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Abstract: We conducted a randomized field experiment in Japan in the 2007 House of 

Councilors election to test social psychological theories regarding social norms, which find 

that people adjust their behaviors to conform to what others typically do. If this is 

applicable to political behaviors, then get-out-the-vote communications suggesting that a 

large number of people participate in elections should be effective for raising turnout. On 

the other hand, those suggesting that many fail to vote may have an adverse effect. We 

randomly assigned voters to three groups and sent them different types of postcards prior to 

the election. We find that the message indicating high expected participation had a positive 

and statistically significant effect on voter turnout, while the message indicating low 

expected participation did not. Our findings are consistent with the similar experimental 

study of American voters. 
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1. Introduction 

Mass political participation is a central feature of democracy but it is not well 

understood. According to a strict rational choice interpretation, the high level of political 

participation commonly observed in large elections is a puzzle, since the voter pays the 

costs of voting but can not have a realistic expectation of changing who prevails.  Within 

this cost-benefit framework it is also difficult to explain the time that individuals devote to 

learning about political matters not directly affecting their private affairs. Early accounts of 

political knowledge addressed this issue by arguing that, in fact, people will learn about 

politics, though only in a limited manner, as an unintended byproduct of other information 

seeking activities which have direct relevance to the individual’s livelihood. Thus the 

farmer will learn about the politics of farm programs because farm programs have direct 

economic relevance. Casual observation as well as decades of research confirms that 

interest in politics extends far beyond this, and that farmers and others have much more 

curiosity about political events and politicians than can be explained by the desire for 

information for better economic decision making.   

There are clearly other factors that impel individuals to participate in politics. This 

paper explores one such factor, the impulse to adhere to social norms. Scholars of norms 

distinguish two types of norms: descriptive norms, which describe what people typical do, 

and injunctive norms, which describe what society thinks people ought to do. Whether or 

not there is in fact high turnout in elections is the descriptive norm regarding turnout, while 

the common understanding that turning out to vote is what a good citizen ought to do is an 

injunctive norm.  

When attempting to persuade others about the seriousness of a problem, it is common 

to describe descriptive norms that suggest widespread violation of injunctive norms. For 

example, those concerned about low voting rates in the United States often bemoan the fact 

that turnout is lower today than during some past era. Stating that violations of an 

injunctive norm are common might create feelings of guilt or urgency. However, Cialdini 

and others caution that creating the impression that the descriptive norm is in conflict with 

the injunctive norm may actually undermine the persuasive tug of the injunctive norm 

(Cialdini 2003; Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren. 1990). In the above example, the message 

stressing low turnout conveys information that few actually vote and may discourage 
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participation.  

There is substantial evidence people adjust their actions to conform to descriptive 

norms. Although the powerful effect of descriptive norms across a range of contexts has 

been demonstrated through field experiments conducted in the United States, no field 

experiments have examined whether these results hold for other cultures.  

We conducted a field experiment in Japan prior to the 2007 House of Councilors 

election.  Specifically, building upon Gerber and Rogers (2009), we examined the effect of 

priming high versus low turnout descriptive norms by varying the information we included 

on experimental mailings sent to voters. Both of the experimental mailings invoked the 

injunctive norm supporting voting and encouraged the citizen to vote in the upcoming 

election. However, one mailing emphasized the large number of Japanese citizens voting in 

past elections while an alternative mailing pointed out that a large number of citizens failed 

to vote. Precincts (voting districts) were divided in to three groups, control, low turnout 

prime, and high turnout prime. Given the power of social norms toward conformity often 

attributed to Japanese culture, we would expect that messages which emphasize the 

descriptive norm of a high rate of citizen participation will be more effective at increasing 

voter turnout than messages which suggest non-voting is common.  

There are two main results. First, receiving either the low or high turnout mail (both 

the low and high turnout treatments consisted of a pair of mailings) was estimated to boost 

turnout by between 0.41 and 1.15 percentage points. This estimate is in line with previous 

estimates of the effect of direct mail in United States elections. Second, the mailing that 

employed the high turnout text was more effective than the low turnout descriptive norm 

mailing in all of the models we estimated. Across a range of models, the high turnout 

mailings were estimated to boost turnout by between 0.71 and 2.08 percentage points, while 

the low turnout mailings increased turnout by approximately 0.76 percentage points or less.   

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 briefly reviews the literature. 

Section 3 describes the experimental design. We discuss data issues in some detail. Japan 

does not maintain (public) voting records at the individual level as is done in the United 

States, which required that the experiment was done at the precinct level. Japan also does 

not have public files of registered voters accessible to researchers. Section 4 presents the 

results. Section 5 concludes.  
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2. Literature Review 

A growing number of studies use field experimental methods to measure the effect of 

political communications. Field experiments permit the researcher to study behavior in a 

natural setting and the use of an experimental design overcomes many of the most 

significant hurdles to unbiased estimation. The most common application of field 

experiments has been voter mobilization (e.g., Gerber and Green 2000a; Gerber and Green 

2000b; Gerber, Green, Nickerson 2003). In these experiments, mobilization 

communications are randomly assigned and consequently are orthogonal to the covariates 

and unobservable omitted variables by design. Further, the researcher specifies who is 

assigned to treatment and, if public voting records are employed, turnout of subjects is 

verified; these features permit experiments to overcome the measurement difficulties that 

threaten to cause bias in observational research.  

Over the past decade a large number of field experiments have examined the 

alternative modes of political communication, from email to robocalls, to mailings, to face-

to-face canvassing. Meanwhile, there is relatively little examination of the effect of 

different messages on turnout, and even less work on messages that is linked to theoretical 

work in social psychology. Typically, messages that are tested are designed to mimic 

themes that are commonly employed in actual campaign communications (Gerber and 

Green 2000b; Green and Gerber 2008).  

In this paper, we build upon social psychological research and focus on the message 

rather than the mode of communication. Two recent field experiments use social 

psychological insights to test the effect of alternative messages on voter participation. 

Gerber, Green, and Larimer (2008) test the effects of social pressure on participation. There 

are strong tendencies to conformity, especially in public settings (Asch 1956). Research 

shows that the threat of revealing that an individual’s behavior deviates from a social norm 

has a powerful effect on behavior (Cialdini and Goldstein 2004; Cialdini and Trost 1998; 

Lerner and Tetlock 1999). In Gerber, Green, and Larimer’s experiment, some citizens 

received mails informing them that voting is public record and documenting their own 

recent voter turnout records, whereas others received mails listing the turnout record of 

themselves and their neighbors. These mailings, which were designed to exert varying 
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degrees of social pressure, produced the largest treatment effects observed for mailings 

among the several dozen recent studies of direct mail on turnout.  

Framing behavior as either consistent with or inconsistent with a social norm also has 

a powerful effect on behavior.  Our study replicates and extends the recent work by Gerber 

and Rogers (2009), which examines the effect of descriptive social norms in voting 

behaviors. There are two types of social norms that have been identified by psychologists. 

Injunctive norms describe which behaviors are perceived to be appropriate or inappropriate. 

Descriptive norms describe what others are actually doing. We can say injunctive norms are 

“the norms of ought”, while descriptive norms are “the norms of is” (Kallgren, Reno, and 

Cialdini 2000). A message priming an injunctive norm would say “you should not litter.” A 

message emphasizing a descriptive norm would state “people do (or do not) litter.” Both 

types of norms are thought to exert influence on human behaviors. People tend to follow 

both appropriate and popular behaviors (Cialdini 2003).  

Consider a message that states one should not litter (injunctive norm) but at the same 

time implies that many people indeed litter (descriptive norm). Although the message 

indicates that littering is undesirable, it also suggests that most people do litter and it is 

acceptable to do so. The message then might have a perverse effect and encourage littering. 

Experimental studies indeed show that one is more likely to litter after receiving a message 

suggesting most people litter but he or she should not than after receiving a message 

suggesting very few people litter and he or she should not (Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 

1990; Cialdini, Demaine, Sagarin, Barrett, Rhoads, and Winter 2006). Thus, the 

effectiveness of an injunctive norm in a message could be canceled out by the inclusion of a 

descriptive norm in the message that suggest behaviors of most people run counter to 

appropriate behaviors implied by the injunctive norm.  

Gerber and Rogers (2009) apply the idea of injunctive and descriptive norms to the 

study of voting behavior. They compare the effect of a message emphasizing that turnout 

for the upcoming election is expected to be high to that of a message emphasizing turnout is 

expected to be low. Voters in the sample were randomly assigned to two groups. Those 

assigned to one group received a phone call priming high turnout, while those assigned to 

the other group received a phone call priming low turnout. After hearing the message, 

respondents in both groups are asked their intentions to vote in the upcoming elections. The 
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experiment finds that voters in the group receiving the high turnout message were more 

likely to report their intentions to vote. One of the shortcomings of the Gerber and Rogers 

study is that the dependent variable is a survey measure, post treatment intention to 

participate, rather than actual voter behavior. Although we incorporate the idea of social 

norms into the study of voting behaviors, we measure actual turnout.  

Finally, a novel feature of our analysis is the setting: Japan. While there has been an 

explosion of field experimentation in American Politics, such methods are relatively rare, 

though increasing, outside of the United States. Experimental studies in Japan would help 

assess the generalizability of the findings from American Politics. Among the advanced 

industrialized countries, Japan perhaps shows one of the greatest divergences from the 

United States in terms of its culture, society, and history. Standard accounts of Japanese 

culture and political culture emphasize the role of social conformity. It is therefore expected 

that messages which suggest a high turnout rate will be more effective than messages 

implying turnout will be low.  

 

3. Data and Experimental Design 

The experiment was designed to measure the relative effectiveness of alternative 

messages at increasing turnout in the House of Councilors election in July 2007. The 

experiment was conducted during the week prior to the election in 24 municipalities in 

Japan. Since individual turnout is not public record in Japan, the unit of analysis in our 

study is precincts.1 The scope of our experiment was limited by some data constraints. 

Voter files were not readily accessible, and much of the data for this study had to be 

assembled from other available data sources, precinct by precinct. Specifically, to obtain 

names and addresses of voters, we utilized computerized phonebooks and residential maps. 

The procedure was as follows. First, we obtained documents from municipal governments 

to identify neighborhoods located in each precinct assigned to the treatment groups. We 

then located the neighborhoods on respdential maps to obtain last names of individuals in 

the treatment precincts. Finally, we used computerized phonebooks to find full names and 

addresses of the individuals residing in the treatment precincts. An additional difficulty was 

                                                   
1 Each municipality in Japan contains multiple precincts. Precinct is a voting district in 

which voters residing in the precinct cast their vote at the same location on election day.  
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that turnout was available at the precinct level but not at the individual level. Turnout data 

obtained from municipal governments report the number of registered voters in precinct 

and the number of voters who voted in precinct, from which we can calculate percentage 

voting in precinct. We therefore performed our random assignment at the precinct level.  

We selected precincts that satisfied the following three conditions: (1) Precinct was 

small enough. We chose precincts whose numbers of voters were 500 or fewer. The average 

number of voters in our sample was approximately 200.2 (2) Precinct boundary had not 

changed since the 2005 House of Representatives election. (3) Turnout data at precinct 

level in the 2005 House of Representatives election was available. We sent inquiries to 

municipal governments in Chubu, Chugoku, Hokkaido, and Tohoku regions. Of those, 24 

municipalities located in 11 prefectures confirmed that there were precincts in their 

jurisdictions that satisfied these three conditions.  The experimental sample was 314 

precincts from these 24 municipalities. Note that due to our selection of small precincts, we 

are essentially focusing on rural voters. The 314 precincts were randomly assigned to a 

control group or one of two treatment groups.  

The treatment consisted of two pieces of mail, which were mailed to reach voters 

approximately four days and two days prior to the election. Voters in those precincts 

assigned to the control group did not receive any mailings. There were two versions of the 

treatment postcards. For one treatment group, we sent two pieces of postcards emphasizing 

that turnout in national elections has been high and a large number of their fellow citizens 

usually exercise their rights to vote (We call this high turnout group, or HTO group). For 

the other treatment group, we sent two pieces of postcards emphasizing that turnout in 

national elections has been low and a large number of their fellow citizens usually discard 

their rights to vote (We call this low turnout group, or LTO group). 129 precincts were 

assigned to the control group, 93 to the HTO group, and 92 to the LTO group.3 Figures 1 

and 2 present copies of the high turnout and low turnout postcards (which are in Japanese) 

                                                   
2 We focused on small precincts because it was assumed that precincts would have 

idiosyncratic precinct level variance, which suggests that randomizing a large number of 

small precincts would produce more precise estimates than randomizing a small number of 

large precincts. 
3 Prior to random assignment the 314 precincts were grouped into 22 strata based on the 

turnout rate data we had assembled at the time of randomization (turnout data for the 2004 

elections were available for approximately 2/3 of the sample).   
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along with the English translations. Here we provide an English translation comparing the 

central message regarding turnout. 

Figure 1 about here. 

Figure 2 about here. 

High turnout message: “Millions of voters exercise their rights to vote in national elections. 

More than 69.5 million voters voted in the last House of Representatives election in 2005. 

Turnout was 67%, the highest in a decade. A large number of voters exercise their rights to 

vote.” 

Low turnout message: “Millions of voters discard their rights to vote in national elections. 

More than 44.5 million voters abstained in the 2004 House of Councilors election. 

Abstention rate was 43%, the second highest in a decade. A large number of voters discard 

their rights to vote.” 

Table 1 presents the sample statistics for the treatment groups and the control group. 

For each of the three groups, Table 1 shows the precinct-level turnout rates for national 

elections in 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2007, along with the number of voters.4 Unfortunately, 

for some of the precincts, data on past turnout is missing due to boundary changes or 

missing records (see Table 1 note for details). Specifically, 24.5%, 12.4%, and 12.7% of the 

observations are missing for 2003, 2004, and 2005 turnout data, respectively.  

Table 1 about here. 

When the sample size is large and the percentage of the missing data is small, or 

when the observations are missing completely at random, one can discard missing 

observations and conduct analyses with the remaining data without much concern about 

biases (Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken 2003). 5 However, the percentage of the missing 

observations in our data is rather large (e.g. 24.5% for the 2003 turnout data). It is also 

unlikely that the observations are missing completely at random. Consequently, listwise 

deletion is likely to lead to biased estimates (Howell 2007; Little and Rubin 2002). Thus, 

we report results later in the paper with and without the use of multiple imputation to 

                                                   
4 House of Councilors elections in 2004 and 2007, House of Representatives elections in 

2003 and 2005.  
5 Data are missing completely at random if “the fact that data are missing does not depend 

upon any values, or potential values, for any of the variables… (Howell 2007, 209)” In 

other words, the probability that an observation on a variable is missing is not affected by 

its value or any other variables. 
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address the missing data problem for those models which include past voting as a control 

variable.  (Honaker, King, and Blackwell. 2009; King, Honaker, Joseph, and Scheve 2001). 

Multiple imputation “refers to the procedure of replacing each missing value by a 

vector of [multiple] imputed values (Little and Rubin 2002, 85).” If one fills in m values for 

each missing value, then the number of imputed datasets generated out of the process is 

also m. The observed values remain unchanged, while there are m number of values for 

each missing value which differs across imputed datasets (King et al 2001). Analyses using 

multiple imputation consist of three steps: (1) generating m imputed datasets, (2) analyzing 

each of the m datasets, and (3) combine the results from each dataset. As a practical matter, 

we use a software called AmeliaView to generate ten imputed datasets (Honaker, King, and 

Blackwell 2009).6 Appendix Table A1 provides the sample statistics of the 10 average of 

imputed datasets.  Schafer (1999) argues that even when the missing observations account 

for 50% of the sample, imputing five datasets does not make much difference from 

imputing infinite imputed datasets. 

Table 1 shows that past turnout rates are roughly equal across experimental groups, a 

finding confirmed by statistical tests. The covariates as a whole are not statistically 

significant predictors of assignment to HTO, LTO or control. Table 2 provides statistical 

results of randomization tests. The p-value for a multinomial logit model with turnout in 

2005, the most recent national election, is 0.84 (N=274) and a model including all three 

recent national elections (2005, 2004, and 2003) gives 0.71 (N=198). Some of the results 

pool together groups assigned to either the high or low turnout mailings. Table 3 shows that 

there is no significant association between pre-treatment turnout and assignment to either of 

the treatment groups. While there is no evidence that the randomization failed, past turnout 

is highly correlated with current turnout. Therefore, there are efficiency gains to including 

covariates in our statistical models. There are some small differences across groups (not 

statistically significant) in average turnout in past elections, especially in the 2003 elections. 

In the results reported later, we will therefore present the treatment effect estimates both 

with and without covariates.  

                                                   
6 In the imputation process in AmeliaView, we use all the variables in the models, which 

include observed turnouts in 2003, 2004, 2005, and 2007, the number of voters in precinct, 

and dummy variables for prefectures and strata. In addition, we include dummy variables 

for cities in which precincts are located. 
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Table 2 about here. 

Table 3 about here. 

One final feature of the data should be noted. The voter lists in each geographic area 

had to be assembled by hand using telephone records. Intent-to-treat estimates, which 

compare precincts in the treatment groups to those in the control group, are smaller than the 

associated average treatment effects, since not every household in each precinct was 

included in the phonebook and therefore some households were not sent a mailing. Spot 

checking of selected precincts showed that approximately 80% of households in our sample 

were listed in the phonebook. As we did not perform an exhaustive precinct by precinct 

assessment of phone coverage, in the results section we present intent to treat effects at the 

precinct level. To convert these intent-to-treat estimates to approximate average treatment 

on treated estimates, simply divide the estimate effects by 0.8.  

4. Results 

     Tables 4 and 5 report the findings. Table 4 reports the effect of the high turnout mailings 

versus the low turnout mailings, while Table 5 measures the effect of getting either of the 

mailings versus not getting any of the mail. Table 4 shows models both with and without 

imputation for missing turnout. The models without imputed data are columns 1 and 2a-4a, 

and the models including imputed data are columns 2b-4b. Four alternative models are 

shown with different prior elections included as covariates. All models contain dummy 

variables for prefecture, as electoral districts for the House of Councilors election 

corresponds with prefectures. In addition, dummy variables for strata used for 

randomization are included in all models.  

Table 4 about here. 

Table 5 about here. 

The results were fairly consistent across model specifications. The high turnout prime 

produced an increase in voter turnout of slightly under 1 percentage point to slightly over 2 

percentage points, depending on which past elections were included as covariates. This 

effect was statistically significant at the 0.1 level or better (for some specifications, 

significant at p < 0.01) for all four of the models using imputed data and in two of the three 

models dropping the cases with missing values for pre-treatment turnout.  In contrast, there 

was little evidence the low turnout message increased turnout. The estimated effect ranged 

from -0.17 to 0.76, with t-values that were well short of statistical significance. The results 
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suggest that, as predicted, the high turnout frame was more effective than the low turnout 

frame. In two of the models (2a and 2b) the difference in estimated effects between the high 

and low turnout mailings was statistically significant at conventional levels. In all models, 

the estimated effect of the high turnout frame was substantially larger. Our finding is 

consistent with Gerber and Rogers (2009) and the psychology literature on descriptive 

norms. We find that mailings have positive effects on turnout when they prime the 

descriptive norm of high turnout. In contrast, the effects of the mailings are not statistically 

distinguishable from zero when they emphasize that a number of voters abstain. 

Table 5 shows the effect of being assigned to either treatment group by combining 

high and low turnout mailing groups into a single category of “treatment” group. As Table 5 

indicates, the effect of the treatment on turnout is positive and statistically significant at 

10% level with one-tailed test in three of the seven models. Table 5 parallels Table 4. The 

first set of columns show the results when cases with missing pre-treatment covariates are 

dropped, while the second set of models includes imputed data. The coefficient magnitudes 

range from 0.41 percentage points to 1.15 percentage points.  

  

5. Conclusion 

Our paper reports the results of one of the first field experiments conducted in Japan.7 

A pair of mailings designed to manipulate subject perceptions of a descriptive social norm 

were found to induce conformity to that norm. Those who received pre-election mailings 

suggesting high voter turnout were more likely to vote than the control group which was 

not mailed, and the mailings describing expected turnout in a manner designed to induce a 

perception of high turnout were more effective at encouraging turnout than the mailings 

which described low turnout in elections. The high turnout mail typically produced a 

statistically significant increase in turnout.  

One of the interesting results was that the two mailings appear to have produced an 

increase in turnout of between 0.6 and 1 percentage points. While these effects are 

measured with considerable error (standard errors of approximately 0.6), the point 

estimates are of the magnitude found for non-partisan mail campaigns in the United States, 
                                                   
7 With the exception of Imai, Horiuchi, and Taniguchi (2007), there have been few 

experimental studies which examine the effect of campaign communication on voting 

behaviors. 



- 12 - 

perhaps slightly higher than the typical effects. It would be interesting to see whether other 

forms of campaign activity found effective in United States campaigns, such as canvassing 

door to door, would also produce similar effects in Japan.  

One possible extension is to conduct a similar experiment in urban areas. Small 

precincts are mostly located in rural and depopulated areas. Although the message priming 

high turnout was effective for raising turnout, it does not mean that the findings here are 

generalizable to other contexts. Urban and rural voters are likely to differ in many aspects, 

from the density of community networks in which they are embedded to the type and/or 

amount of information they routinely receive. Consequently, their responses to the same 

stimuli may also diverge. Yet another extension would be to use more local information as 

opposed to national. The central message in the mailings used information regarding 

turnout at national level (e.g. 69.5 million voters in the 2005 House of Representatives 

election). One’s impulse to adhere to a descriptive norm might be stronger when the norm 

describes local contents, such as turnout information at municipal or precinct level.  

Finally, our findings are consistent with the previous theoretical and experimental 

work performed in the United States. The results underscore the importance of descriptive 

social norms in general and the role of social cues in driving mass participation. Beyond the 

specific findings we adduce, our work has implications for the study of political culture, 

and culture more generally. Performing experimental tests of psychological theories across 

countries suggests a method for measuring culture by comparing how people from different 

countries, or different ethnic and racial groups within a country, respond to similar 

experimental stimuli. Path-breaking work along these lines has been performed using 

laboratory experiments, where play in simple games is compared across many countries 

and groups (e.g. Henrich et al 2005). One potential drawback to such studies is that the 

laboratory context, which takes people out of their typical decision environment, might tend 

to mute cultural factors. More generally, behavior in abstract games might differ from 

typical behavior in ways that can not be foreseen and are which vary across conditions. 

Field experiments, which measure behavior in real world contexts, may therefore 

complement laboratory evidence.  
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Table 1. Sample Statistics 
 

1 2 3 4

Turnout 2007 70.93 71.75 70.52 70.63

(10.13) (10.32) (10.64) (9.66)

(0.57) (1.07) (1.11) (0.85)

Observations 314 93 92 129

Turnout 2005 76.18 76.59 75.8 76.16

(8.21) (9.53) (7.54) (7.72)

(0.50) (1.07) (0.83) (0.73)

Observations 274 80 83 111

Turnout 2004 69.95 70.69 69.67 69.62

(10.59) (10.43) (10.98) (10.49)

(0.64) (1.15) (1.22) (0.99)

Observations 275 82 81 112

Turnout 2003 73.17 73.2 71.99 73.98

(10.32) (10.01) (10.66) (10.33)

(0.67) (1.18) (1.29) (1.05)

Observations 237 72 68 97

Number of Voters 229 223 232 233

(121.82) (115.85) (129.46) (121.16)

(6.87) (12.01) (13.50) (10.67)

Observations 314 93 92 129

Overall
High Turnout

Group

Low Turnout

Group
Control GroupVariables

 
 

Note. We report the mean number of voters and the mean voter turnout of precincts for four 

elections. Column (1) reports the descriptive statistics of all the observations. Column (2) reports 

the descriptive statistics of the control group. Column (3) reports the descriptive statistics of the 

high turnout group. Column (4) reports the descriptive statistics of the low turnout group. For each 

variable, the first row reports the mean, the second row reports the standard deviation, the third row 

reports the standard error, and the fourth row reports the number of observations. There are 40 

missing observations in 2005 because there was miscommunication between us and a municipal 

government. We found after the election that its data in 2005 had a problem – early votes, which 

consisted of approximately 10% of the total votes, were not assigned to precincts – which prevented 

us from using them as controls. There are 39 and 77 missing observations in 2004 and 2003, 

respectively, because we could not get turnout data from several municipalities. These 

municipalities underwent municipal mergers in recent years, involving a relatively large city and 

surrounding small towns or villages. Election documents from the former small towns and villages 

have not been gathered by the new municipal governments.  
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Table 2. Predicting Group Assignment Using Past Turnout, Multinomial Logit Model 
 

Independent Variables 1 2 3 4
Turnout 2005 0.01 -0.06

(0.02) (0.04)

Turnout 2004 0.01 0.05

(0.01) (0.03)

Turnout 2003 -0.01 0.01

(0.02) (0.03)

Constant -0.81 -0.99 0.25 0.11

(1.48) (0.96) (1.12) (1.66)

Turnout 2005 -0.01 -0.02

(0.02) (0.04)

Turnout 2004 0.00 0.03

(0.01) (0.03)

Turnout 2003 -0.02 -0.01

(0.02) (0.03)

Constant 0.13 -0.36 1.02 0.41

(1.25) (0.99) (1.14) (1.42)

Observations 274 275 237 198

Wald Chi-Squared 0.35 0.59 1.46 3.77

Prob > Chi-Squared 0.84 0.75 0.48 0.71

Category: High

Turnout Group

Category: Low

Turnout Group

 
 

Note. *** indicates p < 0.01, ** indicates p < 0.05, * indicates p < 0.10, with two-tailed tests for all 

independent variables. The dependent variable is experimental group, a categorical variable that is 

control, high turnout, or low turnout group. The base category of comparison is control group. The 

independent variable in Model 1 is percentage voting in precinct in 2005. The independent variable 

in Model 2 is percentage voting in precinct in 2004. The independent variable in Model 3 is 

percentage voting in precinct in 2003. The independent variables in Model 4 are percentage voting 

in precinct in 2005, 2004, and 2003. 
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Table 3. Predicting Group Assignment Using Past Turnout, Logit Model 
 

Independent Variables 1 2 3 4

Turnout 2005 0.00 -0.04

(0.01) (0.03)

Turnout 2004 0.01 0.04

(0.01) (0.03)

Turnout 2003 -0.01 0.00

(0.01) (0.02)

Constant 0.36 0.02 1.32 0.97

(1.13) (0.82) (0.97) (1.28)

Observations 274 275 237 198

Wald Chi-Squared 0.00 0.19 0.99 2.36

Prob > Chi-Squared 0.99 0.66 0.32 0.50

Category:

Treatment

 
 

Note. *** indicates p < 0.01, ** indicates p < 0.05, * indicates p < 0.10, with two-tailed tests for all 

independent variables. The dependent variable is experimental treatment, a dichotomous variable 

that is either treatment or control. The base category of comparison is control group. The 

independent variable in Model 1 is percentage voting in precinct in 2005. The independent variable 

in Model 2 is percentage voting in precinct in 2004. The independent variable in Model 3 is 

percentage voting in precinct in 2003. The independent variables in Model 4 are percentages voting 

in precinct in 2005, 2004, and 2003. 
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Table 4. Effect of High and Low Turnout Mailings on Percentage Voting in Precinct 
 

1 2a 2b 3a 3b 4a 4b

Low turnout message -0.17 0.13 0.29 0.45 0.66 0.18 0.76

(1.04) (0.89) (0.83) (0.87) (0.73) (0.95) (0.70)

High turnout message 1.40** 2.08*** 2.04*** 1.34** 1.34** 0.71 1.13**

(0.80) (0.70) (0.65) (0.73) (0.60) (0.80) (0.60)

Turnout 2005 0.76*** 0.74*** 0.40*** 0.44*** 0.26** 0.31***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08) (0.11) (0.09)

Turnout 2004 0.71*** 0.64*** 0.60*** 0.54***

(0.10) (0.11) (0.13) (0.12)

Turnout 2003 0.28*** 0.25***

(0.08) (0.07)

Constant 83.13*** 26.17*** 27.64*** 1.87 4.01 1.63 3.15

(2.96) (5.180) (5.44) (6.42) (6.04) (7.23) (6.33)

Observations 314 274 314 235 314 198 314

Test of equality 0.12 0.03 0.04 0.31 0.35 0.58 0.60

R-squared 0.66 0.80 0.83 0.85

Imputed dataset? No No Yes No Yes No Yes

Yes Yes
Dummy Variables for

Strata and Prefectures?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 
 

Note: OLS regressions for all models, using data with and without multiple imputation. The results 

in Columns 2a, 3a, and 4a are from the original data, without multiple imputation. The results in 

Columns 2b, 3b, and 4b are the 10 average of imputed datasets. All models are weighted by the 

number of voters per precinct. The dependent variable is turnout of precinct in the 2007 election. 

Column 1 includes as the independent variables high turnout group, low turnout group, and dummy 

variables for prefectures and strata. Columns 2a and 2b add turnout 2005 to Column 1. Column 3a 

and 3b add turnout 2004 to Columns 2a and 2b, respectively. Columns 4a and 4b add turnout 2004 

to Columns 3a and 3b, respectively.  Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. *** 

indicates p < 0.01, ** indicates p < 0.05, * indicates p < 0.10, with one-tailed tests for all 

independent variables. For the test of equality, we report p-values with two-tailed test. Missing 

observations are imputed. Combining multiple imputed data does not provide R-squared.  
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Table 5. Effect of Mailings on Percentage Voting in Precinct 
 

1 2a 2b 3a 3b 4a 4b

Treatment 0.60 1.04* 1.15** 0.85 0.99** 0.41 0.94**

(0.78) (0.68) (0.63) (0.69) (0.56) (0.75) (0.55)

Turnout 2005 0.77*** 0.74*** 0.39*** 0.43*** 0.25** 0.31***

(0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08) (0.11) (0.09)

Turnout 2004 0.73*** 0.65*** 0.60*** 0.54***

(0.10) (0.11) (0.13) (0.12)

Turnout 2003 0.28*** 0.25***

(0.08) (0.07)

Constant 82.89*** 25.92*** 27.56*** 1.40 3.48 1.24 2.86

(3.09) (5.18) (5.47) (6.49) (6.04) (7.28) (6.34)

Observations 314 274 314 235 314 198 314

R-squared 0.65 0.79 0.83 0.85

Imputed dataset? No No Yes No Yes No Yes

Yes Yes
Dummy Variables for

Strata and Prefectures?
Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

 
 

Note: OLS regressions for all models, using data with and without multiple imputation. The results 

in Columns 2a, 3a, and 4a are from the original data, without multiple imputation. The results in 

Columns 2b, 3b, and 4b are the 10 average of imputed datasets. All models are weighted by the 

number of voters per precinct. The dependent variable is turnout of precinct in the 2007 election. 

Column 1 includes as the independent variables high turnout group, low turnout group, and dummy 

variables for prefectures and strata. Columns 2a and 2b add turnout 2005 to Column 1. Column 3a 

and 3b add turnout 2004 to Columns 2a and 2b, respectively. Columns 4a and 4b add turnout 2004 

to Columns 3a and 3b, respectively.  Robust standard errors are reported in parentheses. *** 

indicates p < 0.01, ** indicates p < 0.05, * indicates p < 0.10, with one-tailed tests for all 

independent variables. Missing observations are imputed. Combining multiple imputed data does 

not provide R-squared.    
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Figure 1. Backside of the Mailing, High Turnout Message, 1st Piece 

 

Note 1. “Millions of voters exercise their rights to vote in national elections. More than 69.5 million 

voters voted in the last House of Representatives election in 2005. Turnout was 67%, the highest in 

a decade. A large number of voters exercise their rights to vote.” 

 

Note 2. “A research team consisting of Japanese and American researchers is conducting a cross-

national study of voter turnout. As a part of this project we are sending two pieces of mailings to 

voters who reside in regions we randomly selected. This is the first of the two pieces. We would like 

to send you the second piece at a later date.”  

 

Note 3. “1. This project has no affiliation with any political party, candidate, or organization. 2. We 

will never request your response. 3. This project is not intended to collect information on your 

political views or beliefs. 4. We randomly selected and obtained your address and name from the 

phonebook.”  

 

Note 4: The second piece is identical to the first, except that it says “This is the second of the two 

pieces”, instead of “This is the first of the two pieces. We would like to send you the second piece at 

a later date.” 

“Your Vote Supports 

Japan’s Democracy.” 

Message emphasizing 

low turnout (Note 1) 

 

Notifying that we are 

working on a cross-

national study of 

voter turnout (Note 2) 

 

“The election day is 

Sunday, July 29.” 

 

Disclaimers (Note 3) 
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Figure 2. Backside of the Mailing, Low Turnout Message, 1st Piece 

 

Note 1. “Millions of voters discard their rights to vote in national elections. More than 44.5 million 

voters abstained in the 2004 House of Councilors election. Abstention rate was 43%, the second 

highest in a decade. A large number of voters discard their rights to vote.” 

 

Note 2. “A research team consisting of Japanese and American researchers is conducting a cross-

national study of voter turnout. As a part of this project we are sending two pieces of mailings to 

voters who reside in regions we randomly selected. This is the first of the two pieces. We would like 

to send you the second piece at a later date.”  

 

Note 3. “1. This project has no affiliation with any political party, candidate, or organization. 2. We 

will never request your response. 3. This project is not intended to collect information on your 

political views or beliefs. 4. We randomly selected and obtained your address and name from the 

phonebook.”  

 

Note 4: The second piece is identical to the first, except that it says “This is the second of the two 

pieces”, instead of “This is the first of the two pieces. We would like to send you the second piece at 

a later date.” 

“Your Vote Supports 

Japan’s Democracy.” 

Message emphasizing 

low turnout (Note 1) 

 

Notifying that we are 

working on a cross-

national study of 

voter turnout (Note 2) 

 

“The election day is 

Sunday, July 29.” 

 

Disclaimers (Note 3) 
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Appendix. Sample Statistics with Imputed Data 

Table A1. Sample Statistics, 10 Imputed Datasets 

1 2 3 4

Variables Overall Control Group High Turnout Group Low Turnout Group

Turnout 2007 70.93 70.63 71.75 70.52

(10.13) (9.66) (10.32) (10.64)

(0.57) (0.85) (1.07) (1.11)

Observations 314 129 93 92

Turnout 2005 76.07 76.53 76.01 75.48

(8.15) (7.56) (9.40) (7.60)

(0.46) (0.67) (0.97) (0.79)

Observations 314 129 93 92

Turnout 2004 70.82 70.55 71.70 70.29

(10.33) (10.25) (10.32) (10.51)

(0.58) (0.90) (1.07) (1.10)

Observations 314 129 93 92

Turnout 2003 74.61 74.86 75.34 73.52

(9.99) (9.91) (10.14) (9.98)

(0.56) (0.87) (1.05) (1.04)

Observations 314 129 93 92

Number of Voters 229.45 232.75 222.65 231.71

(121.82) (121.16) (115.85) (129.46)

(6.87) (10.67) (12.01) (13.50)

Observations 314 129 93 92  
Note. We report descriptive statistics of percentage voting in precinct for four elections. The results in 

Columns 1-4 are the 10 average of imputed datasets. Column 1 reports the descriptive statistics of all the 

observations. Column 2 reports the descriptive statistics of the control group. Column 3 reports the 

descriptive statistics of the high turnout group. Column 4 reports the descriptive statistics of the low 

turnout group. For each variable, the first row reports the mean, the second row reports the standard 

deviation, the third row reports the standard error, and the fourth row reports the number of observations.  

Missing observations are imputed using AmeliaView. 
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