Ask The Gampaign Doc

Craig Varoga

When Robo Calls Work
And Don’t

Q: Why do campaigns continue to use robo calls when all evidence shows that they are not
effective? Just see Green and Gerber’s GOTV book.

A: Here’s the background:Yale professors Donald Green and Alan Gerber recently updated
their book, Get Out the Vote: How to Increase Voter Turnout, and concluded (again) that GOTV
robo calls are ineffective.

But here’s the rub: Green and Gerber lock at robo calls somewhat in isolation, em-
phasizing only their GOTV role and underplaying the efficacy of automated persuasion
calls. Frankly, only a fool would defend automated calls that are either an afterthought or
poorly integrated into a campaign’s overall message strategy. In any case, it’s not clear that “all
evidence” points toward the waste or obsolescence of robo calls.

Michael Matthews, of the Democratic voter-contact firm LSG Strategies, explains:
“Any tool used poorly or overused (billboards, yard signs, direct mail and, yes, TV and
radio ads) is certainly less effective. In the final days before an election, much communica-
tion doesn't really break through. Campaigns are often better served when using phones
in concert with all other forms of voter contact rather than as an afterthought. (“What
do we do with the last few dollars? I know, let’s put out another call’) Using auto calls in
advance of door-to-door efforts, making pre-calls and/or ‘chase’ calls around direct mail
pieces are smart uses of the tool. And, of course, auto (and live) calls remain the quickest
rapid-response tools available.”

Some critics—such as StopPoliticalCalls.org—protest that unwanted political calls con-
stitute “partisan posturing” and merely contribute to negative campaigning. Maybe, maybe
not. But if that’s what you think, send us your thoughts so we can continue this discussion
next month.

Q: What is the difference in priority between paid advertising and field operations? Which
should we fund first and, if needed, cut first?

A:That’s rather like choosing between the devil and the deep blue sea. Most campaigns need
some combination of field and paid ads. In a high-turnout election, field efforts or GOTV
may be secondary to either paid or earned media. Similarly, down-ballot statewide candi-
dates may get faster name ID from advertising than from door-to-door canvasses. Conversely,
most state representative candidates should focus on field rather than buymg a few ads that
will disappear before anyone notices. In any case, customize your plan to fit the race and, if
forced to scale back, think first, war game the consequences and then adjust accordingly.

Q: Pve gotten a lot of offers on races out of state, but m stuck in a non-battleground state
without a lot of opportunities because of school and my apartment. Are there any other
approaches to get some good experience in this situation?

A: Help at the local party headquarters. Offer to phone bank from home or on your cell.
See which campaigns have online tools that don't require you to be in-state. Organize fund-
raisers for candidates you support. Go volunteer in a different state on a long weekend or
during fall break. Stick with it.Your persistence alone will show folks you have what it takes
to work on a future campaign. 1@

Craig Varoga has run local, state and presidential campaigns for the past 20 years. He currently
specializes in independent expenditures as a partner at Independent Strategies. E-mail questions to
cvaroga@politicsmagazine.com.
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The High Road
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