop postcode sectors that do not report registrations from the

analysis (under the assumption that register data is incomplete and these sectors are not missing as

a function of treatment assignment). Consistent with the latter assumption, in Appendix Table A2

we report the results of di�erential attrition checks, where we regress non-reporting on treatment
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assignment. We �nd no signi�cant di�erences in reporting voter registration numbers in treatment

and control group, indicating that missingness is unlikely to have occurred as a function of the

treatment.

3.1 Estimation

For the main analysis, we estimate the Intent-to-Treat (ITT) e�ect using linear regression with

heteroskedasticity-robust (HC2) standard errors:

Ys = � + � 1RegistrationAd s + Constituency s + � s (1)

where Y is the absolute number of registered voters per postcode sectors, RegistrationAd is

whether a postcode sectors was assigned to receive voter registration ads on Snapchat and Insta-

gram, and Constituency are constituency �xed e�ects. Recall, that the level of assignment and

the level of outcome measurement overlap. We apply two strategies to improve the precision of the

estimates: We report the covariate-adjusted ITT including the size of the postcode sector (4 cate-

gories from large to small), and the following pre-treatment covariates that we obtained from the

2011 census and aggregated to the postcode sector level: share of voters above 35, the proportion

of voters who are BAME as estimated in the 2011 census, the proportion of voters with a university

education, and population density. A descriptive summary of the variables used in the subsequent

analyses is displayed in Appendix Table A1. The covariate-adjusted ITT is estimated as follows:

Ys = � + � 1RegistrationAd s + Constituency s + �X s + � s (2)

where X is the N-by-k matrix of pre-treatment covariates. Second, we also run models (1) and (2)

with the outcome data aggregated at the postcode level instead of the postcode sector level. This

is the smallest possible unit of measurement in our case.

Yp;s = � + � 1RegistrationAd p;s + Constituency p;s + � p;s (3)

Yp;s = � + � 1RegistrationAd p;s + Constituency p;s + �X p;s + � p;s (4)

In models (3) and (4) we cluster the standard errors at the level of assignment, the postcode sector

s. As a robustness check, we log-transform the dependent variables in equations (1)-(4) and report

the results in Appendix A6. In Figure A2 we display balance checks, based on a regression of

treatment assignment on the covariates recorded in the 2011 census. As expected, we do not �nd

any covariate imbalance between treatment and control groups.
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4 Results

Figure 1: Mean plots with 95% CI; (N = 879 ).

Figure 1 displays the key results graphically. The �rst column in Figure 1 shows the number

of voters in each postcode sector in treatment and control groups including all observations from

the register, and the second column displays the absolute number of young people (18-35 years)

registered in each postcode sector, based on (incomplete) age data that is included on the registers.

Individual age data are only available for 20% of all registrations. Each dot on the plot represents

one postcode sector. We also display the means and the surrounding 95% con�dence intervals in

treatment and control sectors. Figure 1 clearly shows that there are only minimal di�erences in

the means across treatment sectors, where ads were assigned to be displayed, and control sectors,

were ads were not displayed.

Table 2 con�rms this result based on formal hypothesis testing. The di�erences-in-means esti-

mated in Table 2 based on equations (1) and (2) are small and not statistically signi�cant. They

are consistent no matter if we drop postcode sectors that do not report registrations. As a ro-

bustness check, Table A6 in the Appendix displays the same analysis with a logged dependent

variable. Again, the results are consistent with the conclusion that the campaign did not increase
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Table 2: Number of registrations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Excluding missing sectors
(Intercept) 2983:11��� 4675:02��� 7692:78��� 7766:94���

(488:29) (480:24) (1307:23) (1639:35)
Registration ads 17:95 � 4:68 � 14:32 � 193:89

(208:09) (188:64) (188:61) (1808:69)
Registration ads: Mean age 3:45

(46:13)
Including missing sectors

(Intercept) 2602:31��� 4763:64��� 8430:02��� 8626:17���

(475:17) (460:78) (1272:65) (1560:35)
Registration ads 62:53 39:10 18:49 � 404:85

(198:70) (168:09) (164:67) (1812:38)
Registration ads: Mean age 9:50

(46:18)
Sector size covariate No Yes Yes Yes
Census covariates No No Yes Yes
Constituency �xed e�ects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.08 0.34 0.37 0.37
Adj. R 2 0.04 0.31 0.34 0.34
Num. obs. 879 879 879 879
RMSE 2947.89 2494.09 2444.46 2446.69
��� p < 0:001, �� p < 0:01, � p < 0:05

registration. As we would expect given random assignment across 100s of postcode sectors, includ-

ing pre-treatment covariates does not substantially alter the estimate of the treatment e�ect, but

improves precision. Table 2 also shows that the interaction between mean age measured in the

2011 census and treatment assignment is positive, but small and not statistically signi�cant by any

conventional standard.

To facilitate interpretation of e�ect sizes and the uncertainty surrounding them, in Figure 2

we re-scale the dependent variable to have a mean of 0, and a standard deviation of 1 in the

control group. That means the treatment e�ects plotted in Figure 2 can then be interpreted as the

treatment e�ect in standard deviations. The panel on the left displays the results for the complete

sample and the panel on the right when sub-setting the count in the dependent variable to those

registrations that explicitly indicate that the registrant was 18-35 years (see also Tables A5 and A9

in the Appendix). Figure 2 shows that the estimated null e�ects are centered closely around 0 and
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Figure 2: SD plot (N = 879 )

are tightly estimated, especially at the postcode level.

5 Conclusion

This study provides a consistent and sobering picture of the e�ects of a typical and well-run

social media ad campaign aimed at registering young people in a high salience election. E�ects

are close to zero, and tightly estimated. We make three contributions with this study. First,

we make a contribution to the study of election campaigns. Our results suggest that campaigns

have yet to develop an e�ective strategy to mobilise young voters via social media: social media-

based cognitive mobilisation messages aimed at young voters were ine�ective. We therefore provide

causal evidence consistent with the assumption that di�erential mobilisation strategies based on

increasing the electoral participation of young voters are unlikely to succeed, at least in General

Elections (Broockman and Kalla, 2020). Of course the busy campaign environment of a General

Election may have contributed to the null e�ects we observe because ads compete for attention with

other campaign messages (Kalla and Broockman, 2017). What would speak against this hypothesis
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is that the ads received a large number of online impressions and clicks. It is nevertheless possible

that digital ads will prove more e�ective in local or regional elections.

Second, we make a contribution to the study of digital politics, which until now has focused on

online activism and turnout at the expense of voter registration (Jungherr et al., 2020). By showing

that voter registration rates are una�ected by digital ads aimed at young people, we add to a more

complete picture of the e�ects of social media campaigns on electoral politics. We also use social

media platforms that are particularly popular with young people, Instagram and Snapchat, which

have received little attention from researchers conducting randomised campaign trials.

Third, we add to the debate surrounding cognitive mobilisation strategies. Did the campaign

fail because of the medium, the message or a combination of medium and message? What we can

conclude from this study is that social media ads aimed at cognitive mobilization - at increasing

young people's motivation to vote - did not translate into higher registration numbers. As Holbein

and Hillygus (2020) argue, there is potential for non-cognitive strategies that do not focus on

increasing the motivation to vote, but on translating young people's existing motivations into

political action, for instance by helping them navigate the voter registration process, and by sending

them tangible reminders of deadlines. Hence, we think that before abandoning the idea of social

media induced registration entirely, advocacy organisations should trial a di�erent approach to

youth voter mobilisation on social media, and elsewhere. These choices become more crucial given

that the current COVID-19 crisis makes digital campaigning run via social media the natural

medium of choice for many organisations.
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