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UNIT 4 
How are Voters Influenced? 

 
Essential Questions: 
 

o Lesson 4.1 – Political Socialization: What makes voters WANT to vote? 
o Lesson 4.2 – Voter Turnout: Why don’t more people vote?  
o Lesson 4.3 – Election Media Literacy: How do we access quality information? 

 
 
Objectives:  
Students will  

• Develop an understanding of their own political efficacy 
• Assess the history of voter turnout in the United States 
• Consider the effect of vote-by-mail in Oregon turnout 
• Analyze the impact of social media and news media on voter behavior 
• Develop a plan to encourage more voting in their community 

 
 
Unit 4 Standards: 
 
OR 2018 Grade 8 Social Studies 

Standards 
8.2 
8.7 
8.8 
8.9 
8.10 
8.29 
8.30 
8.32 
8.33 
8.34 
8.35 

 
 

Grade 8 CCSS Literacy in 
History/Social Studies 

6-8.RH.2 
6-8.RH.3 
6-8.RH.5 
6-8.RH.8 

6-8.WHST.1 
6-8.WHST.2 
6-8.WHST.9 

 
 
 
 

 
OR 2018 High School Social 

Studies Standards 
HS.10 
HS.11 
HS.13 
HS.54 
HS.61 
HS.67 
HS.71 
HS.73 
HS.74 
HS.76 

 
 

Grades 9/10 CCSS Literacy in 
History & Social Studies 

9-10.RH.1 
9-10.RH.2 
9-10.RH.4 
9-10.RH.5 
9-10.RH.8 
9-10.RH.9 

9-10.WHST.1 
9-10.WHST.4 
9-10.WHST.9 

 
 

 
 

Grades 11/12 CCSS Literacy in 
History & Social Studies 

11-12.RH.1 
11-12.RH.2 
11-12.RH.3 
11-12.RH.8 
11-12.RH.9 

11-12.WHST.1 
11-12.WHST.2 
11-12.WHST.9 
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Unit Vocabulary 

• Political socialization 
• Political efficacy 
• Voter turnout 
• Vote-by-mail 
• Compulsory voting 

• Automatic Voter Registration 
• Midterm elections 
• Voter registration 
• Social Media 

 
 
 
Materials and Handouts   
 

4.1  Political Socialization: What makes voters WANT to vote? 
  Handouts: 

o Political Socialization – What influences people’s vote? 
o Article: What motivates people to vote? 
o Analysis: What would motivate me to vote 

 
 

4.2  Voter Turnout: Why don’t more people vote? 
   Handouts: 

o Voter Turnout graphs 
o Backgrounder: Every Vote Counts 
o Article: US trails most developed countries in voter turnout 
o Article: Letting people vote at home increases voter turnout 
o Article: How Oregon Increased Voter Turnout More than any other State 
o FAQs about Voting in Oregon 
o Article: Voting by Mail during a Pandemic 
o Low Voter Turnout Role Play Activity 
o Persuasion: How can you convince people to turnout to vote? 

 
 

4.3   Election Media Literacy: How do we access quality information? 
  Handouts: 

o Background: Media Literacy and why it matters 
o Analyzing Media: Should I believe everything I read or view? 
o Handout/Activity: Ad Analysis 
o Background: Techniques of Persuasion 
o Article: Social Media Use is at an All-Time High 
o Article: Social Media Misinformation a Major Challenge 
o Article: Bots and Your Ballot: What you need to know in 2020 
o Activity: Fact Checking the 2020 Election 
o Final Reflection on campaign media and democracy 
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4.1  

Political Socialization: What makes voters WANT to vote? 
 
 
Handouts: 
o Political Socialization – What influences people’s vote? 
o Article: Four Researched ways to get people to vote 
o Analysis: What would motivate me to vote 

 
 
 
Opener: Do a class poll or a pair and share about what aspects of a person’s life might influence them as 
they form their political opinions. See how many items the students can brainstorm. They can compare 
this list to what this lesson teaches about influencing factors on voters.  
 
 
 
Political Socialization & Efficacy – These are big words so it helps to break them down for students.  
 
In essence, Political Socialization is the process of how people form their political opinions. The way 
this happens can be very influential to a person’s sense of Political Efficacy. Political Efficacy is people’s 
motivation to participate based on whether they believe their vote will make a difference and if they have 
faith that government will respond and be reliable. Voters with high efficacy are very driven to participate. 
Low efficacy often means they don’t show up.  
 

 
Lesson Options: 
 
Use the information about political socialization to challenge the students to consider what might 
influence their own personal motivation to vote. Another option is to have them survey a few eligible 
voters they know to see what motivates those voters to vote. An issue importance scale is included that 
students can use for themselves or to conduct a survey (“what would motivate me to vote”).  
 
The Pew Research on trust in government gives students an opportunity to read and analyze graphs and 
data-based information. The article included in this lesson is a brief summary of some reasons why people 
DON’T end up voting or having a high sense of efficacy. 
 
Students can gather this information and combine it with the next lesson to formulate a plan for 
persuading or influencing eligible voters to turn out in 2018.  
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What Motivates People to Vote? 
 
 
Political Socialization is the process of how people form their political opinions.  
 
Political Efficacy is people’s motivation to participate based on whether they believe their vote will make a 
difference and if they have faith that government will respond and be reliable. 
 
 
People are most often influenced by their personal values and beliefs. These are the most common 
motivating factors in whether a person believes their vote will matter and whether they decide to vote at 
all.  
 
Influencing Issues: 
Family 

Education Level 

Mass Media 

Peers 

Race / Ethnicity 

Religion 

Income 

Age 

Political Leaders Celebrities 

Gender 

Occupation

 
What others can you add to this list? 
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Science News for Students 
By Bethany Brookshire 
November 7, 2016 
 

4 research-backed ways to get people to vote 
Scientists are finding ways to increase voter turnout 

 
Millions of Americans will be lining up to vote on 
November 8. Millions will also stay home. But 
scientists have insight into how to convince people 
to vote. 
 

 
ICEMANJ/ISTOCKPHOTO 
 
Every two years, on the first Tuesday (after a 
Monday) in November, Americans should head to 
the polls to take part in a national election. Some 
important elections may take part in the off-years 
as well. But not everyone who is eligible to vote 
will do so. In fact, millions of people won’t. And 
that’s a problem because people who don’t vote 
lose out on a prime chance to register their views.  
 
Also, voting isn’t just important. It is a privilege and 
a right that many people throughout the world 
lack. 
 
One person’s vote probably won’t change course 
of an election. But a few thousand votes — or even 
a few hundred — certainly can. Consider, for 
instance, the famous election between George W. 
Bush and Al Gore in 2000. Once the polling was 
over, Florida had to recount its votes. In the end, 
Bush won by 537 votes. That difference decided 
who became president of the United States. 
 
Even in polling for local offices — such as a school 
board — the result of a vote can change everything 
from what schools neighborhood children will 
attend to whether their textbooks will 
cover evolution. 
 
There are many reasons why people don’t 
vote. And to counter the anger, apathy, fatigue and 

other factors that deter many folks from voting, 
organizations big and small mount campaigns 
urging people to go to the polls. Facebook users 
may plead with their friends. Politicians may hire 
phone banks to call thousands of people in states 
where a race appears to be very competitive. 
Celebrities may beg over YouTube.  
 
Does any of this really work? 
 
Political scientists have studied ways to change 
people’s voting behavior. These four methods 
seem to stand out in terms of being most effective. 
 
1) Educate early and well   Messages that people 
receive early in life have a strong impact on 
whether people vote, notes Donald Green. He’s 
a political scientist at Columbia University in New 
York City. Parents and teachers should therefore 
let kids know “voting is important,” he argues. “It’s 
what makes you a functioning adult.” Teachers 
might help deliver this message in classes where 
students learn about how their country and 
government functions. That happened to me in 
high school when my own teacher one day begged 
me and my classmates to vote. 
 
People with college degrees are also more likely to 
vote. Perhaps society should make it easier for 
people to afford college. “A person who gets a 
college education ends up in a different life 
circumstance,” explains Barry Burden. He’s a 
political scientist at the University of Wisconsin–
Madison. College graduates tend to associate more 
with people who vote — and then they vote, too. 
They also stand to earn more (paying more taxes), 
data have shown. So a more educated population 
should be a win-win for society. 
 
2) Peer pressure   A healthy dose of name and 
shame can have a big effect on Election Day. Green 
and his colleagues demonstrated this in a study 
published in 2008 in American Political Science 
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Review. They applied a little social pressure to 
voters. 
 
Right before Michigan’s 2006 Republican primary, 
the researchers selected a group of 180,000 
potential voters. They mailed about 20,000 voters 
a letter asking them to do their “civic duty” and 
vote. They mailed another 20,000 a different letter. 
It asked them to do their civic duty, but added that 
they were being studied — and that their votes 
were a matter of public record. (In some states, 
such as Michigan, voting records are publicly 
available after an election.)  
 
A third group got the same messages as the second 
group. But they also got a note that showed them 
their previous voting record, and the previous 
voting records of the people in their household. A 
fourth group got the same information as the third 
group, as well as being shown the publicly available 
voting records of their neighbors. The last 99,000 
people or so were a control — they got no mailings 
at all. 
 

 
When many Americans vote on November 8, they will go into 

small, curtained stalls to keep their choices private. 
phgaillard2001/Flickr (CC-BY-SA 2.0) 

 
 
After all the votes were counted, the scientists saw 
a 1.8 percentage point increase in turnout by 
people who had been reminded to vote over those 
who did not get such a mailing. For the group told 
their votes were a matter of public record, there 
was a 2.5 percentage point increase. But the 
biggest increase were among those shown voting 
records. Turnout increased by 4.9 percentage 
points among people shown their previous voting 
records. And if voters were also shown their 
neighbors voting records, turnout at the polls rose 
a whopping 8.1 percentage points. 
 

Although shaming may get out the vote, Green 
cautions that it likely also burns bridges. “I think it 
produces backlash,” he says. In the 2008 study, 
many of the people who received the letter that 
showed the voting records of their neighbors called 
the number on the mailing and asked to be left 
alone. 
 
Peer pressure doesn’t always have to be mean, 
though. Asking friends directly to pledge to vote — 
and then making sure they do — might be 
effective, Green says. The most effective thing to 
do, he says, may be to say to a close friend or 
coworker, “let’s walk to the polls together.” 
 
3) Healthy competition  “People are going to 
participate when they think they are going to make 
a difference,” says Eyal Winter. An economist, he 
works at the University of Leicester in England and 
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem in Israel. He 
notes that there is higher voter turnout when an 
election is close and there’s no telling who might 
win. Winter compares elections to football or 
baseball games. When two close rivals face off, 
their competitions will draw much bigger crowds 
than when one team is sure to roll right over 
another.   
 
To find out whether a close election might make 
more people vote than a race where one politician 
is far behind another, Winter and his colleague 
looked at U.S. elections for state governors from 
1990 to 2005. When surveys before the election 
showed that results were likely to be very close, 
voter turnout increased. Why? People now felt 
their vote might make a bigger difference. 
 
More voters also turned out for the side with the 
slight majority in the poll. “It’s nicer to support 
your team when you’re expected to win,” Winter 
explains. He and his colleague Esteban Klor — a 
political scientist at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem — published their findings in 2006 on 
the Social Science Research Network. 
 
4) The personal touch   Hundreds of studies have 
been done on what gets people to vote. Some of 
the studies might be partisan — focusing on people 
who support a particular party. Others might focus 
on both major parties or even on people in 
general. Such research has probed everything from 
the how much money to spend on voicemail 
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messages to crafting the ideal subject line for an 
email. 
 
Many of these ideas are described in Get out the 
Vote: How to increase voter turnout. This book was 
written by Green and his colleague Alan Gerber of 
Yale University in New Haven, Conn. The 2015 
version of the book includes chapters on social 
media, mailing letters to people’s houses and 
putting signs along highways. Letters and signs, 
computerized phone calls and Facebook posts all 
seem to help a little. But the most effective 
methods employ face-to-face and one-on-one 
discussions of the candidates, Green says. For 

politicians this means walking door to door (or 
having volunteers do it). 
 
But maybe someone just wants to get a sister or 
friend to vote. In that case, Green says the most 
effective message might be to convey your own 
enthusiasm for the candidates, the issues and how 
much you’d like to see that person vote. 
 
Appealing directly to friends and family might help 
them get to the polls on Election Day. But keep in 
mind that everyone has their own opinions on the 
candidates. Even if you get your friends and family 
members to vote, they might not vote the way 
you’d like them to. 
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NAME:          DATE:     
 

What Would Motivate Me to Vote 
 
 
Rate the following values and areas of your life that most influence your political opinions and ideas by 
checking the box that most applies (you can fill in some of your own at the bottom).  
 

 
Issue/Value 

5 
Really 

Important 

4 
Sort of 

Important 

3 
Neutral 

2 
Very little 

Importance 

1 
Not 

important 
at all 

My Family’s Opinions 
 

     

My Age 
 

     

My Education Level 
 

     

My Job 
 

     

My Religious Beliefs 
 

     

My Race / Ethnicity 
 

     

My Gender 
 

     

My Family’s Income Level 
 

     

What my favorite celebrities think 
 

     

Who the current president is 
 

     

 
 

     

 
 

     

 
 

     

 
 

     

 
How likely are you to vote as soon as you are eligible and why? 
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4.2   

Voter Turnout: Why don’t more people vote? 
    

Handouts: 
o Voter Turnout graphs 
o Backgrounder: Every Vote Counts 
o Article: US trails most developed countries in voter turnout 
o Article: Letting people vote at home increases voter turnout 
o Article: How Oregon Increased Voter Turnout More than any other State 
o FAQs about Voting in Oregon 
o Overview of vote by mail during the Covid-19 Pandemic 
o Low Voter Turnout Role Play Activity 
o Persuasion: How can you convince people to turnout to vote? 

 
 
Lesson Overview:  
 
Voter turnout is a constant struggle for the United States. Of all democracies in the world, the United 
States consistently ahs the lowest turnout in elections. This module explores why that might be, what 
persuades people to vote, and why they don’t. Students might also take this opportunity to consider how 
turnout will affect the 2020 Election in particular. 
 
 
Opener: This lesson is an interesting one to start with some graph analysis. Have students look at some 
of the voter trend graphs provided and see if they can figure out what caused the upturns and downturns 
in voter turnout. 
 

 
Lesson Options: 
 

1. The graphs provided here can be used in multiple ways – as whole class discussion prompts, or as 
points of data for analysis and text-based writing. 

 
2. The articles provided discuss the impact of voter turnout and particularly how vote by mail and 

automatic voter registration in Oregon has increased voter turnout 
 

3. The Low Voter Turnout Role Play is an engaging activity where students take on the roles of 
eligible voters of various types and interview each other about why people don’t turnout and why 
they should turnout.  

 
The activity is built so you can cut out each role and hand it out to one or more students. Have the 
students read their role and understand the perspective. Then begin a round-robin style of activity 
where they go to different members of the class and one interviews the other and then they switch, 
noting their answers and comments. Coming back together, what did they learn from each other? 
What did they find most convincing? What do they feel is the best argument for motivating voters 
to turnout? 

 
4. The persuasive activity teaches students about the 3 main rhetorical vehicles for persuasion. It asks 

students to develop arguments in all three areas to convince someone to turn out to vote.  
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Voter Turnout Graphs 
 
Questions to consider: 

o What data do each of these graphs provide? 
o What do you learn about who has turned out to vote in the last elections? 
o What differences do you see between general election years and midterm election years? 
o How have turnout rates changed? 
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Backgrounder 
 

Every Vote Counts 
 
 
Following are a few examples of very close elections in which each vote made a difference. Most examples 
of “winning by one vote” occur in local races, which emphasizes the importance of being more aware, 
involved, and informed about what is happening in your own community. 
 
 
 
1839 Massachusetts gubernatorial election:  
Marcus “Landslide” Morton was elected governor of 
Massachusetts by one vote. Of the 102,066 votes cast, 
he received 51,034. Had his count been 51,033, the 
election would have been thrown to the Legislature, 
where he probably would not have won. “Landslide” 
also made the record books in 1842 when he won the 
same office again by one vote, this time in the 
Legislature.  
 
 
1884 U.S. presidential election:   
The race between Grover Cleveland and James G. 
Blaine came down to New York. Cleveland defeated 
Blaine by a margin of less than 1% of the vote, won 
New York's 36 electors and the presidential seat. This 
was the first time in six elections that a Democrat had 
defeated a Republican. 
 
 
1948 Texas Democratic senatorial primary:  
Lyndon B. Johnson won his senatorial campaign by 
only 87 votes, despite suspicion about 200 “mystery” 
votes from one precinct. He later went on to become 
president! 
 
 
1974 New Hampshire US Senate election:  
The race was between Democrat John Durkin and 
Republican Louis Wyman. Wyman was an 
experienced politician and many expected him to win 
by a huge margin. On Election Day, however, he won 
by only 355 votes. Then, after the first recount, it 
turns out Durkin had won by ten votes. Yet another 
recount was done and it turned out Wyman won by 
only two votes. The two candidates started a heated 
legal battle over the results, and eventually decided to 
have a totally new election. The new election was held 
on September 16, 1975. A record-breaking turnout 
gave the election to Durkin by a 27,000-vote margin.  
 

 
 
 
 
1992 Democratic Primary for Oregon House 
of Representatives, District 13:   
Oregon Governor Kate Brown had her own close 
call. When she ran in her first primary election for the 
Democratic nomination for Oregon House of 
Representatives in 1992, she won by just seven votes. 
 
 
2004 Washington gubernatorial election:   
One of the closest political races in United States 
election history, Republican Dino Rossi was declared 
the winner in the initial automated count and again in 
the subsequent automated recount. It wasn't until 
after the third count, done by hand, that Christine 
Gregoire, a Democrat, took the lead by a margin of 
129 votes.  
 
 
2008 Minnesota Senate race:   
Al Franken defeated incumbent U.S. Senator Norm 
Colemen by a very narrow 312-vote margin in the 
race for the U.S. Senate.  Mr. Franken was not 
declared the winner until after a series of recounts 
that dragged on for nearly half a year.  
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Pew Research Center 
May 21, 2018 
By Drew DeSilver 
 

U.S. trails most developed countries in voter turnout 
 
 

 
Tellers in Seoul, South Korea, count ballots from the May 
2017 presidential election, which had a turnout of nearly 78% 
of the voting-age population. (Jean Chung/Getty Images) 
 
 
Nearly 56% of the U.S. voting-age population cast 
ballots in the 2016 presidential election, representing a 
slight uptick compared with 2012 but less than in the 
record year of 2008. While most Americans – 70% in 
a recent Pew Research Center survey – say high turnout 
in presidential elections is very important, what 
constitutes “high turnout” depends very much on which 
country you’re looking at and which measuring stick you 
use. 
 
The Census Bureau estimated that there were 245.5 
million Americans ages 18 and older in November 2016, 
about 157.6 million of whom reported being registered 
to vote. (While political scientists typically define 
turnout as votes cast divided by the number 
of eligible voters, in practice turnout calculations usually 
are based on the estimated voting-age population, or 
VAP.) Just over 137.5 million people told the census 
they voted in 2016, somewhat higher than the actual 
number of votes tallied – nearly 136.8 million, according 
to figures compiled by the Office of the Clerk of the 
U.S. House of Representatives, though that figure 
includes more than 170,000 blank, spoiled or otherwise 
null ballots. That sort of overstatement has long been 
noted by researchers; the comparisons and charts in this 
analysis use the House Clerk’s figure, along with data 
from the International Institute for Democracy and 
Electoral Assistance (IDEA) and individual nations’ 
statistical and elections authorities. 
 
The 55.7% VAP turnout in 2016 puts the U.S. behind 
most of its peers in the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), most of 
whose members are highly developed, democratic states. 
Looking at the most recent nationwide election in each 

OECD nation, the U.S. placed 26th out of 32 (current 
VAP estimates weren’t available for three countries). 
 

 
 
The highest turnout rates among OECD nations were in 
Belgium (87.2%), Sweden (82.6%) and Denmark 
(80.3%). Switzerland consistently has the lowest turnout 
in the OECD: In 2015, less than 39% of the Swiss 
voting-age population cast ballots for the federal 
legislature. 
 
One factor behind Belgium’s high turnout rates – 
between 83% and 95% of VAP in every election for the 
past four decades – may be that it is one of the 24 
nations around the world (and six in the OECD) with 
some form of compulsory voting, according to 
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IDEA. (One canton in Switzerland, also an OECD 
member nation, has compulsory voting.) 
 
While compulsory-voting laws aren’t always strictly 
enforced, their presence or absence can have dramatic 
impacts on turnout. In Chile, for example, turnout 
plunged after the country moved from compulsory to 
voluntary voting in 2012 and began automatically 
enrolling eligible citizens. Even though essentially all 
voting-age citizens were registered for Chile’s 2013 
elections, turnout in the presidential race plunged to 
42%, versus 87% in 2010 when the compulsory-voting 
law was still in place. (Turnout rebounded slightly in last 
year’s presidential election, to 49% of registered voters.) 
 
Chile’s situation points to yet another complicating 
factor when comparing turnout rates across countries: 
the distinction between who’s eligible to vote and who’s 
actually registered to do so. In many countries, the 
government takes the lead in getting people’s names on 
the rolls – whether by registering them automatically 
once they become eligible (as in, for example, Sweden or 
Germany) or by aggressively seeking out and registering 
eligible voters (as in the UK and Australia). As a result, 
turnout looks pretty similar regardless of whether you’re 
looking at voting-age population or registered voters. 
 

 
 
In the U.S., by contrast, registration is mainly an 
individual responsibility. And registered voters represent 
a much smaller share of potential voters in the U.S. than 
just about any other OECD country. Only about 64% 
of the U.S. voting-age population (and 70% of voting-
age citizens) was registered in 2016, according to the 

Census Bureau report, compared with 91% in Canada 
(2015) and the UK (2017), 96% in Sweden (2014), and 
99% in Slovakia (2016). 
 
As a consequence, turnout comparisons based only on 
registered voters may not be very meaningful. For 
instance, U.S. turnout in 2016 was 86.8% of registered 
voters, fourth-highest among OECD countries (and 
highest among those without compulsory voting). 
But registered voters in the U.S. are much more of a 
self-selected group, already more likely to vote because 
they took the trouble to register themselves. 
 
There are even more ways to calculate turnout. Michael 
McDonald, a political scientist at the University of 
Florida who runs the United States Election 
Project, estimates turnout as a share of the “voting-
eligible population” by subtracting noncitizens and 
ineligible felons from the voting-age population and 
adding eligible overseas voters. Using those calculations, 
U.S. turnout improves somewhat, to 59.3% of the 2016 
voting-eligible population. However, McDonald doesn’t 
calculate comparable estimates for other countries. 
No matter how they’re measured, U.S. turnout rates 
have been fairly consistent over the past several decades, 
despite some election-to-election variation. Since 1976, 
voting-age turnout has remained within an 8.5-
percentage-point range – from just under 50% in 
1996, when Bill Clinton was re-elected, to just over 58% 
in 2008, when Barack Obama won the White House. 
However, turnout varies considerably among different 
racial, ethnic and age groups. 
 
In several other OECD countries, turnout has drifted 
lower in recent decades. Greece, which has a 
compulsory-voting law on the books (though it’s not 
enforced), saw turnout in parliamentary elections fall 
from 89% in 2000 to 62% in September 2015. In 
Norway’s parliamentary elections last year, 70.6% of the 
voting-age population cast ballots – the lowest turnout 
rate in at least four decades. And in Slovenia, after a 
burst of enthusiasm following the country’s 
independence from Yugoslavia in 1992 (when 85% of 
the voting-age population cast ballots), turnout fell 
rapidly – sinking to 54% in 2014, a drop of 31 
percentage points in just over two decades of 
democracy. 
 
On the other hand, turnout in recent elections has 
bumped up in several OECD countries. In Hungary’s 
parliamentary elections this past April, nearly 72% of the 
voting-age population voted, up from 63.3% in 2014. In 
the Netherlands, turnout rose from 71% in 2012 to 
77.3% in March 2017. And turnout inched above 69% 
in September 2017’s German parliamentary election – 
the highest level since 2005. 
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The Washington Post 
By Gilad Edelman and Paul Glastris 
January 26, 2018 
 

Letting people vote at home increases voter turnout. 
Here’s proof. 

 

 
A ballot drop-off box in Denver during Colorado’s 2014 election, the first one there where people could vote at home. (Ivan 

Couronne/AFP/Getty Images) 
 

 
It's no secret that American democracy is in a bad 
way. In the last midterm elections, only about 37 
percent of eligible adults voted — the worst 
showing since World War II. Trump fever may 
push that number up this November, or it may 
not. The Alabama Senate election in December, in 
which Democrat Doug Jones won a surprise 
victory, was heralded for its unusually high 
turnout for a special election — yet even that was 
only 40 percent of registered voters and less than 
30 percent of eligible adults, showing how low our 
expectations have fallen. The problem is especially 
acute for Democrats, because participation is 
typically lower among minorities, the poor and the 
young. But it ultimately hurts both parties, because 
hyper-low turnout in primaries empowers the 
most extreme candidates at the expense of the 
party establishments — as the GOP learned in 
Alabama with Roy Moore.  
 
Over the past few years, Washington Monthly, 
where we work, has published 
a series of articles arguing that the simplest and 
most effective way to address these problems is to 
adopt universal vote by mail, also known as "vote 
at home." The idea is simple: Instead of going to a 
designated polling place, every registered voter 
automatically receives a ballot in the mail. They 

have a window of time, typically two weeks, to fill 
it out and either mail it back or drop it off at a 
secure site.  
 
By making voting dramatically more convenient 
and changing it from opt-in to opt-out behavior, 
vote at home promises to boost turnout, especially 
among the people who today vote the least, and to 
broadly expand participation in lower-profile, 
non-presidential elections. Yet only a handful of 
states have begun to use it. Republican political 
leaders fear that it would benefit Democrats; 
meanwhile, some Democrats aren't convinced that 
vote at home would help them. Some even worry 
that it could help the other side. They point to the 
2014 election in Colorado, the state's first using a 
vote-at-home system, in which Democrat Mark 
Udall lost his Senate seat.  
 
But there's never been concrete data to test either 
side's interpretation. So last summer, 
we commissioned a study by the political research 
firm Pantheon Analytics, using data from 
Colorado's 2014 election for more than 2.8 million 
registered voters. The study found that vote at 
home increased overall turnout by 3.3 percent, 
and by even more among young and low-
propensity voters. The implication is clear: 
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Anyone who cares about improving turnout 
should make expanding vote at home a top 
priority. 
 
The challenge in trying to evaluate the impact of 
vote at home on turnout is that there's never a 
control group. Turnout rates in the states where 
everyone can vote at home — Oregon, 
Washington and Colorado — have increased since 
the system was adopted, and they're now among 
the highest in the country. But because elections 
are complicated, and each state's demographics are 
unique, it's hard to prove that vote at home is the 
cause.  
 
 So Pantheon Analytics did the next best thing. 
The firm looked at voter files — the records of 
individual voters kept by state elections officials 
— in Colorado in 2014 and compared them with 
the predictions of a respected voter turnout model 
created by the Democratic-leaning consulting firm 
Clarity Campaign Labs. Turnout models use 
publicly available voter file information — age, 
sex, voting history — combined with consumer 
data to generate a probability score for each 
registered voter.  
 

 
With the benefit of hindsight, we know that the 
Clarity model was fairly accurate nationwide in 
2014. But because it was based on past elections, it 
couldn't account for changes to a state's electoral 
system. So if the 2014 results in Colorado, which 
was implementing vote at home for the first time, 
deviated from the predictions, it would be 
reasonable to infer that vote at home was the 

reason — especially if voting was up among 
people with low predicted turnout.  
 
That's exactly what happened. Nationally, the 
Clarity model slightly overpredicted turnout. But 
in Colorado, it was the opposite: Turnout was 3.3 
percentage points higher than the model 
forecasted. Even more significant, that increase 
was mostly driven by a huge boost among people 
with the lowest turnout probability scores. 
Registered voters assigned a 10 percent chance of 
voting, for instance, turned out at a 31 percent 
rate.  
 Who were these overperforming voters? 
Overwhelmingly, they were young. The 18-to-24-
year-old bracket, forecast to turn out at 26.6 
percent, actually turned out at 38.7 percent. And 
25-to-34-year-olds outperformed their prediction 
by 7.4 percentage points.  
 
 Those results should have Democrats salivating. 
While there are many reasons they struggle to win 
elections — candidates and campaigns matter too, 
of course — Democrats' biggest hurdle is turnout. 
If young people voted as regularly as seniors, 
Democrats would win a whole lot more elections. 
(In Alabama last month, Jones won voters under 
age 30 by 22 percentage points.) A boost like 
Colorado's could have major implications if 
replicated nationwide.  
 
At the same time, the results broken down by 
partisanship are more ambiguous. When analyzed 
by party affiliation, vote at home seems to have 
benefited Republicans slightly more: Registered 
Republicans outperformed the model by 3.7 
points , compared with 2.8 points for registered 
Democrats. But voters with no party affiliation 
outnumber both registered Democrats and 
Republicans in Colorado, and they outperformed 
the model by 3.1 points.  
 
 An analysis according to a Clarity predictive 
partisanship model yielded similarly inconclusive 
results. The model scores people from 0 to 100, 
where 0 is "definitely voting Republican" and 100 
is "definitely voting Democrat." People pegged as 
near-certain Republican voters beat turnout 
predictions by 2.3 points, while near-certain 
Democrats outperformed by 1.8 points. Again, 
that's an apparent (but tiny) advantage for 
Republicans.   
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But the biggest turnout boosts were toward the 
middle of the spectrum. Voters with a partisanship 
score between 60 and 70 — likely Democratic 
leaners — outperformed the model by 7.9 points. 
Those in the 40 to 50 range did so by 6.1 points. 
This group would be classified as weak Republican 
leaners, potentially still persuadable for a savvy 
Democratic campaign. Younger people are 
probably overrepresented in that middle zone, 
because they have less survey data and voting 
history to use to assign them a partisanship score. 
 
Vote at home clearly seems to have pushed young 
people and infrequent voters into the electorate 
— exactly what our ailing system needs. 
Democrats should be fighting tooth and nail to 
get it implemented wherever possible. But the 
partisanship results are hazy enough that 
Republicans shouldn't be too scared: It looks like 
these low-frequency voters tend to be less partisan 
and therefore more up for grabs.  
 
 Besides, boosting turnout in lower-profile 
elections would be good for the long-term health 
of both parties. Low turnout may help Republican 
candidates prevail in general elections, but it also 
empowers the right-wing fringe, leading to a party 
that, once in power, is incapable of governing — 
as the GOP's inability to prevent a shutdown, 
despite unified control of the federal government, 
recently illustrated. 

 
Meanwhile, vote at home offers tangible benefits 
for voters of any party affiliation. Because it relies 
on old-fashioned pen and paper, it can't be 
hacked. While ballots are counted by machine, 
those machines don't need to be connected to the 
Internet, and a paper trail is there for a recount. 
Since 2000, tens of millions of mailed-out ballots 
have been cast in Oregon, Washington and 
Colorado, without a hint of serious fraud or other 
mischief. (As a check against possible fraud, 
election officials match signatures on the ballots 
against those on voters' registration cards.) And 
counties stand to save millions of dollars per 
election rather than paying for poll workers and 
voting machines or renting voting locations, 
money that can be used to provide other essential 
services. Perhaps we would lose something 
intangible by doing away with brick-and-mortar 
polling locations and "I voted" stickers — an 
element of performative civic participation. But 
that would be a small price to pay for 
increasing actual civic participation.  
 
 So, unless you adore waiting in lines on Election 
Day, what's not to like? Adopting a vote at home 
system nationwide could go a long way toward 
reviving our democracy. But to make that happen, 
more states have to follow the example of 
Colorado, Oregon and Washington.  
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The Nation Magazine 
July 27, 2017 
By Sean McElwee, Brian Schaffner, and Jesse Rhodes 
 

How Oregon Increased Voter Turnout  
More Than Any Other State 

 
New evidence shows how automatic voter registration increased not only voter 

participation but also voter diversity. 
 
 

 
Voters drop off ballots by foot and by car in Medford, 

Oregon, on November 7, 2016. (The Medford Mail Tribune 
via AP / Denise Baratta ) 

 
 
The United States has a voter-turnout problem. For 
decades, participation in presidential elections has 
ranged from about 50 to 65 percent of eligible voters, 
and in midterm elections has averaged between 25 
and 45 percent. Turnout in state and local 
elections is typically much lower, sometimes in the 
single digits. Voter turnout in the United States trails 
that of most other developed democracies. 
 
Low voter turnout is not merely a problem of 
numbers. It has the effect of skewing politics and 
policy making toward the preferences of groups most 
likely to turn out to vote: whites, older Americans, the 
affluent, and those with more education. Conversely, 
people of color, low-income people, and young 
people are substantially underrepresented in the 
electoral process and in policy making. Instead of 
giving everyone an equal voice in the political 
process, our democracy gives some people voice and 
power, while others are shut out—including many 
who have historically faced, and continue to face, 
active suppression of their right to vote. 
 
For this reason, activists, policy-makers, and social 
scientists have worked for decades to increase turnout 

in elections. Reforms that target registration tend to 
be most effective. For instance, same-day registration 
boosts participation and facilitates stronger class 
diversity among the electorate. But even then, it is a 
persistent challenge to maintain and expand overall 
participation, particularly among people who vote less 
consistently. 
 
Recently, policy-makers have begun examining 
automatic voter registration (AVR). It has generated a 
lot of excitement, and rightly so. New research from 
Demos examines the effects of Oregon’s recent 
adoption of AVR on the level and composition of 
turnout in the 2016 federal election. Using unique 
individual-level data, we provide new evidence that 
AVR increased the racial diversity of Oregon’s 
electorate. Our findings suggest that AVR is effective 
in raising voter turnout, especially among individuals 
who are voting for the first time or are less-frequent 
voters. These patterns point to a positive relationship 
between AVR and increased voter participation, and 
demonstrates that AVR is a successful reform to 
reduce political inequities stemming from the historic 
underrepresentation of young people, people of 
color, and low-income people in the electorate. 
 
OREGON’S AVR PROGRAM 
 
In almost every state, persons who wished to vote in 
the 2016 election had to take affirmative steps to 
register themselves. This system of self-registration 
puts the burden on the individual to obtain and 
maintain registration status. 
 
The exceptions were North Dakota (which does not 
legally mandate registration in order to vote) and 
Oregon, which in January 2016 became the first state 
in the country to implement automatic voter 
registration. This reform increased access to voting by 
using information already provided to the 
government in order to add eligible individuals onto 
the voter rolls. Under the new Oregon program, 
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eligible voters who have a qualifying interaction with 
the DMV are notified by mail that they will be added 
to the voter rolls, unless they decline registration or 
opt out within 21 days by returning a postcard to the 
state’s election authorities.  
 
For purposes of primary voting, this notification 
postcard also allows individuals to choose a political 
party. If no response is given, these individuals 
become automatically registered as “non-affiliated” 
voters, which makes them ineligible to vote in 
primaries because Oregon has a closed primary 
system. Automatic address updates and notifications 
also take place through this system. 
 
AVR HELPED INCREASE TURNOUT AND 
PROMOTE A MORE INCLUSIVE 
ELECTORATE 
 
In 2016, 288,516 people registered to vote for the 
first time in Oregon. Of individuals registering for the 
first time, 186,050—or 66 percent—were registered 
via the AVR program. An additional 35,000 Oregon 
residents whose registration had lapsed were 
reregistered through AVR. Given these figures, it is 
not unreasonable to conclude that without AVR, 
220,000 fewer citizens likely would have had the 
opportunity to vote in the 2016 elections. 
 
Did people registered by AVR turn out to vote? Of 
the individuals who were registered for the first time 
through Oregon’s new program, a significant 
portion—67,902, or 36 percent—voted in 2016. In 
our view, AVR has been successful in mobilizing 
many new Oregonians to participate in the election 
who may not have voted without this program being 
in place. 
 
Critics will find difficulty arguing against the Oregon 
AVR’s healthy turnout impacts. Turnout in Oregon 
increased more between 2012 and 2016 than in any 
other state. Overall voter turnout in the state reached 
68 percent in the 2016 presidential election, up from 
64 percent during the 2012 non-AVR election period. 
 
 Nationally, voter turnout increased by only 1.6 
points. This stands out for two reasons. First, Oregon 
already held perennial status as one of the top voter-
participation states in the country. Second, in a non-
swing state that didn’t feature a competitive Senate 
race, the 2016 presidential candidates invested zero 
television or radio advertisement dollars during the 
critical final two-and-a-half weeks leading up to 
Election Day. We estimate that AVR accounted for at 
least 38 percent of individuals who registered in 2016 
and voted. 
 

AVR also helped increase the diversity of Oregon’s 
electorate. Oregon’s citizen voting-age population is 
84 percent white, but its voting electorate is 94 
percent white. By comparison, 89 percent of the new 
AVR voters (individuals who were registered using 
AVR and had no record of voting going back to 
2008) were white.  
 
Fourteen percent of those who were registered 
automatically were people of color, roughly equal to 
the share of the Oregon’s minority population (16 
percent). While 3 percent of non-AVR voters were 
Latino, 7 percent of new AVR voters and 9 percent 
of AVR registrants were. Less than 2 percent of the 
non-AVR voters were Asian, compared to 4 percent 
of AVR registrants and 3 percent of AVR voters. 
 

 
  
AVR also brought in more young and low-income 
voters. Only 13 percent of non-AVR voters were 
between the ages of 18 and 29, compared to 37 
percent of new AVR voters. And 39 percent of new 
AVR voters lived in Census Blocks with a median 
income below $45,000 compared to 34 percent of 
non-AVR voters. Twenty-six percent of new AVR 
voters lived in neighborhoods with a median income 
over $60,000, compared with 31 percent of non-AVR 
voters. 
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A KEY REFORM FOR DEMOCRATIC 
INCLUSION 
 
The Oregon program has important implications for 
both the extent and composition of voter turnout. 
The causes of low voter turnout in the United States 
are clear: The requirement that individuals register in 
order to become eligible to vote is a major obstacle to 
equal participation in American elections. Many 
nations with higher turnout rates automatically 
enroll their citizens to vote. 

 
Some academics and policy-makers scoff that if 
people want to vote, they will register ahead of time. 
However, many states have registration deadlines as 
far out as 30 days before an election. This unduly 
punishes individuals who may want to register but 
can’t because of practical life realities—such as losing 
time from work, caregiving responsibilities, or 
transportation access, among other reasons—which 
render these deadlines prohibitive. Research suggests 
that deadlines closer to the election increase turnout, 
and extensive research confirms that same-day 
registration also bolsters participation. 
 
Automatic voter registration could empower workers 
with multiple jobs, low-income people, people of 
color, and young people to fully participate in our 
democracy. Our evidence suggests that automatic 
registration increases turnout and the diversity of the 
electorate. It’s time for more states to embrace this 
important idea for a more robust and inclusive 
democracy. 
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FAQs about Voting in Oregon 
 
 

1. What are the requirements to register to vote in Oregon? 
2. It’s the day before Election Day and I am ready to register. Can I? 
3. When should I update my voter registration? 
4. Must I select a political party when I register? 
5. How do I actually register? 
6. Where do I find the forms? 
7. Can I vote when I go away to college?  
8. I know people with felony records. Can they vote? 
9. What are voter registration laws like in other states?  
10. My one little vote doesn’t count for much. Why should I bother? 

--- 
 
1.  What are the requirements to register to vote in Oregon? 

A.  There are three requirements: 
1. You must be 16 in order to register to vote once you turn 18. 
2. You must be a US citizen. Oregon does not require proof of citizenship like some states. 
3. You must be a resident of Oregon. This requires that you show a driver’s license or ID issued 

by the Department of Motor Vehicles, or provide the last 4 digits of your social security 
number, or provide a utility bill, paycheck stub, bank statement or government document. 

 
2.  It’s the day before Election Day and I am ready to register. Can I? 

A.  Well, yes, you can register but you won’t be able to vote the next day. In Oregon, you must 
register at least 21 days before Election Day. This year’s deadline to register is Tuesday, October 13, 
2020. 

 
3.  When should I update my voter registration? 

A.  The most common time to update is if you change your home or mailing address. You should 
also update if you change your name or want to change or select a political party. 

 
4.  Must I select a political party when I register? 

A.  No. When you register you will be given many party choices including “not a member of a 
party.” Your selection will determine what ballot you get for the primary elections. 

 
5.  How do I actually register? 

A.  There are two ways: one where you do nothing because it happens automatically, and another 
where you actually sign up. 

• You may already be registered and not even realize it! Oregon revolutionized voter 
registration nationwide when it passed a new law in 2015. Oregonians become 
automatically registered to vote when they apply for or renew an Oregon Driver’s License, 
Learner’s Permit or State I.D.  

• People can register using a paper form or online. 
 
6.  Where do I find the forms? 

A.  Voter registration forms may be found in many places. Here are a few: 
• DMV offices,  
• any county elections office, 
• Oregon Secretary of State, Elections Division, and 
• League of Women Voter’s online resource: Vote411.org. 
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7.  Can I vote when I go away to college?  

A.  Absolutely! Two things you should keep in mind: (1) when two addresses are involved (home 
and school), you can be registered to vote at only one of them and that address determines 
which ballot you will get; and (2) Oregon is a vote by mail state and the ballots are mailed about 
three weeks before Election Day. Therefore, you have choices. If you are already registered at 
home and want to vote using that ballot, you can go home to vote or have your parents or 
guardian mail your ballot to you, or you can officially request (oregonvotes.gov) that the ballot be 
delivered at school. Or, you can change your address so you get the school-area ballot. If you are 
going to college in a different state and want to become an official resident there, then you 
should register in the new state according to its laws. When you register in a new state, be sure to 
answer the part about previous registration so it can notify Oregon (and Oregon will cancel your 
registration). Bottom line, go to oregonvotes.gov and it will walk you through whatever steps are 
needed. 

 
 
8.  I know people with felony records. Can they vote? 

A.  Yes. Oregon is one of 12 states that restores voting privileges after incarceration. Generally, a 
person cannot vote if currently serving a jail or prison sentence for a felony conviction, except in 
Maine and Vermont where people in prison are allowed to vote. 
 
 

9.  What are voter registration laws like in other states?  
A.  Thirty-three states have voter ID laws where voters must show ID when they go to their local 
polling place to cast their ballot on Election Day. This has created problems for voters who lack an 
ID and have difficulty assembling the necessary documentation. This is not a factor in Oregon 
because we vote by mail. To learn about the requirements in other states, refer to the Voter ID 
backgrounder and chart. 

 
 
10.  My one little vote doesn’t count for much. Why should I bother? 

A.  The Oregon Bus Project estimates that the Millennial Generation will represent one-third of all 
eligible voters in the U.S. Ever wonder why health care gets so much air time? Because the elderly 
vote – and the elderly care dearly about health care. Want education (environment, jobs, you fill 
in the blank) to get more attention? Then vote. The power of the Millennial voice – your voice – in 
influencing and potentially controlling the decisions is just waiting for 18-30 year olds to act. As for 
one little vote not counting for much, wrong. Oregon’s Governor Kate Brown won her first election 
as by just seven votes. Your vote matters. 
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Vote by Mail during a Pandemic 
 
 
Here are some articles that discuss state-by-state vote by mail policies: 
 
How to Vote by Mail in Every State – Wall Street Journal 
Updated 09.18.20 
(https://www.wsj.com/articles/how-to-vote-by-mail-in-every-state-11597840923) 
 
 
 
How to Vote by Mail in all 50 States – US News & World Report 
August 25, 2020 
(https://www.usnews.com/news/elections/articles/how-to-vote-by-mail-in-all-50-states-in-the-2020-election) 
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LOW VOTER TURNOUT 
INTERVIEW ROLE PLAY 

 
 
Practice your interview skills. When researching the issue of low voter turnout, interviewing stakeholders in the 
community is an important part of the process. Assume the role of one of the stakeholders and be interviewed by 
others. Questions to ask: 
 

• Why does voting matter in your perspective? 
• How would you get more people to vote? 
• What is the most convincing argument you have to motivate people to vote? 

 
After a few minutes, swap roles. Interviewers become stakeholders (in a role not interviewed) and stakeholders 
become interviewers (interviewing for a different role). 
 
 
 
ROLES 
Cut into individual roles and distribute. 
 

1.  County Elections Official 
 
2.  Member of the State Legislature (Oregon Representative or Senator)  
 
3.  League of Woman Voters Member  
 
4.  Secretary of State’s Office  
 
5.  Lobbyist 
 
6.  Democratic Party Member 
 
7.  Republican Party Member 
 
8.  Bus Project Volunteer  
 
9.  Political Campaign Worker 
 
10.  County Commissioner 
 
11.  Typical 25 year old  
 
12.  Judicial Candidate 
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1.  County Elections Official 
 
My job is to uphold a reputation for transparent, accurate, accessible and accountable elections. County Elections 
offices conduct all local, city, county, state and federal elections for the citizens of our county. Conducting elections 
involves registering voters; maintaining the voter data base; maintaining address and district data; checking 
signatures on city, local and state candidate/initiative petitions; accepting candidate/measure filings; producing 
voters' pamphlets; issuing and mailing ballots; establishing drop site locations; accepting and processing returned 
ballots; counting ballots; and releasing results. 
 
Using Multnomah County as an example, there are about 748,00 residents in Multnomah County and about 80% 
of them are 18 and older – or about 598,400. Yet only 402,285 or 67% of them are registered to vote. We are open 
to serve the public 8 a.m. - 5 p.m., Monday - Friday  and 7 a.m. - 8 p.m. on Election Day. Here are the voter 
turnout statistics for age groups Multnomah County’s recent May elections. 
 
Ages 18-24 Eligible 31,815 Accepted 4795  15.07% 
 
Ages 25-39 Eligible 12,062 Accepted 300771  24.94%  
 
Ages 40-54 Eligible 10,663 Accepted 402991  37.79%  
 
Ages 55+ Eligible 14,321 Accepted 858298  59.93%  
 
402285 total eligible  161,000 total ballots counted      40.02% turnout 
 
Statewide, with 2,021,263 registered to vote, only 787,847 (38.98%) voted in the the May 2012 Primary.  
In 2008, we had 2,153,914 registered and 1,845,251 or 85.67% turnout (the highest turnout since 86.51% in 1960).  
In 2010 we had 2,068,798 registered or 1,487,210 or 71.89% voting. 
The estimated number of eligible voters is 2.8 million (as of Dec. 2008). 
 
 
 
2.  Member of the State Legislature (Oregon Representative or Senator) 
 
As an elected official, I am concerned that many people still do not vote. Some are afraid to vote on issues they do 
not understand. We greatly appreciate the support of the League of Women Voters to provide information for 
voters. Citizens need to embrace their civic responsibility and become informed about candidates and the ballot 
measures. As a legislator with staff and many colleagues with whom to consult during the session, I understand the 
work involved in trying to consider all the issues surrounding ballot measures. When citizens vote on ballot 
measures, they assume the role of a legislator, too.  
 
I try to visit schools in my district urging students who are 17 and older to register to vote and keep their voter 
registration information up to date so they can receive a ballot. I cringe when I think about the money we spend to 
mail ballots that are not returned. 
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3.  League of Woman Voters Member 
 
I am excited to be a member of the League. We are a non-partisan organization with a mission to provide assistance 
in getting voters registered to vote, voter education improving elections and improving government.  
 
The League strives to ensure that government at every level works as effectively and fairly as possible. This involves 
continual attention to issues of transparency, a strong and diverse judiciary, appropriate government oversight, and 
funding. The League of Women Voters is a citizens’ organization that has fought since 1920 to improve our 
government and engage all citizens in the decisions that impact their lives.  We operate at national, state and local 
levels through more than 800 state and local Leagues, in all 50 states as well in DC, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands 
and Hong Kong.  
  
Formed from the movement that secured the right to vote for women, the centerpiece of the League’s efforts 
remain to expand participation and give a voice to all Americans. We are well known for hosting candidate debates 
and forums.  We undertake this and other important election work because we believe deeply that the public should 
hear different views on the issues facing our communities and our nation. An honest and respectful sharing of ideas 
is vital to the functioning of American democracy. 
 
Being nonpartisan does not mean we lack opinions, or the willingness to express them. Our opinions are formed 
after research, study and consensus. We are passionate advocates – both women and men – who work to influence 
policy on specific issues by speaking out and putting pressure on our elected leaders.   
 
On the national level we are closely watching state efforts to restrict voting through ID requirements. These 
restrictions ultimately discourage voters from participating. There is another layer of bureaucracy being created 
which will only pass more costs on to the voters. The level of provable fraud is so miniscule given the restrictions 
that are being placed on people in over 20 states. 
  
In Oregon we are famous for our Voters’ Guide summarizing the candidates and ballot measures. 
 
We have worked hard nationwide to increase high school voter registrations. We are committed to providing key 
voter information at Vote411.org to help voters across the country. 
 
 
4.  Secretary of State’s Office 
  
We have the responsibility to oversee all of the elections in the State. We work with all of the county elections 
offices. We are responsible for publishing the State Voter’s Guide, which, as you may recall, comes in two volumes 
some years depending on the number of ballot measures we have. 
 
 
 
5.  Lobbyist 
 
My job is to persuade folks to vote for the position of my clients. I work hard to prepare materials including media 
ads to get our position out. Much of my job is spent building relationships with people and providing additional 
information on a given position. Some of my time is spent as a political strategist. There are times when it is helpful 
to our cause if people are confused and do not vote on a given issue. We are not always about more people voting – 
especially if they disagree with our position. 
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6.  Democratic Party Member 
  
We are working day and night using social media, etc. to get information out to young voters and recruiting them to 
volunteer to help work on our fall campaigns. We have found that peer encouragement can help get more first-time 
voters to the polls. We know government can stimulate more jobs, correct the unfairness with immigration issues 
and we now have the green light to keep moving on solving problems with implementing the new health care laws. 
Get out the Vote efforts are our main focus. 
 
 
 
 
7.  Republican Party Member 
 
Not all young people are Democrats. We are working hard to help young voters understand that balancing the 
budget and being fiscally conservative is in their best interest.  
 
The Republican Party believes in the value of voluntary giving and community support over taxation and forced 
redistribution. Small government is a better government for the people. The Republican Party, like our nation's 
founders, believes that government must be limited so that it never becomes powerful enough to infringe on the 
rights of individuals. 
 
You know what to do with your money better than government. The Republican Party supports low taxes because 
individuals know best how to make their own economic and charitable choices. Free markets keep people free. The 
Republican Party is supportive of logical business regulations that encourage entrepreneurs to start more businesses 
so more individuals can enjoy the satisfaction and fruits of self-made success. 
 
 

 
8. Bus Project Volunteer 
 
Not right, not left, but forward – that’s what we say at the Bus. We really do have a bus. We use it to travel the state 
and help register people to vote. We have also created a great lesson – fun, too! – on voting that we have volunteers 
who are willing to come to high school classrooms to present. The lesson shows that of the eligible voters, 
frequently only ¼ of the population is actually participating as voters.  We sponsor a number of fun events like 
Candidates Gone Wild to help young voters connect with the candidates and understand the issues. Getting young 
people engaged is key to our efforts. We sponsored a weeklong Rebooting Democracy conference at a number of 
venues urging folks to get involved in Democracy. 
 
We’re working hard to build a democracy that is accessible to every one of its citizens, supports equality amongst its 
people and is bold enough to think ahead and build a tomorrow that is better than today. To do that, we help elect 
forward-thinking candidates across party lines, support future-minded policy and do democracy’s greatest, hardest 
work: having meaningful one-on-one conversations with thousands upon thousands of voters. We have ideas to 
modernize the current voter registration system so everyone gets a ballot in Oregon. We are directly addressing the 
problem of low voter turnout by getting folks on the bus! 
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9. Political Campaign Worker 
  
I am 70 years old and have voted every in every election since I was 21. I pride myself in being informed on the 
issues. I read several papers daily and stay connected online with political issues. Since I am retired, I make sure to 
pick a candidate who will need my help in getting elected. Sometimes I work on elections in my legislative district 
and other times I work for candidates who will not necessarily represent me. I understand the political process needs 
to help people feel more informed and comfortable with voting. Too often folks are turned off by all the political 
ads but that does not mean they should not vote. I invite my neighbors to house parties for candidates as a way to 
bridge the politics gap.  
 
 
 
10.  County Commissioner 
 
All politics is local. The Commissioners conduct all legislative activities of the County.  As such, they adopt policies; 
sit as the budget committee; review and amend the executive budget; hold hearings; and adopt the County 
budget.  They act as liaisons to departments, advisory boards and commissions; make changes in administrative 
departments; fill vacancies in elective offices; and, adopt labor agreements. Topics range from corrections to mental 
health, juvenile services, criminal prosecution, public housing, air pollution, parks and land-use planning. We deal 
with issues that voters confront daily. We determine how to spend tax dollars on local services. It is key for voters to 
participate in selecting people who will make decisions that will directly affect their lives. 
 
 
 
11.  Typical 25 year old 
 
I do not vote, never have and never will. I am not interested in all the fighting that goes on with elections. It seems 
now that people with money will buy the election with all the billions they can spend on advertising. How is the 
average person to know who, if anyone, is telling the truth? Where is that guy Walter Cronkite today? Government, 
especially Congress is more focused on fighting than on getting anything done. Yes, I understand that I pay taxes 
and so I should at least want to pay attention to what the politicians are doing with my money. But it is all so boring 
and complicated. I work at the Humane Society and help out in my neighborhood so I am not a complete do-
nothing – but politics and voting are not for me. 
 
 
 
12. Judicial Candidate 
 
It is not easy to run for the office of Judge. A judges are not supposed to be politicians; they are supposed to be 
smart, good listeners, and fair. All of the judges in Oregon must run for office. There are strict rules about raising 
money for judicial races. I am not to know who contributes and must have someone else do the fundraising for me. 
Most lawyers do not have a statewide public recognition. So for those of us who run for the Court of Appeals or 
Supreme Court, we need to advertise, go to community meetings around the state, get statewide endorsements while 
staying within the restrictions of not answering questions about how we would decide an issue. We are not to be 
politicians. We cannot publicly identify as members of a political party. 
 
Running for a judge position is straightforward when you do not have an opponent. But I have an opponent with 
support from a large lawyer association. I want people to vote, but I really want them to know who I am and why I 
am the best person for the position. It is not easy to educate folks about the role and skills needed to be a fair judge. 
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NAME:          DATE:     
 

Persuading Eligible Voters to Vote 
 
There are 3 major modes of persuasion. They are taken from the Greek and help us to understand the 
different ways we can possibly convince others of our point of view: 
 

Ethos:  an appeal that uses the credibility or character of the person who is doing the persuading. Or 
using an expert witness or knowledgeable person’s words to help convince someone. 
 
Logos:  an appeal to the listener’s logical thinking. Convince your audience using reasoned arguments, 
evidence, and literal examples that will make sense to the person’s thinking. 
 
Pathos: an emotional appeal that persuades your audience because you move them to feel a certain 
way about the topic. You may try to gain sympathy or anger or even excitement to convince someone 
of your opinion.  

 
 
1. What arguments can you make in each of these three areas to persuade an eligible voter to turn up to 
vote this November? 
 
 

Your Ethos Argument: 
 
 
 
 
 
Your Logos Argument: 
 
 
 
 
 
Your Pathos Argument: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Write a letter to an eligible voter (you may know them or it may be to a general person who can vote) 
and incorporate your above three types of persuasion to try to convince them to vote in November, and 
why their vote matters.  
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4.3   

Election Media Literacy:  
How do we access Quality Information? 

    
Handouts: 
 

o Background: Media Literacy and why it matters 
o Analyzing Media: Should I believe everything I read or view? 
o Handout/Activity: Ad Analysis 
o Background: Techniques of Persuasion 
o Article: Social Media Use is at an All-Time High 
o Article: Social Media Misinformation a Major Challenge 
o Article: Bots and Your Ballot: What you need to know in 2020 
o Activity: Fact Checking the 2020 Election 
o Final Reflection on campaign media and democracy 

 
 
Lesson Overview:  
 
We now know that the 2016 Election was heavily influenced by the manipulation of social media. The United States 
intelligence services have briefed Congress and both presidential candidates on the proof they have that the same 
thing is happening in 2020. How can voters be wise about what media they consume, how do they access quality 
information, and how do they recognize tactics used by campaigns and their supporters? 
 
 
Opener:  
 
Poll students on what kinds of media they have consumed this year regarding the 2020 election. What social media 
sources have they used? What messages stand out to them that have come from social or news media? Do they trust 
those messages? 
 

 
Lesson Options: 
 
1. An introduction to Media Literacy. The background provided here helps students understand what medial 

literacy is and why it is important. To help students begin to thoroughly analyze campaign ads or other election 
media, you may want to choose what to show them. Youtube has all current political ads, so showing several 
options from either candidate or showing direct campaign ads vs. supporter group ads is an option. Many 
students don’t have access to Youtube, so you will want provide the media for the students to view and analyze. 

 
2. Students are very engaged in social media but do they see what other demographics of Americans see on their 

social media? How is social media designed to target certain types of voters and thus further isolate and divide 
Americans? Is there anything we can do about it? Students explore background information and evaluate the 
consequences of the power of social media. 

 
3. Fact Checking: how can students find factual information and test the information they receive int eh media 

about election issues? This activity surveys fact checking services and asks students to evaluate the effort it takes 
to ensure facts are available to them 
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Extension Activity:  
 
Film: You may want to preview the new documentary on Netflix: The Social Dilemma. This 90-minute 
documentary includes testimonies from tech experts who regret what they have created. This might be an alternate 
media option that your students will not only enjoy watching but can create greater opportunity for discussion and 
consideration of what solutions they can create. 
 
Create your own Political Ad: ask students to create a political or campaign ad of their own using the multimedia 
available to them in this digital era, or make it as simple as creating effective campaign posters  
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Media Literacy:  
What is it and Why is it Important? 

 
 
Media literacy is the ability to sift through and analyze the messages that inform, entertain 
and sell to us every day. It's the ability to bring critical thinking skills to bear on all media— 
from social media videos and websites to product placement in films and virtual displays on 
sports leaderboards. 
 
Media literacy means asking pertinent questions about what's contained in the message and 
noticing what's not there.  It is the instinct to question what lies behind media productions — 
the motives, the money, the values and the ownership — and to be aware of how these 
factors influence content. 
 
Media education encourages a probing approach to the world of media: 
  

• Who is this message intended for?  

• Who wants to reach this audience, and why?  

• From whose perspective is this story told?  

• Whose voices are heard, and whose are absent?  

• What strategies does this message use to get my attention and make me feel 
included?* 

 
 

Five Functions of the Media 
 
Media serves five main functions that are important for a healthy democracy.** These roles 
are:  
 
1. Presentation of ideas:  The media provide a place for citizens and leaders to discuss ideas 

and resolve disagreements. For example, the op-ed page, letters-to-the-editor, and 
comments section of a newspaper give citizens a place to share their suggestions on how 
local government should address issues of concern to them.  

 
 
2. Agenda-setting:  By choosing to cover some stories and not others, the media help 

determine what problems citizens and leaders think are the most important to address in 
their community. For example, local television news might cover two robberies in the 
community, but not the closing of a local swimming pool. This may lead to a public 
discussion about increasing the number of police on the streets, but no similar discussion 
about how to increase the number of recreation facilities.  

 

In our world of multi-tasking, commercialism, globalization and interactivity, media 
education isn't about having the right answers—it's about asking the right questions. 

The result is lifelong empowerment of the learner and citizen. 
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3. Watchdog:  The media should document what happens in government and ask tough 
questions of elected officials about their decisions and behavior. This watchdog role gives 
elected officials an extra incentive to be ethical and act in the best interest of citizens. For 
example, a local blogger might write about a city council member’s involvement in a 
real estate development company that is being considered for a city building contract, 
causing the city council member to withdraw the company from consideration.  

 
 
4. Information sharing:  The media help citizens become educated about an issue by 

providing the facts of the matter. Citizens can then use these facts to make up their own 
minds about what should be done. For example, the newspaper might post standardized 
test results for each local high school on its website, along with other information about 
each school. Citizens can look at this information to see what factors might contribute to 
high test scores.  

 
 
5. Mobilizing:  Once the media provide citizens with the facts about an issue, citizens can 

use these facts to determine a course of action and advocate for it in the community. 
Using the example from the section on “information sharing,” citizens might find that 
schools with higher test scores have better teacher-student ratios. Based on this 
information, they might decide to petition the School Board requesting more teachers be 
hired at their local high school, or to support candidates for office who have made 
putting more teachers in schools part of their platforms. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*Source: Jane Tallim, Co-Executive Director Media Smarts, Canada 
www.media-awareness.ca 

 
**Source: Cook, T. (2005). The Functions of the Press in a Democracy. 

In G. Overholser and K.H. Jamieson (eds). The press. New York: Oxford University Press. 
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Should I Believe everything I Read or View  
when it comes to Political Ads? 

 
 
The following is a comprehensive list of questions to ask when you analyze a political 
ad or political / campaign media: 
 
 
 
What type of ad is it? Is it effective; why or why not? 
 

1. Is it a negative ad where one candidate portrays the other in an unfavorable light? 

2. Is it a warm and fuzzy ad designed to make the viewer feel good about the candidate, country 
or campaign? 

3. Is it humorous and intended to elicit a laugh or smile from the viewer? 

4. Is it scary and aiming a message of fear? 

 
 
Who is the intended audience? Does it reach its target; why or why not? 
 

1. Is/Was the ad broadcast nationally or locally? 

2. Who is/was the intended audience (age, gender, economic level, etc.)? 

3. Who is likely to pay attention or be influenced by this ad? 

 
 
What does the content suggest? Is it successful; why or why not? 
 

1. What assertions does the ad make? 

2. What is the main idea or point of the ad? 

3. What is the ratio of fact to opinion?  

4. What verifiable information does the ad give?  

5. How is the candidate portrayed?  

6. What kind of person is he/she?  

7. What attributes or characteristics are associated with the candidate? 

8. What policies are associated with the candidate? 

9. What job qualifications or competencies are associated with the candidate? 

10. In what activities or actions is the candidate engaged? 
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How does the ad use audio? Is it effective; why or why not? 
 

1. Does the ad use music, voice, voice-over, or sound effects, and to what effect?  

2. How many speakers are in the ad?  

3. Are they male or female?  

4. What are the tone and pace of the soundtrack used in the ad?  

 
 
What about the editing and camera work? Is it effective; why or why not? 
 

1. How are different camera angles used, and to what effect? 

2. What effect does the pace (number of shots in the piece) have on the audience's ability to 
absorb information? 

3. What kinds of transitions occur between shots and what is their effect?  

4. How are successive shots visually or thematically connected? 

5. What kinds of images are juxtaposed? 

6. Does the ad make use of depth of field or sharp or soft focus?  

7. Does it make use of lighting or particular color schemes (such as a predominance of red, white 
and blue)? 

 
 
Some final considerations: 
 

1. What are the key messages communicated in the ad or communication? 

2. Did you learn from the ad? Did it help you to decide which candidate to support? 

3. Which seemed to be the most prevalent techniques of persuasion? Why might these 
predominate in politics? 

4. Which of the techniques of persuasion seem best justified? Why? 
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Techniques of Persuasion 
 
When you see political ads, posts, videos, or other media – can you tell what persuasive 
techniques are being used to get your attention and your support? This list will help you be 
prepared to discern the messages that are trying to influence you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appeals 
 
Ads for candidates can appeal to positive feelings 
such as patriotism or pride but they can also elicit 
fears, especially if they are attack ads. These fears 
include things like war, crime, job loss or poor 
education. They may even imply that their opponent 
is untrustworthy or that he will take health benefits 
away from your parents or even that he will lead the 
country into war. Consultants are always looking for 
"hot button" issues -- issues that will be effective with 
a large percentage of voters. Once found, they will 
include these issues in the major appeal of the ad 
and sometimes in several minor appeals as well. 
 

Camera Shots 
 
A camera shot is a continuous view 
taken by a camera, from the time it 
starts recording to the time it stops. 
To convey positive feelings, a 
political ad might use shots that 
show the candidate shaking hands 
with supporters, or shots that show 
the American flag. 
 

Clothing   
 

What a candidate is wearing is carefully chosen to show the viewer something 
"important" about them. An expensive suit or dress might show power, taste, authority. 
Shirt sleeves or casual clothes show hard work and empathy with ordinary people.  

Film editing and camera use   
 

Slow-motion is commonly used to 
increase the salience of an image. 
Extreme close-ups increase our 
perceptions of importance. They're also 
used to emphasize emotion, evil, and 
truthfulness. Often the camera comes in 
closer to the candidate as they begin 
their pledge to us voters--whatever that 
pledge may be. Jump-cuts occur when 
scenes are edited together and the 
central figure moves suddenly from one 
location to another. Shooting from 
above the candidate when they are 
greeting a crowd provides an impression 
of warmth and bonding. Black and white 
film usually mean the topic is serious and, 
most likely, negative. 
 

Lighting  
 

Different styles of lighting may be used in political 
ads to achieve particular effects. For example, 
strobing lights and the use of black and white can 
help make a candidate's opponent seem 
threatening or unpleasant. 
 

Music  
Music is used to help create a mood for a political 
ad. For example, a positive ad might feature patriotic 
music, while a negative ad might use music that 
creates an ominous or unpleasant mood. Volume of 
music is very important. A common approach is a 
crescendo of sound at the end of an ad. 
Background music is borrowed from horror movies 
when the ad attacks an opponent. Music is often 
fiercely patriotic-sounding. 
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Be on the look-out for these content and message persuasive tools: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Another tactic to persuade you is the use of Logical Fallacies: common errors in logic 
that can undermine arguments if you pay close attention. 
 
Types of Logical Fallacies: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
  
  

Bandwagon persuasion 
encourages the listener to 
do something because it’s 
the popular thing to do. 
(“We don’t want a career 
politician, and we’re voting 
for Jones.”) 
 

Card Stacking presents the evidence in 
a partial or slanted way. (“The election is 
going to be rigged … (it’s) going to be 
taken away from us,” omitting that voter-
fraud is nearly non-existent.) 
 

Glittering 
Generalities says 
little specifically, 
but conveys 
emotion. (“We will 
make America 
great again.”) 
 

Name Calling uses negative 
labels to stigmatize 
opponents. (“Sleepy Joe”) 
 

Plain Folks emphasizes 
similarities with the average 
citizen. (“Joe attended 
public school and rode a 
train to work every day”) 

Security is a persuasive technique 
used in advertising. The ad draws 
on voters' fears by telling them 
that their jobs, families, or their 
lives will be in jeopardy—unless 
they vote for the featured 
candidate. 

Straw Man sets up an argument that is either weak or 
false from the opponent so that it can be knocked 
down. (“They believe that a 12-year-old child should be 
able to sue her parents, and they are wrong.”) 

Testimonial shows an endorsement by a 
famous and respected person. (“I’m with 
her,” declared Michelle Obama.) 
 

Transfer uses symbolic images to 
enhance a candidate’s profile. (Visits to 
war memorials, scenes with heads of 
state from other countries, etc.) 
 

Appeal to Emotion summons 
fear, anger, or pity to secure 
agreement with an argument 
or position. 

False Cause insists on a 
causal relationship because 
one event preceded the 
other. (“As soon as Jones was 
elected, congressional 
corruption was revealed.”) 
 

False Dilemma presents only 
two choices when there are 
a variety of possibilities. 
(“Choose Smith and you’ll get 
inflation; choose Jones and 
the budget will be 
balanced.”) 
 

Hasty Generalization bases a 
conclusion on insufficient evidence, 
usually a fractional sampling. 
(Donald Trump’s call for a “total and 
complete shutdown” of Muslims 
entering the U.S) 

Loaded Questions 
constructs biased 
questions with 
predetermined 
answers. (Asking for 
candidates to disclose 
tax returns.) 
 

Slippery Slope claims that one 
event will lead to an 
uncontrollable chain reaction. 
(“First they outlaw machine 
guns, and then they will take 
your hunting rifles.”) 
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Name:       
 

Analyzing Campaign / Election Media 
 
Pick several ads or posts from various campaigns and use the following to analyze what you see. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Candidate or Topic supported by the ad or social media post:  
 
Describe the main idea or point of the ad or social media post: 
 
 
 
Who is the target audience of the ad or social media post? 
 
 
 
 
What persuasive techniques could you identify? 

o   
o   
o   
o    

 
 
How effective do you think the ad or post is and why? 
 
 
 
 

 
Candidate or Topic supported by the ad or social media post:  
 
Describe the main idea or point of the ad or social media post: 
 
 
 
Who is the target audience of the ad or social media post? 
 
 
 
 
What persuasive techniques could you identify? 

o   
o   
o   
o    

 
 
How effective do you think the ad or post is and why? 
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Candidate or Topic supported by the ad or social media post:  
 
Describe the main idea or point of the ad or social media post: 
 
 
 
Who is the target audience of the ad or social media post? 
 
 
 
 
What persuasive techniques could you identify? 

o   
o   
o   
o    

 
 
How effective do you think the ad or post is and why? 
 
 
 
 

 
Candidate or Topic supported by the ad or social media post:  
 
Describe the main idea or point of the ad or social media post: 
 
 
 
Who is the target audience of the ad or social media post? 
 
 
 
 
What persuasive techniques could you identify? 

o   
o   
o   
o    

 
 
How effective do you think the ad or post is and why? 
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Social Media Usage Is at An All-Time High.  
That Could Mean A Nightmare for Democracy 

 
 
National Public Radio 
May 27, 2020 
MILES PARKS 
 

 
 

 
America's new socially distant reality has 
warped the landscape of the 2020 election. 
 
Candidates aren't out knocking on doors, and 
U.S. election officials are bracing for a record 
surge in mail ballots. 
 
But another subtler shift is also occurring — 
inside people's brains. 
 
Four years after Russia's expansive influence 
operation, which touched the feeds of more 
than 100 million users on Facebook alone, 
Americans' usage of social media has only 
increased — and drastically so, as a result of 
the pandemic. 
 
More people are more online right now than at 
any point in human history, and experts say the 
Internet has gotten only more flooded since 
2016 with bad information. 
 
"It's far, far worse in terms of quantity," says 
Steven Brill, a former journalist and now the 
CEO of NewsGuard, a browser extension that 
helps users discern the quality of what they're 
reading online. 

 
In April, NewsGuard published a list of 36 
websites that were peddling hoaxes related to 
the coronavirus. Just a month later, that list had 
ballooned to more than 200. 
 
A study out last week from researchers at 
Carnegie Mellon University found that nearly 
half of the Twitter accounts spreading 
messages about the coronavirus pandemic 
are likely bots — automated accounts 
designed to make it appear that more humans 
are acting a certain way than truly are. 
And in 2020, as in 2016, it's only a matter of time 
before the focus shifts back away from the 
coronavirus and to the presidential election. 
 
"The same thing is going to happen with the 
political sphere. There's just no doubt about it," 
Brill says. "The great thing about the Internet is 
everyone can be a publisher. The really bad 
thing about the Internet is everyone can be a 
publisher." 
 
More than ever before 
 
Social media usage in the U.S. had already 
been on a steady increase over the past few 
years, even before the pandemic left millions 
of Americans stuck in their homes with many 
hours to kill on their phones and computers. 
 
That was despite the negative barrage of 
publicity suffered by the social media giants — 
Facebook in particular — in the wake of the 
2016 election. 
 
Among the issues: Facebook CEO Mark 
Zuckerberg downplaying Russian interference 
efforts, the Cambridge Analytica scandal and 
a bevy of research that seemed to point to 
people being happier when they weren't so 
connected. 
 

Since Russia's expansive influence operation during the 2016 
election, Americans' usage of social media has only 
increased — and drastically so, as a result of the pandemic. 
-- Caroline Amenabar/NPR 
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In the face of all that, Americans stayed online. 
Facebook's main platform saw a small dip in 
U.S. users in the time after the election, 
according to Edison Research, but Facebook 
also owns Instagram, which has seen a steady 
increase in overall users over the past four 
years. 
 
The pandemic has supercharged those gains. 
 
"We know that people especially rely on social 
apps in times of crisis and in times when we 
can't be together in person," Zuckerberg 
said on April 29. "And right now, we are 
experiencing both of those all around the 
world at the same time." 
 
For the first time ever, Zuckerberg announced, 
more than 3 billion people used Facebook, 
Messenger, Instagram or WhatsApp in a single 
month. 
 
Twitter announced last month as well that it 
saw a first-quarter 24% year-over-year increase 
in the number of daily users who saw ads. 
 
The increased usage spans the globe, says 
Pinar Yildirim, a marketing professor at the 
Wharton School of the University of 
Pennsylvania who specializes in social media 
trends. 
 
"If you look at Italy, if you look at Spain, if you 
look at the United States and Canada, you see 
the same patterns," says Yildirim. 
 
"There are more users, in terms of unique users. 
There are more frequent visits," she says. "And 
then you look at the amount of time people 
are spending on social media — that's where 
you start seeing even more of an increase." 
 
Spin cycle 
 
One way that increased usage may be felt in 
the 2020 election isn't in just the amount of false 
information being seen and shared, Yildirim 
says — but in how polarized the American 
public is during the campaign cycle. 
 
A study from last year found people's usage of 
Facebook correlated with how polarized they 
are and how open they are to understanding 
the views or ideas of the opposition party. 
 
Facebook had internal research pointing to the 
same conclusion, according to a new report 

from the Wall Street Journal, but the company 
reportedly brushed it aside. 
 
"Our algorithms exploit the human brain's 
attraction to divisiveness," said one slide, from a 
2018 presentation. 
 
This idea isn't new. Much of Russia's influence 
operation on social media in 2016 wasn't about 
introducing new ideas or controversy but 
instead was about furthering racial and 
political divides already present in American 
culture. 
 
"To put it simply, in this space Russia wants to 
watch us tear ourselves apart," said David 
Porter, an assistant section chief with the FBI's 
Foreign Influence Task Force, earlier this year. 
 
More people spending more time on the 
platforms where this takes place likely will 
mean even more attempts at amplifying 
divisions and stoking discord. 
 
No easy solution 
 
Many federal policymakers, members of 
Congress and Big Tech leaders agree there are 
problems, and they are taking some action. 
 
Shortly after the last presidential race, the 
social media companies went into damage 
control mode. There were multiple days' worth 
of Capitol Hill hearings, and new policies rolled 
out aimed at warning people before they 
clicked on conspiracy theories. 
 
Facebook introduced a feature last year that 
tries to limit the spread of websites that are 
disproportionately popular on the platform, 
compared with the broader Web. Twitter said it 
was taking down more than a million suspicious 
and fake accounts a day. 
 
And in that same April announcement in which 
Zuckerberg beamed about Facebook's 
increased global reach during the pandemic, 
he talked about how much the company has 
done to warn people about bad information. 
 
"We partner with independent fact-checkers 
who have marked more than 4,000 pieces of 
content related to COVID as false, which has 
resulted in more than 40 million warning labels 
being seen across our services," he said. 
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Twitter announced a similar labeling 
approach for tweets "containing disputed or 
misleading information" related to the 
pandemic and even decided this week to add 
a fact-check label to one of President Trump's 
tweets for the first time. 
 
But many experts aren't satisfied with the 
industry's work on the issue. 
 
For one thing, there's research to suggest that 
the very act of seeing a headline, even if it's 
notated as false by the platform or by a fact-
checker, can still contribute to people 
believing its claim. 
 
"Fact-checking is predicated on the 
assumption that people will change their mind 
when confronted with correct information," 
writes Alice Marwick, a professor at the 
University of North Carolina, in a paper 
published in the Georgetown Law Technology 
Review. 
 
"As we have seen, this ignores a wide variety of 
social and cultural factors, and is not supported 
by empirical evidence. ... In fact, fact-
checking may have the opposite effect of 
making stories 'more sticky.' " 
 
A number of organizations, including Brill's 
NewsGuard, aimed at curing what some see 
as this kind of media literacy problem have 
popped up since the 2016 election. 
 
While well-intentioned, they may be missing the 
true problem — which is how the platforms 
allow for bad sensationalist information to go 
viral, says Peter Pomerantsev, the author of the 
book This Is Not Propaganda, which details a 
number of information and influence 
operations on social media. 

 
"So many studies have shown people can be 
super-educated and super-critically minded 
and ignore any evidence that goes against 
their identity," Pomerantsev says. "People will be 
very critical when they see something they 
don't like, and then they switch off their critical 
faculties when it agrees with their worldviews." 
 
Plus, social media platforms are inherently 
addicting, Pomerantsev says, so he argues that 
people can't be blamed for not quitting those 
platforms cold turkey despite what they may 
be doing to the structure of democracy. 
 
The real answer, he argues, is for the 
government to get involved in regulation. 
 
"We don't really have any oversight. They're 
marking their own homework," Pomerantsev 
says. "And that's not good enough." 
 
That position was a legal and political minefield 
before the pandemic — and between the 
coronavirus crisis and the election, no one 
expects movement on the issue in the U.S. 
government this year, or anytime soon. 
 
This means that as the 2020 presidential 
election goes forward, posts will be posted, 
and tweets will be tweeted. And because of 
the pandemic, social media will play some role 
in the outcome, says Yildirim, of the University of 
Pennsylvania. 
 
"If you asked me two months ago, I would have 
had very different predictions about social 
media's role on the election," she says. "But now 
it's become the primary source of information 
and social communication." 
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Social Media Misinformation a Major Challenge for Election 
Authorities, Voters 

Paul Caine 
September 14, 2020 
WTTW Chicago Public Broadcasting 
 
 
Misinformation about voting is one of the 
biggest challenges facing modern election 
authorities. 
In an age when false information can be 
magnified and disseminated to millions with a 
single tweet or Facebook post, combatting 
that misinformation is all the more important. 
 
But President Donald Trump has repeatedly 
cast doubt about voting by mail, saying, 
without evidence, that it would lead to 
widespread voter fraud. He has also 
repeatedly called on people to try to vote 
twice to test the integrity of the system. 
 
Saturday on Twitter, Trump encouraged voters 
in North Carolina, a key battleground state, to 
vote once by mail and once in person. Twitter 
subsequently hid the tweet for violating site 
rules regarding protecting election integrity. 
 
 

 
 
Matt Dietrich, spokesman for the Illinois State 
Board of Elections, says that social media 
misinformation “is a big problem” and the 
board does its best to debunk false claims as 
quickly as possible. 
 
“But when you have (Trump putting out 
misinformation) then it’s just a matter of us 
continually putting out the message that voting 
by mail in Illinois is absolutely as safe and 
secure as voting in person,” Dietrich said in an 

interview Monday with “Chicago Tonight.” 
“There are safeguards put in place to make 
sure that your application comes from you. 
Your ballot comes to you only and is filled out 
only by you. It is signed. It is treated essentially 
in the same way as casting an early vote.” 
 
He says election authorities are especially keen 
to get that message out this year because of 
the fears many people may have about voting 
in person during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Ami Gandhi is senior counsel at the Chicago 
Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights, 
a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization that 
promotes racial equity and opportunity — 
including around voting rights.  
 
Gandhi says voter disinformation and potential 
disenfranchisement “can hit communities of 
color the hardest” and notes that one of the 
most frequent questions they receive is whether 
you need an ID to vote. The answer is no in 
Illinois, provided you’re already registered to 
vote. 
 
“You may need one if you have not registered 
to vote yet, but if they are already a registered 
voter in Illinois they should not need an ID in 
order to cast their ballot,” Gandhi said. “It 
might not sound like a big deal for those who 
have IDs readily available, (but) for some 
people, just one more bureaucratic step to 
jump through could be the difference for them 
as to whether they decide to vote or not.” 
 
She says that contradictory information coming 
from government officials has left would-be 
voters confused. 
 
“We really hope that any voters who do have 
questions will reach out to us to get correct, 
nonpartisan information,” said Gandhi, adding 
that the Chicago Lawyers’ Committee has 
hundreds of lawyers who have volunteered 
their time to answer voters’ questions.  
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“We are hearing concerns from voters about a 
number of different issues that are confusing 
people about whether they have the right to 
vote and what their available options are 
about how to exercise the right to vote, and 
people asking, ‘Will my vote be counted?’” 
Gandhi said. “It’s extremely important in these 
times that all eligible voters know about the 
many options available to them to exercise 
their right to vote in a way that feels healthy 
and comfortable and trustworthy to them … 
The point is not to criminalize community 
members for having questions. A lot of people 
have very understandable questions about 
voting during this very confusing time.” 
 
With a record number of voters expecting to 
cast mail-in ballots this year, Dietrich said the 
most common mistake election officials see is 
people either failing to sign their ballot or not 
sealing the envelope properly. But if there is a 

problem with your ballot, election officials will 
notify you within 48 hours to allow you to 
correct the mistake.  
 
One mistake they can’t rectify? Ballots sent in 
too late. 
 
“If it’s postmarked Nov. 4 it’s not going to be 
counted,” Dietrich said. 
 
As for Trump’s advice to try to vote twice — 
that would not be a good idea. 
 
“Voting twice is a class three felony. It’s voter 
fraud,” Dietrich said. He also notes that given 
the inevitable paper trail, the likelihood of 
being caught is all but certain. 
 
“It’s like robbing a bike and then handing your 
driver’s license to the teller,” Dietrich said. “It’s 
the easiest crime to prove.” 
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Bots and Your Ballot: What you need to know about 2020 
election interference 

WHDF News – Huntsville, AL 
Sep 14, 2020 / Updated: Sep 15, 2020  
By Kelley Smith 
 

HUNTSVILLE, Ala. – After the 2016 presidential 
election, the country learned social media can 
be used to interfere with the democratic process. 
Since then, social media bots have become 
more advanced and widely used. 

Based on reports from the Department of 
Homeland Security and other agencies, efforts to 
influence and interfere are under way again in 
2020.  

One of the weapons deployed are bots – 
autonomous computer programs used on social 
media sites and elsewhere. The bots are designed 
to mimic real people – voters— and convey 
messages appearing to show widespread support 
or opposition to a given candidate, fake news 
story, or wild claim. 

Cyber security experts say up to 20 percent of 
activity on Twitter alone is from bots. 

You can test a Twitter account’s legitimacy 
on Botometer and Hoaxy. 

Phish Firewall Chief Hacker Joshua Crumbaugh 
purchased and programmed two bots, 
specifically for this story to show how they work. 
On Monday, he programmed them to tweet 
every few minutes. 

“It’s a set it and forget it kind of thing,” 
Crumbaugh said. 

He made one fake Twitter account supporting 
President Trump and another supporting Joe 
Biden. 

“What this particular Twitter bot does is it goes in 
and it looks for a particular hashtag, and then it 
grabs the latest tweet from that hashtag, and 
then it retweets it,” Crumbaugh said. “I can 
retweet it with comments. Emojis are fun because 
it seems like someone is really behind it.” 

And that’s not all. 

 

 

 

“Because I have access to the API (a unique 
identifier used for authentication), I can do a lot 
of analytics and sort of look into the data and find 
out, you know, who’s really tweeting about these 
things, what their network is, who to target for 
example,” he said. “So if I wanted to, I could go in 
and download all of Trump’s followers and go 
and tell it to systematically go through and like 
each one of those followers.” 

Karen North, a professor at the University of 
Southern California, is a recognized expert in 
social media and psychology. She says bots can 
also be used to create fake news stories and 
even design fake news outlets to post them. 

“We’re all subject to looking at them, thinking 
that the message is real, trusting it because other 
people trusted it, and interacted and engaged, 
and participated,” North said. “Or because there 
are multiple, multiple sources verifying it and 
corroborating it.” 

North outlined why this kind of targeting can be 
particularly sinister. 

“They can put them all over your sort of view of 
the internet. So once you click on one, it will start 
recommending more and more and more ‘news 
stories’. And you think, ‘oh look this is a big news 
story, it’s in all these different newspapers’. And 
you can go down that rabbit hole from one news 
story to the next, to the next, to the next. And 
what you don’t realize is that was all one 
campaign, run by one person with a bot that 
created numerous versions of the same sinister 
story,” she said. 
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Bots have been linked to elections before, like the 
2016 presidential race. Crumbaugh says Twitter 
has taken some security measures to limit the use 
of bots. 

“I was impressed by how difficult Twitter made it 
on us,” he said. “Twitter is clearly cracking down 
on their API accounts. We signed up for a number 
of different accounts and used all kinds of 
different pretexts as to why we needed API keys. 
We started out with the truth, ‘Hey, we’re doing 
this news story.'” 

Those attempts didn’t work. He ended up buying 
the two accounts with API keys, from a company 
based in Russia to work around Twitter’s request 
denial. 

Monday morning both accounts were up and 
running. 

“Where there is a will there is a way,” he said. 
“You know, I could have bought thousands of 
these accounts. I mean if I had a big budget and 
I was a nation state trying to influence it, it 
wouldn’t have been an issue at all.” 

Crumbaugh explained there is a ‘gray’ market for 
bots. 

“There’s plenty of them out there that sell 
specifically this,” he said. “In fact, you can buy 
influencer accounts just directly if you’re willing to 
pay enough. These same sort of marketplaces, 
you can just hire somebody to build your bots for 
you and tell them how many you want, what you 
want them tweeting about, what you want them 
to do and they’ll go and do this behind the 
scenes for you.” 

Alabama’s elections aren’t immune to this type of 
influence. 

“It’s happening by what appears to be legitimate 
Facebook news, illegitimate Twitter accounts, 
those kinds of things that are not legitimate,” said 
U.S. Sen. Doug Jones, who is running for 
reelection. “And so the interference is really an 
attempt to influence, pitting one side against the 
other, to make sure that they continue to stoke 
the division in this country,”  

During Alabama’s 2017 Senate race between 
Jones and Republican Roy Moore, bots were 
used against the former judge,  including the 
creation of a fake campaign pushing a state-

wide alcohol ban in an effort to divide 
Republican voters. 

“The hinge of power in the United States Senate 
could be in this race in Alabama,” said Terry 
Lathan, Alabama Republican Party Chairman. 

Lathan says she believes the 2020 Senate race is 
a tempting target. 

“Are there people out there around the world 
and around our nation that want to get their 
hands on this and try to adjust the levels of power 
through Alabama? You bet there are. Are they 
going to sit back quietly on the sideline and go, 
‘Oh well, we’ll see what the people of Alabama 
decide?’ No, they’re not,” Lathan said. 

The Jones campaign says it is on guard. 

“We are constantly monitoring Russian bots. It’s 
stunning the number of bots that troll candidates 
these days,” Jones said. 

Can the bots be stopped?  

North says new laws targeting political advertising 
online would help. There are already laws 
mandating that TV and radio ads include 
information about who paid for the ad and if it is 
endorsed by a candidate. 

“Those laws have not been extended to social 
media and to me you have to wonder why has 
that not been done,” she said. “Because imagine 
the 2016 election, if a message came through, 
and in the message it said this message has been 
paid for by the Kremlin, wouldn’t you think twice 
before believing it?”  

There are a few different signs that a post is from 
a bot. Keep an eye out for grammatical errors 
and redundancy.  

“So, a lot of bots don’t have profile pictures, they 
don’t have bios in them or anything about them 
in their profiles. So, you can look at that,” 
Crumbaugh explained. 

Crumbaugh says check to see when the account 
was made and how many followers it has. 
Oftentimes new social media accounts with few 
followers are more likely to be bots. 

People can also test a Twitter account’s 
legitimacy on Botometer and Hoaxy. 
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Name: ______________________________ 

 
 

Fact Checking the 2020 Election 
 
There are multiple non-partisan organizations that fact-check political ads and campaign statements. 
 
 
FactCheck.org -  fact checks ads, statements, speeches, and other campaign and political 
content. 
 
Politifact.com – run by the Poynter Institute, it focuses on political ads, press, and other 
political media content, especially on social media 
 
 
Task: sample some of the fact checks each organization has done recently. What do you discover? 
What kinds of content are being checked? What corrections are being made? 
 
 
Challenge: Should Congress do something to ensure truth in advertising or regulate campaign or 
political content on social media? Or does the Constitution’s protection of the press in the First 
Amendment mean that there can be no regulation of the content in news or social media, no matter 
the truth of it? 
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Name: ______________________________ 

 
 

Media and the 2020 Election: Reflection 
 
 
You may want to discuss these questions in a small group first and then reflect on your own opinions:  
 
 
 
1. What role does media (including social media) play in either strengthening or weakening 

democracy?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What are the stresses on the media in reporting fairly during the 2020 election 

campaigns?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. What type of media do you see most often and how do you think it may be influencing 

you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. What effects do you think social media will have on the outcome of the 2020 election? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


