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How can we increase voter turnout 
in Boston’s municipal elections?
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QUANTITATIVE
Voter turnout analysis

QUALITATIVE
Intercepts and interviews



QUANTITATIVE INSIGHTS



1. TURNOUT IS MUCH HIGHER IN MAYORAL 
ELECTIONS THAN OTHER MUNICIPAL ELECTIONS.





2. LOW TURNOUT NEIGHBORHOODS ARE 
CONSISTENTLY LOW, BUT HIGH TURNOUT 

NEIGHBORHOODS ARE NOT CONSISTENTLY 
HIGH.  



We calculated the BOTTOM 10 and TOP 10 precincts by turnout 
for each of the 7 municipal elections from 2007 - 2017. 



BOTTOM 10: 
14 precincts 

3 wards

43% of precincts were in the 
bottom in all elections

7% of precincts were in the 
bottom only once

TOP 10: 
30 precincts 

10 wards

7% of precincts were in the 
top in all elections

50% of precincts were in the 
top only once





LOWEST 
TURNOUT
WARDS

21 4



HIGHEST 
TURNOUT
WARDS

20
16



3. LOW TURNOUT AREAS TEND TO HAVE 
LARGE % OF RESIDENTS WHO ARE: 

- BELOW THE POVERTY LINE
- NEW TO BOSTON
- STUDENTS



QUALITATIVE INSIGHTS



40+ intercepts

MBTA, homeless 
shelter, HKS cafeteria, 

polling stations

1 min - 30 mins 
conversations



We visited

LOW TURNOUT
(Ward 21 Precincts 2 and 3, 

Ward 4 Precinct 10)

HIGH TURNOUT
(Ward 16 Precinct 12)

areas



WHAT BOSTON HAD TO SAY
“Local elections? All I care about is getting Trump out of office!”

“I’m just lazy!”
                                      “I love democracies and what a privilege! Everybody should participate in a democracy.” 

“Didn’t do enough research on the candidates, I’m not educated on this stuff and it’s not always mentioned on the ballot, what’s 
on the ballot isn’t clear.”

                                        “It’s our civic duty and I’m excited to vote. Also, I wanted stickers!”

“It impacts things that can be felt directly like affordable housing/zoning.”

“City council elections have more impact than the state in terms of development, city budgets, representation.”

“Didn’t know enough about it and didn’t check candidate information.”
“I was busy subletting and fixing my move.”

“Everything is political, we need to exercise the power to vote, use this privilege.”



  NEWS JUNKIE

Always in the know 
about current events, 

both local and 
national

       ACTIVIST     BOSTONIAN

Active community 
member; passionate 
about civic duty and 

engagement

Longtime resident; 
family, friends, or 

community members 
always vote

“Mom always says, ‘If 
you don't vote, you 
can't complain.’”

“People who look like 
me have died just for 
registering to vote.”

“I vote to get the 
services we need.”

VOTERS



REGULAR VOTERS 
 typically had at least one of the following reasons for voting: 

(1) The people around them vote

(2) They tie their vote to a concrete impact

(3) They feel voting is a duty

(4) They’ve made voting a habit



       STUDENT

Informed about 
registering and voting 
by school; unlikely to 
vote if inconvenient 

NEW RESIDENT             BUSY BEE

New to Boston; feels 
disconnected from the 

city and unsure of 
what it does for them

Busy with work and 
life; doesn’t feel like 

voting in local 
elections is a priority

“I’m trying to make 
ends meet. I don’t have 

time to vote.”

“City government isn’t 
accessible to me.
I don’t even know 

what they do.”

“We went to the wrong 
place. It’s not clear 

where we’re supposed 
to vote.”

NON-VOTERS



NON-VOTERS 
typically had at least one of the following reasons for NOT voting:

(1) They don’t think it’s important

     (2) They feel voting is inconvenient

     (3) They lack a connection with the city

     (4) They didn’t have enough access to information



     

CONVENIENCE
Do they think that 
voting is a hassle?

AWARENESS
Do they know an 

election is occurring, 
and how/where to 

vote?

INTEREST
Do they care about the 
election or civic duty?

NETWORKS
Do the people around 

them vote?

KEY QUALITATIVE INSIGHTS

Probability 
of voting 
depends 

on...

…with 
roughly 

equal 
importance



EDUCATION INTENTION REGISTRATION GETTING TO 
THE POLL

Feeling of 
disconnect from 
City government

VOTING

Lack of awareness 
about municipal 

elections

Perception that 
voting is a hassle

Belief that City 
elections don’t 

matter

Voters sometimes 
go to the wrong 
polling station

Young people 
often don’t know 
how to register
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EDUCATION INTENTION REGISTRATION GETTING TO 
THE POLL

Feeling of 
disconnect from 
City government

VOTING

Lack of awareness 
about municipal 

elections

Perception that 
voting is a hassle

Belief that City 
elections don’t 

matter

Voters sometimes 
go to the wrong 
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Young people 
often don’t know 
how to register

…and the COVID-19 
pandemic could 
exacerbate all of 

these barriers
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NUDGE MAILER
Encourage voting and inform of 

upcoming election

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE
Reduce friction in voting process

VOTE
Absentee ballot or at 

polling station



AWARENESS
CONVENIENCE VOTE

Absentee ballot or at 
polling station

AWARENESS
INTEREST
NETWORK

NUDGE MAILER
Encourage voting and inform of 

upcoming election

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE
Reduce friction in voting process



Mailed “nudges” are proven to change behavior. 

OPOWER HOME ENERGY: Social comparison and action steps mailer decreased energy usage



COVID-19 restrictions sparked focus on vote-by-mail.



NUDGE MAILER
Encourage voting and inform of 

upcoming election

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE
Reduce friction in voting process



FRONT OF MAILER

INFREQUENT 
+

FREQUENT 
VOTERS



INFREQUENT 
+

FREQUENT 
VOTERS

FRONT OF MAILER



BACK OF MAILER

GENERAL 
+

COVID 
CONTEXT



INSIDE OF 
MAILER



NUDGE MAILER
Encourage voting and inform of 

upcoming election

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE
Reduce friction in voting process



INFO +
APPLICATION TO
VOTE ABSENTEE



TRANSLATED INSERT



ENVELOPE TO VOTER PRE-STAMPED & ADDRESSED 
RETURN ENVELOPE



USER TESTING 

21 BOSTON-AREA 
RESIDENTS

recruited from our personal networks and 
nextdoor.com; varied in age (20s to 80s), gender, 
and political interest (non-voters and longtime 

voters)

5 NON BOSTON-AREA 
RESIDENTS

recruited from UserTesting.com and paid to give 
quality feedback 

INTERVIEWED 26 USERS
13 for the Nudge Mailer and 13 for the Vote By Mail Info Package



“Avoid red ink, and use the blue instead. Red makes me think people are 
making fun of me or criticizing me. And when it’s used for the date, it feels like 
something bad is going to happen.”

“Turn around the negative language: make it say ‘become one of the 
outstanding citizens by voting.’”

“I like seeing the percentage of people who voted. It’s more impactful 
and less creepy than saying ‘the number of people or households in your 
neighborhood’.” 

“I would never use a QR code. Include a phone number and website link 
instead.” 

NUDGE MAILER 



“The application deadline should be bigger.”

“I love the checklist on the side. Overall, it’s well organized, simple, easy to 
follow, and very clearly coming from the City of Boston.”

“What do you mean by ‘early vote by mail’? Are we referring to a specific 
thing within early voting, or was ‘early’ just a modifier?”

“A little colour wouldn’t hurt. I tend to read things that catch my attention 
and skim otherwise. Adding some bold colours to important pieces of information 
would help.” 

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE 



KEY TAKEAWAYS

1. Balance accountability and 
creepiness

2. Positive language works 
better than negative

3. Avoid using red ink

1. Make sure all components 
look official

2. Include stamped envelope 
and clear instructions

3. Highlight the deadline

NUDGE MAILER VOTE BY MAIL PACKAGE
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NUDGE MAILER
Encourage voting and inform of 

upcoming election

VOTE BY MAIL INFO PACKAGE
Reduce friction in voting process

+ MEMO
Detailing findings and 

further ideas 



TIMELINE 1 (SEPT)

End of Census 
interviews Election in Boston

Federal tax filing 
deadline

City of Boston tax bills 
mailed

JULY 1

JULY 15 SEPTEMBER 1AUGUST 14

Window of 
opportunity for Voting 

By Mail Info

Window of 
opportunity for Nudge 

Mailer



TIMELINE 2 (NOV)

City of Boston tax 
bills mailed Election in Boston

End of Census 
Interview Period

AUGUST 14 NOVEMBER 3OCTOBER 1

Window of 
opportunity for Voting 

By Mail Info

Window of 
opportunity for Nudge 

Mailer



LEGISLATIVE
CHANGE

NETWORKSCOMMUNICATIONS

PROMOTIONS

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS



EVALUATION CRITERIA

Memo recommendations were evaluated based on: 

1. Feasibility:  What is the time-horizon? Is it legal? What’s the cost? 

2. Value:  What is the short-term and long-term value to the City? Do we 
have evidence of impact in other cities?

3. Sustainability:  How easy is it to maintain over time?  



COMMUNICATIONS
Digital voting reminders would boost awareness and convenience by making 
key information (i.e. voting dates, poll location) easily accessible. 



NETWORKS

Leverage the power of networks by promoting upcoming elections and 
distributing information via existing: 

1. Community centers and cultural groups; 

2. Student vote organizations at university and colleges; and 

3. Organizations committed to helping new residents of Bostons



PROMOTIONS
Reduce friction in the voting process by providing free public transportation 
on election day, and raise awareness about upcoming elections by using 
city-owned ad spaces.



LEGISLATIVE/POLICY CHANGES

Making voting more convenient for Bostonians by:

1. Making Election Day a holiday
2. Implementing regional ballot alignment
3. Increasing the accessibility of provisional ballots
4. Offering same day voter registration



THANKS!


