
CAPTURING ATTENTION
The first challenge in communicating effectively with voters 
is making sure that the message is noticed. These tips help 
get your message in front of voters effectively.
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Introduction
The first day of college: students come to campus, meet new people, and kick o! a new phase of their 
education. But before students get to day one, there are many things that have to happen first. While 
steps like filling out financial aid forms, attending orientation, or registering for classes may seem easy, 
research shows that as many as 40% of college-intending students don’t end up matriculating at any 
college.1 Those seemingly small steps become life-altering hassles.

Behavioral science can help close this gap. In 2018 and 2019, ideas42 worked with the Foundation for 
California Community Colleges to understand the behavioral barriers that students face in applying to 
and matriculating at California Community Colleges (CCCs). Through this work, we interviewed over 
60 students and sta! members across the state, including more than a dozen interviews specifically 
focused on steps a"er graduation. By coupling these interviews with the behavioral science literature, we 
identified principles for communicating with students a"er they apply to a CCC. The principles fall into 
three categories:

1   GET ATTENTION: The first challenge in communicating e!ectively with 
students is making sure that the message is noticed. Use these tips to help get 
your message in front of students as e!ectively as possible.

2   TAILOR THE MESSAGE: Once students see the message, make sure 
it’s as easy to understand as possible. These tips help make messages more 
understandable and operational for students.

3   MAKE ACTION EASY: It’s not enough to say what students should do.  
We have to make it easy for them to do it. These tips help prompt students to  
take an action.

Many of these suggestions are already being implemented across the CCC system. However, in the actual 
day-to-day of communicating with thousands of students, it can be hard to know what to say or do and 
to remember the principles of e!ective, behaviorally informed communication. These evidence-based 
design principles are meant to serve as a guide to make any communication even better. 

1!Castleman, Benjamin L., and Lindsay C. Page. “A Trickle or a Torrent? Understanding the Extent of Summer Melt Among College-
Intending High School Graduates: Summer Melt Among College-Intending Students.” Social Science Quarterly 95, no. 1 (March 2014): 
202–20. https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.12032.
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Three checklists to improve voter communications
Communication from trusted sources about voting options is essential to conducting inclusive and safe
elections – especially during a pandemic. This document equips election officials with evidence-based tips to
design materials that support voters as they navigate changes to election systems and processes. On the
next three pages, we offer checklists for each of the following objectives of effective voter communications:

OFFICIAL COMMUNICATIONS 
WITH VOTERS DURING COVID-19

DELIVERING INFORMATION
Once voters see a communication, you need to make sure 
they understand and trust the message. These tips help 
make messages more comprehensible and credible. 

FACILITATING ACTION
It’s not enough to tell voters what they need to know; it’s also 
important to make it easy for them to follow through on their 
intentions to vote. These tips help prompt voters to act.

A scientific approach to helping voters understand the electoral process, 
choose among voting options, and follow through on their intentions
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About ideas42
ideas42 has a clear mission: to use our unique experience as a non-profit at the forefront of  
behavioral science to change millions of lives. We create innovative solutions to tough problems in 
economic mobility, health, education, safety and justice, consumer finance, energy e!ciency, and 
international development. Our approach is based on a deep understanding of human behavior and why 
people make the decisions they do. Working closely with our partners from government, foundations, 
NGOs, and companies, we have more than 80 active projects in the United States and around the world. 

Visit ideas42.org and follow @ideas42 on Twitter to learn more about our work. 
Contact us at info@ideas42.org

ideas42 would also like to recognize the college sta", faculty, and students all across California who 
shared their experiences and practices with us for this report.

About this Project
The Student Journey to Success project is driven by a core commitment in the California Community 
College’s Vision for Success to “Always design and decide with the student in mind.” The project is a joint 
e"ort by the Chancellor’s O!ce and the Foundation for California Community Colleges, with funding 
from College Futures Foundation and the Stupski Foundation to apply the lens of behavioral science 
and reduce subtle barriers that hinder students’ progress through the early phases of matriculation and 
educational path-choosing. This process informs the design of interventions that help set students on a 
path to success at the beginning of their college journey.

Would you like support developing effective ways to serve voters amid the COVID-19 pandemic?
ideas42 is a non-profit that uses behavioral science to develop innovative ways to engage voters.
Visit ideas42.org/voting or send us an email at info@ideas42.org to talk about how we can help.



CAPTURING VOTER ATTENTION
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The first challenge of effective voter communications is making sure your message gets through. 
Sending voters a postcard, email, or text message does not guarantee it is received by them. If 
voters don’t notice it or find it relevant, you might as well have never sent anything in the first place.

SALIENT
Will the communication stand out to 
voters in a noisy environment?

Make communications look official: Feature 
government seals prominently and add the USPS 
official election mail logo to any paper mailings

Preview key information or required action: Use 
a high-contrast color or font style somewhere that 
is immediately visible, such as envelopes or covers

Help items stick out in mailboxes or inboxes: 
Use elements like registered or first-class mail 
and "URGENT” or “ACTION REQUIRED” stamps

Communications that effectively capture voter attention are…

RELEVANT
Does the communication speak to a 
voter’s particular situation and identity?

CONSISTENT
Are communications across channels 
reinforcing one another?

FOCUSED
Do communications make good use of  
voters’ limited attention? 

Frame messages as personalized invitations: 
Use information in public voting records like a 
voter's first name, town, or voting history

Anticipate particular needs: Target items based 
on a voter’s past voting behavior, like special 
instructions for first-time mail voters or new voters

Avoid mail that looks partisan or promotional: 
Resist sending communications with elaborate 
color schemes or highly-produced visuals

Harmonize messaging: Use common templates 
within jurisdictions and states (when possible) so 
voters don't get conflicting information

Hit voters multiple times on multiple channels: 
Supplement paper mail with email, text, or social 
media and try to reach voters one to five times

Synchronize timing: Send items to households or 
zip codes at the same time to limit gaps between 
when family members or neighbors receive them

Make it specific: Focus on specific actions voters 
should take in the moment, allowing them to 
easily access more details elsewhere

Automate if possible: Eliminate actions voters 
need to take upstream, such as sending a mail 
ballot application to all voters automatically

Achieve multiple goals at once: Integrate back-
end processes into a single communication, such 
as bundling ballot request and address updates
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Once you have a voter’s attention, the next step is to make sure they understand and trust the 
message you’re sending.  Successful communications dispel ambiguity and equip voters with the 
information they need to make confident decisions over whether and how to participate in elections.

SIMPLE
Is the message short and easy for voters 
to understand?

Communications that build voter comprehension and confidence are…

CREDIBLE
Is the message coming from a source that 
voters trust?

REASSURING
Does the message proactively address 
voter concerns and build confidence?

SOCIAL
Does the message give voters social cues 
about what is normal and expected?
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State things plainly: Write messages in the 
active voice using plain language, omitting any 
technical jargon and acronyms

Break it down: Provide simple, step-by-step 
overviews for complex processes, conveying only 
information that is essential for voters to know

Highlight key points: Place important points up 
top, using information hierarchy and text effects 
like varied font size, italicization, and bolding

Use the right messenger: Pick a messenger who 
voters will trust, such as well-regarded local 
government officials or technical experts

State qualifications first: Include credentials and 
any official seals at the top of a message so 
voters see them before processing information

Recruit community members: Equip community-
based groups and individuals with whom voters 
identify to amplify a message or make referrals

Address misinformation without reinforcing it: 
Correct myths by providing facts affirmatively 
without repeating the underlying falsehood

Give transparency into the voting process: 
Help voters understand the safeguards in place 
to protect election systems and their votes

Boost voter self-efficacy: Use affirmative rights-
based language when describing rules instead of 
punitive language about consequences

Highlight local norms: Reveal the participation 
of others and encourage voters to share that they 
are voting to make remote voting more visible

Normalize new voting options: When asking 
voters to consider unfamiliar options like vote by 
mail, reference their widespread use elsewhere

Link voting to salient community concerns: Tie 
remote voting options to health and safety, for 
example by asking voters to "vote safe at home"
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DELIVERING VOTER INFORMATION



FACILITATING VOTER ACTION

Communicating with voters goes beyond conveying information; it’s also about helping them 
complete the steps needed to translate their intention to vote into action.  Effective communications 
make these steps easier and support voters throughout their journey to a successfully cast ballot. 

TIMELY
Is the communication aligned with key 
dates and deadlines?

Communications that make it easy for voters to act are…

CLEAR
Are choices presented to voters in ways 
that remove ambiguity among options?

ACTIONABLE
Can voters immediately act on the 
instructions they are given?

SUPPORTIVE
Is there support available to help voters 
follow through on their intentions?
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Reach out to voters when they can act: Limit 
gaps between when a message is received and 
can be acted on, and follow up with reminders

Highlight key deadlines: Let voters know when 
actions need to be taken, and encourage voters 
to act early whenever possible

Preview the timeline: Dispel uncertainty by 
laying out key moments in the electoral process 
when voters need to choose or act

Remove irrelevant options: When voters have 
to choose, reduce the cognitive burden of the 
decision by eliminating options no longer relevant

Set smart "default" options: Help voters who 
may be unsure by suggesting or pre-selecting an 
option, but let voters easily switch to others

Tell voters the costs and benefits: For complex 
decisions involving trade-offs, clearly explain the 
benefits and costs to help them decide

Give voters a checklist: For multi-step processes, 
include a checklist with concrete actions voters 
can easily take and use to track their progress

Make action minimally effortful: Include short
links for online actions and offer return postage 
or other accessible return options for paper mail

Align outreach to response: Let voters respond 
using the medium of the initial message, such as 
soliciting online ballot requests via text or email

Encourage voters to make concrete plans: Ask 
voters to spell out logistics for future actions like 
"when, where, how, and with whom"

Make individualized help available: Include 
prominently displayed links or phone lines voters 
can use to overcome roadblocks

Normalize help-seeking behaviors: Invite voters 
to access support that is available, particularly 
first-time mail voters and new voters
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