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This dissertation seeks to understand the language and emotional appeals that 

constitute voter mobilization messages, often called get-out-the-vote or GOTV. Much 

scholarly attention has been given to voter mobilization efforts due to their prominence 

on the political landscape. These studies focus on the ultimate effect of mobilization: 

behavior. Yet, because mobilization messages are intended as persuasive rhetorical acts, 

their language deserves just as much attention as any behavioral outcome.  

What the present study sought to add to the mobilization research literature was 

an understanding of the linguistic choices made during mobilization drives. It examined 

mobilization messages sent out from distinct GOTV campaigns to seven different 

demographic groups over the course of two years. Analysis of these messages helped 

reveal several unexpected linguistic patterns. First, mobilization groups did not adapt 
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their messages to the tastes of specific audience groups. Instead, mobilization 

characteristics emerged which included a balanced emotional tone, a focus on social 

needs, choice of metaphor as a primary language strategy, and certainty when depicting 

social and political issues. Further investigation revealed that mobilizers both selected 

and structured in the same manner four distinct emotional appeal types regardless the 

audience being addressed. Most surprisingly were the results that showed that 

mobilization messages contained very few requests for action from the audience. The 

GOTV efforts that fell outside the bounds of some of the above linguistic and emotional 

appeals were campaigns targeted toward youth. While youth-oriented campaigns shared 

the aims of other mobilization groups, the construction of their messages appeared to be 

shaped by the nature of the relationship between the mobilizer and the audience in a 

manner distinct from other mobilization campaigns. Each of these findings and their 

implications for future language-based as well as effects-oriented GOTV studies is 

detailed in  the dissertation, whose primary goal is to shift the scholarly trend of 

understanding mobilization from a strictly effects-based focus to include a spotlight on 

language.  
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Chapter 1 

Before Behavior: A Language-Based Study of Voter Mobilization 

Let people know where you stand and what you think. Make some noise. Freedom of 

expression is your right. If you’ve got knowledge, spread the word. Educate others. Use 

your voice to make your opinions known and inspire others to act. Your Voice is Power. 

Rock the Vote. 

— Rock the Vote (2002) 

INTRODUCTION: PERCEPTIONS OF POLITICAL MOBILIZATION  

In 1990, Virgin Records co-chairman Jeff Ayeroff  and Tipper Gore, head of the 

Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC), fought on opposing sides of a lyrical battle. 

Gore had appeared as part of the PMRC before a Senate subcommittee to lay out the 

dangers of obscene and violent music lyrics for the youth of America. Her group argued 

that to fight the impact of this dangerous language, record companies should voluntarily 

place descriptive labels on albums whose lyrics had explicit sexual or violent content 

(Street, 2002). Ayeroff viewed these regulations as a form of censorship with the 

potential to drive down record sales (Dowd, 2000). He fought back by organizing what 

has become one of the most well-known voter mobilization groups to date: Rock the 

Vote. 

Ayeroff and other recording industry members established Rock the Vote as a 

non-profit organization, which in turn received generous financial and popular support 

from the major record firms (Dowd, 2000). In the beginning, the group waged its war on 

two fronts: the fight against music censorship and the mobilization and voter registration 
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of 18 to 24 year olds, who are the most likely to be impacted by a change in music 

regulations (Rock the Vote, 2005). The group’s public service announcements (PSAs) 

originally emphasized First Amendment issues with slogans such as “Censorship is Un-

American,” but grew in public visibility with its televised voter registration campaigns. 

The most famous Rock the Vote advertisement, arguably one the most famous voter 

registration PSAs of all time, aired on MTV and featured Madonna wearing nothing more 

than an American flag while taunting, “If you don’t vote, you’re going to get a spankie” 

(Freie, 1997). 

Such provocative media displays during that 1992 election period gave the Rock 

the Vote campaign unprecedented popular visibility for a nonpartisan mobilization group. 

Many extolled the virtues of this organization for its success in registering an estimated 

750,000 new young voters (Rock the Vote, 1996). More than 11 million voted during 

their first campaign drive—a 7% increase over 1988 (Jaegger, 1993). Consequently, 

newly-elected president Bill Clinton and numerous other political advocates repetitively 

gave pubic praise of their efforts (Dowd, 2000). It is just this type of attention that leads 

many to equate Rock the Vote with mobilization efforts in general (Cloonan and Street, 

1998; Huffmon and Gentry, 2003; Tantraphol, 2004).  

But we know, of course, that the Rock the Vote campaign is not the only effort 

attempting to mobilize inactive citizens in America. In fact, nonpartisan mobilization 

campaigns are pervasive in modern politics. Today, numerous special-interest and 

nonpartisan groups sponsor political mobilization campaigns. Like the Rock the Vote 

campaign that organized around the 18 to 24 year old age group, most efforts tend to 

target particular demographic groups: the American Association of Retired Persons 

(AARP), League of United Latin American Citizens, National Council of La Raza, 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), The Seniors 
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Coalition (TSC), the Christian Coalition, The National Organization for Women (NOW), 

and Black Civic Participation, to name a few.  

Each of these groups is part of the GOTV mobilization force that operates 

aggressively in America today. Each of these groups works to mobilize inactive voters, to 

become participating members of the body politic. And while each of these groups is 

steeped in differences, all share the same central goal—to mobilize. Mobilization 

campaigns function to: 1) motivate citizens to register, 2) urge delinquent voter 

participation, 3) remind more consistent voters of upcoming electoral dates, or 4) serve 

the partisan function of persuading the undecided voter to vote for or against a candidate 

or ballot measure (Cavanagh, 1987; Jackson, 1995; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993).  

Much scholarly attention has been given to voter mobilization efforts due to their 

prominence on the political landscape. These studies focus on the ultimate effect of 

mobilization: behavior (Gerber and Green, 2000a) or how message delivery methods 

impact turnout differences (Gerber and Green, 2000b, 2001; Sawyer and Gastil, 2001). 

Because GOTV aims to impact the actions of its audiences, such behavior-

focused studies make sense. We should not, however, forget that mobilization campaigns 

are intended as persuasive rhetorical acts, and, as such, the way they employ language 

deserves just as much attention as any behavioral outcome.  

A Language-Centered Approach To Understanding Mobilization  

Any messaging device aimed at changing attitudes, opinions, or behavior is by 

definition, rhetorically designed. Mobilization campaigns, therefore, deserve to be 

studied for the communication phenomenon they are.  

What the present study aims to add to the mobilization research literature is an 

understanding of the linguistic choices made during mobilization drives. This study tries 

to shift the scholarly trend of understanding mobilization from a strictly effects-based 
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focus to include a spotlight on language. The primary goal of this project is to answer the 

following questions about the nature of mobilization language: 

• What is the nature of political mobilization messaging?  

• Do individual GOTV organizations differentiate their messages to target specific 

audiences?  

• Are there trends that cut across individual audience differences?  

It is the effort of this project, then, to turn the tide on understanding mobilization 

from solely an effects perspective. Instead of asking behavior questions (studies of what 

can BE), this study aims to understand the language of mobilization (what IS). 

UNPACKING MOBILIZATION DRIVES 

Voter research has categorized those demographic groups that are more or less 

likely to turn out on election day and has concluded that the majority of potential voters 

are not being mobilized (Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993) and that these potentially 

influential electors are overwhelmed by apathy (Bennett, 1986).  

Despite these obstacles (or, perhaps, because of them), voter mobilization drives 

have sprung up across the country in hopes of creating political participation. As these 

groups form and begin their work to prompt inactive citizens, they must counter specific 

challenges regarding individual investment and turnout likelihood.   

Hurdles For Political Mobilizers  

America’s relationship with participatory politics has always been a fickle one. 

Citizens have not always been interested in the daily happenings of political life (Bennett, 

1986) but have certainly been made to care more as this country has been attacked by 

terrorists, waged wars in foreign countries, and been impacted at an economic level 

(Prior, 2002). In fact, general interest in politics today is up among many demographic 
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groups (Engle, 2003; Prior). The challenge faced by mobilization efforts is how to 

convert that interest into action.  

A Brief History of Investment and Turnout 

In the first five presidential elections, only four to six percent of eligible voters 

exercised their right to cast a ballot. In the Jacksonian Era, participation increased to only 

twenty-seven percent in 1824 when John Quincy Adams won the presidency, and 

Andrew Jackson’s 1828 election included just fifty-seven percent of eligible voters 

(Altschuler and Blumin, 2002). Yet turnout rose to eighty percent in 1840 when William 

Henry Harrison took the seat from President Martin Van Buren. Political participation 

actually peaked back in 1900 when almost eighty-seven percent of eligible citizens 

participated in the presidential election. This increase in participatory involvement was 

not to last, however, as turnout waxed and waned. A trend is difficult to find for the 

twentieth century. Voter participation was exceptionally low in 1920, 1924, 1948, and 

1996, but exceptionally high in 1952 and 1960 (Bennett, 2002). Little has changed in the 

current century – voters have yet to set a firm course for turnout.  

Events surrounding the 2000 presidential election drove up turnout for that 

election (Clinton and Lapinski, 2004) and some hoped that this would mark a trend in 

increased participation for subsequent elections (Green, 2004). Voter turnout did increase 

modestly in the 2002 mid-term election; the Center for Voting and Democracy (Gans, 

2002) reports that an estimated 78.7 million citizens cast their ballots. Overall voter 

turnout for this election increased to over thirty-nine percent of the voting population. 

While seemingly low, this number actually marks an increase in midterm election cycle 

turnout. According to Gans, thirty of fifty states has higher voter turnouts in 2002 than 

they did in the 1998 elections. It would be nice to be able to say that with the modest 
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turnout increases in both 2000 and 2002 that the nation had turned the corner on 

participation, but the facts suggest otherwise. 

Turnout has, indeed, risen 1.7 percentage points since the midterm elections of 

1998; and the state of Florida did set a record high in turnout for 2002. On the other hand, 

seven states set record lows for that same year (Gans, 2002). As mobilizers bask in the 

glory of the 78.7 million that went to the polls, they still focus on the 121 million eligible 

voters who sat at home and the fact that turnout is still 20 percent lower than it was in the 

1960s (Gans). Despite a surge in voter registration in the 1990s (fueled by Motor Voter 

laws), turnout is not rising in record numbers.  

In recent elections, forty-nine percent of young people between the ages of 15 and 

25 do not believe that voting is important (Merritt, 2002). Turnout, according to some 

sources, has dropped from fifty-six percent of those eligible in 1972 to only thirty-six 

percent in 1988 (Eval, 2000). Less than one-third of those 18 to 24 voted in the 1996 U.S. 

presidential election and only 15 percent voted in the 1998 congressional elections (Eval, 

2000). In the 1998 election, 72.4 million citizens voted and 115.5 million eligible voters 

did not – the lowest since 1942, when millions of Americans were overseas fighting in 

World War II. Conversely, in the 2004 election where George Bush and John Kerry 

fought for the White House, the turnout rate among voting eligible citizens reached 

60.3% (McDonald, 2005). Despite the recent turnout increases, we must remind 

ourselves that over sixty percent of the electorate in the mid-term elections, and forty 

percent of American citizens during Presidential elections, simply did nothing. The trend 

that we can recognize in American voter turnout is that it has and does continue to 

fluctuate. Over the last 30 years it has shown not clear path and while we see number in  

recent elections that are higher than in the 1970s and 1980s, there is no data to suggest 

that this trend will continue.  Needless to say, a turnout rate of about 61% in 2004 implies 
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two things: first, there is room for improvement, and, second, that mobilization (which is 

likely responsible for some of that increase) will continue to be a goal of candidates, 

parties, and nonpartisan GOTV campaigns.  

If mobilizers are to shape, rather than just watch such trends, they must examine 

what does and does not marshal participation. They must reflect upon the variables 

affecting turnout (what steps have been taken and why have they failed?), variables 

affecting investment (what feeds disconnectedness?), and the mobilization process (why, 

for all of the millions of dollars spent each year on get-out-the-vote campaigns, have 

mobilization messages had only limited success?).  

Variables Affecting Turnout 

Abraham Lincoln proclaimed that the United States government was founded on 

the ideals of democratic participation, “of the people, by the people, and for the people” 

(Lincoln, 1863). Yet in the last two and a half centuries the nation has clearly failed to 

perfect a voting paradigm whereby the “people” are actively engaged in political life. 

That being said, these failures are not from lack of effort. A number of mobilization 

paradigms have been extended that attempt to inspire participation by targeting variables 

that affect turnout.  

Extending suffrage was the first publicly enacted voter paradigm to pave a path 

toward a universal embrace of the democratic ideal. Suffrage did not come in one 

sweeping wave where all citizens were given the right of participation; instead, four 

social battles for the expansion of suffrage mark its tattered progress (Keyssar, 2000; 

Kousser, 1999; Kornbluh 2000), including: the elimination of property tests, the Fifteenth 

Amendment ratified in 1870 (which removed restrictions based on “race, color, or 

previous condition of servitude”), the Nineteenth Amendment ratified in 1920 (a change 
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that allowed women to vote and doubled the number of qualified voters in the United 

States), and the Twenty-sixth Amendment (which lowered the voting age to eighteen).  

Suffrage expansion was an important step toward the democratic ideal. Still, 

simply granting voters permission to vote did not necessarily engage them (The 

Sentencing Project, 1998). Those not already interested in the political process were 

given no added impetus to walk through a now-open door. New laws did little to connect 

uninterested, apathetic people to the political process.  

Subsequently, alternative mobilization paradigms emerged that attempted to ease 

the electorate into their participative roles. New voter registration strategies have 

attempted to simplify the political process by reducing the obstacles of time and energy. 

For decades, voters were unable to participate because of the time-consuming and 

inconvenient registration processes required by almost every state. Regardless of its 

benefits (prevention of fraud, check of qualifications), registration procedures severely 

limited turnout until the passage of the 1993 National Voter Registration Act (NVRA), 

which requires states to provide: 

- "Motor Voter" Registration (voter registration simultaneous with motor vehicle 

driver's license application or renewal), 

- Agency-based Voter Registration (voter registration must be offered to each 

applicant for services, service renewal or address change through all offices that 

provide public assistance and all offices that provide state-funded programs 

primarily engaged in providing services to persons with disabilities; applicants 

must be provided with a voter registration form, a declination form, assistance in 

completing the forms and forwarding the completed applications to the 

appropriate state official), and  



 9 

- Mail-in Voter Registration (voter registration must be accepted by mail-in forms 

developed by each state and the Federal Election Commission).  

Ease of registration, while helpful and appreciated, resulted in only a temporary 

surge in registration in the late 1990’s and no discernible or consistent increases in 

turnout (Traugott, 2000).  

Private groups, which saw themselves as disenfranchised, offered up yet another 

response to the country’s participatory woes. Socio-political movements were formed as 

structured (or semi-structured) groups, which recognized that their voices were not being 

heard. These groups organized for two reasons: either to overcome obstacles to voter 

access or to gain greater political representation. Their history in the U.S. has been 

episodic, with groups forming during specific periods and disbanding during others. In 

order to gain and maintain members, most such groups attempted to provide direct 

services and/or access to political benefits such as increased budgetary support or 

legislative special treatment for members or protection from domestic or foreign 

competition. Socio-political movements were typically organized around either 

demographic clusters or issue-positions: education (Delpit, 1988; Sleeter, 1996; 

Williams, 1989), children’s rights (Imig 1996; Skocpol and Dickert 1999; Steiner 1976), 

women’s rights (Markoff, 1996; Mccammon, 2003; Love, 2002), labor (Fuoss, 1997; 

Johnston, 2000), racial politics (Markoff, 1996; Barlow, 1991), youth (Becker, 2002; 

Giroux, 1996; Harden, 2002; Van Benschoten, 2000), among other issue-specific 

organizations (Andrews, 2001; Gordon and Rosenblum, 2001).  

Given that these socio-political movements were not elite-based, it would seem 

that they would be well-suited to inspiring involvement. After all, these groups were 

quite literally “of the people, by the people, and for the people.” Nevertheless, these 

groups tended to be short-sighted, focusing on a limited set of goals, after which they 
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often dissolved (Fuoss, 1997; Giroux, 1996). Consequently, long-term voting patterns 

were rarely affected through the social movements paradigm.   

Each of the above approaches has been attempted without the long-term success 

that mobilizers and electoral reformists hoped to see (Radcliff, 1994; Traugott, 2000). 

Pragmatists might say that these paradigms did not work because they failed to address 

individual needs. Radcliff (1994) argues to the contrary. He suggests that self-interest 

causes individuals to participate when they feel the effect of an economic downturn. 

Certainly, the attendant implications are impractical. Mobilizers cannot (would not) hope 

for economic devastation with the potential side-effect of greater turnout. Likewise, it is 

not realistic for mobilizers to pay voters on a grand-scale to participate.  

Each of these approaches has innate shortcomings. Each addresses variables 

affecting turnout without addressing citizen investment in the political process. Each 

approach has the potential to facilitate participation, but each has severe limitations. 

Broadly speaking, each fails to concern itself with citizen investment. How and why 

citizens are invested in political life – or what limits their investment, is therefore of great 

concern to mobilizers.  

Variables Affecting Investment 

Citizen investment is a difficult concept to understand and measure. Citizens 

invest in politics when they take the time and are willing to participate as well as follow 

political matters (Luskin, 1998). On an optimistic note, what mobilizers know about 

investment and participation is increasing every day (Bennett and Bennett, 1989; Galston, 

2001; Mann, 1999). Scholarship has identified several key determinants of political 

disconnectedness, including diminished party identification (Campbell, Converse, Miller, 

and Stokes, 1960; Holbrook, 1996), election laws – from campaign spending directives to 

polling hours (Lijphart, 1990; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993), negative attitudes toward 
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politics and politicians (Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944), diminished levels of 

group membership (Campbell et al., 1960; Verba, Nie, and Petrocik, 1976; Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone, 1980), and low political sophistication (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; 

Luskin, 1998). For a number of reasons, accordingly, disconnected citizens are less likely 

to participate in voting and even less likely to engage in rallies, town meetings, 

contacting representatives, or initiating political propositions. Such persons, as a result, 

are the most common recipients of mobilization messages.  

Advocating Turnout: Mobilization Campaigns 

GOTV efforts are public campaigns designed to encourage disconnected, inactive 

citizens to participate in democratic due process. While mobilization in general operates 

to 1) motivate citizens to register, 2) urge delinquent voters’ participation, 3) remind 

more consistent voters of upcoming electoral dates, or 4) serve the partisan function of 

persuading the undecided voter to vote for or against a candidate or ballot measure 

(Cavanagh, 1987; Jackson, 1995; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993), nonpartisan GOTV 

focuses on the first two of these goals.  

Popular interest in nonpartisan GOTV efforts first derived from the publicity 

achieved during Rock the Vote’s voter mobilization campaign of the early 1990s. What 

was once thought to be the exclusive domain of the parties and candidates became a 

thriving and highly visible public and private endeavor as well. Today, numerous 

nonpartisan groups sponsor GOTV campaigns. For some of these groups, GOTV 

activities are only part of their foci. Such groups include (See Table 1.1): 

Table 1.1: Organizations with GOTV activities (and associated websites)  

Alliance for Retired Americans www.retiredamericans.org 

American Association of Retired Persons (AARP)   www.aarp.org 
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American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)   www.aclu.org 

Christian Coalition   www.cc.org 

Interfaith Alliance www.interfaithalliance.org 

League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) www.lulac.org 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP)   

www.naacp.org 

National Council of La Raza www.nclr.org 

National Organization for Women (NOW)   www.now.org  

People for the American Way (PFAW)   www.pfaw.org 

The Seniors Coalition (TSC)  www.senior.org 

Other groups exist for the sole purpose of increasing political participation (See Table 

1.2): 

Table 1.2: GOTV campaigns (and associated websites)  

Black Civic Participation   www.bigvote.org 

Latino Vote.Com   www.latinovote.com 

League of Women Voters (LOWV) www.lwv.org 

Official Rock the Vote www.rockthevote.org 

Project Vote!   www.projectvote.org 

Rock the Vote (Unofficial website)  http://projects.edtech.sandi.net/lewis/rock/ 

Youth Vote www.youthvote.org 
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Each group’s mobilization efforts aim to rally voters but if such campaigns were 

always effective, we would not be left with a low voter turnout or unanswered questions 

about how messages actually mobilize voters. And so we turn to our broad question: Do 

mobilization campaigns have effects? 

Mobilization Campaign Effects  

If we were to reflect solely upon turnout statistics, it would be difficult to see the 

impact of GOTV. But the story is not that simple. Many campaigns are having success. 

One can easily be encouraged, for example, by the gains of Latino Vote.com. Through 

their communication and education strategies, this group helped increase Latino turnout 

by 5% following their initial 1998 “Latino Vote USA” drive (Chavez, 2000). Similarly, 

the League of Women Voters (LOWV) has worked tirelessly for decades to help female 

voters find and embrace their internal Good Citizen. During each election, their members 

have been activated to promote or stop legislation, support or oppose candidates. In 1992 

the League reported the end of a 20-year decline in women’s voter participation (League 

of Women Voters, 2003). 

But what often makes political observers stand up and take notice is not the 

individual effects of one GOTV campaign but the combined effects of several 

mobilization efforts on specific races or legislation. Florida’s 2002 gubernatorial race 

between Democrat Bill McBride and Republican incumbent Governor Jeb Bush, for 

instance, had record high turnout credited to grassroots mobilizing and get-out-the vote 

activity from both parties and nonpartisan organizations (Gans, 2002). According to the 

Committee for the Study of the American Electorate (CSAE), turnout was up in thirty-

one states, with the greatest increases coming in Tennessee (up 15%), New Hampshire 

(12.1%), South Dakota (12%), and Louisiana (8%). CSAE attributed increases in these 
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states, in part, to the allocation of resources toward party and nonpartisan, grass-roots 

GOTV campaigns versus resources devoted in prior elections (USAVoteNet, 2002).  

The Center for Voting and Democracy (CVD) monitors such trends and notes that 

turnout increases, specifically in the 2002 elections, occurred in states where the 

candidates, parties, or nonpartisan interest groups put unprecedented monetary and 

manpower resources into mobilization campaigns (Center for Voting and Democracy, 

2003). Surely not every campaign has monumental financing or staff resources but it is 

clear from these reports that grassroots GOTV efforts can be successful.  

While some campaigns are having considerable success, others are having partial 

success at best. Rock the Vote, for example, has received more popular press than most 

other campaigns – combined – but has garnered less actual political participation (Dowd, 

2000). Press releases from Rock the Vote made a great deal of noise about strides toward 

good citizenship. On the other hand, independent sources have argued that:  

…the organization is a complete failure at its mission. Rock the Vote's 1996 
registration drive netted only a little more than 500,000 new registrants--at a cost 
of ten times what the League of Women Voters spends per registration. 
According to the Committee for the Study of the American Electorate, youth 
voter turnout in 1996 fell to below 30 percent, making it the worst year ever for 
young voters. (Glass, 1997, p. 16) 

Their effort was more successful in registering young voters than in getting them 

to the polls. Rock the Vote registered young voters everywhere from campuses to concert 

venues (DiMartino, 1991; Nunziata, 1992; Weinstein, 1992). Their effort was responsible 

for registering more than 750,000 new voters for the 1992 election (Jaegger, 1993). 

Registration, however, does not equal votes. Eighteen to twenty-four year olds still 

represent the low end of political participation (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). Over the past 

thirty years, voter turnout for young people between the ages of 18 and 24 has declined 
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by approximately one-third, with a minor escalation in 1992 where just over 40% of 

registered youth voters made it to the polls (Barton, 2004). 

What we learn from these examples is that many individual campaigns – and even 

combined efforts –have had some success with portions of the population but they are not 

making significant changes in overall voting trends. Consequently, researchers must ask:  

what makes some mobilization efforts successful while others are missing their mark?  

POLITICAL MOBILIZATION MESSAGES: HOW PAST RESEARCH GUIDES US 

Many partisan and nonpartisan organizations aim to get-out-the-vote. And while it 

would seem that considerable research would have already been done on persuasive 

efforts aimed at engaging the electorate, mobilization research has a notably sparse 

history. It can be divided along two theoretical lines: survey research and experimental 

design.  

Early Partisan Mobilization Research: What We Know From Surveys  

Initial investigations into mobilization were partisan based. The largest portion of 

this research used surveys to examine the factors that influenced turnout. These studies 

did not center on the mobilization campaigns themselves. Instead, they asked questions 

about what influenced the decision to vote, which resulted in a greater understanding of 

voter mobilization especially from parties and candidates.  

Paul Lazarsfeld, Bernard Berelson, and Hazel Gaudet’s (1968) seminal Erie 

County study, The People’s Choice, found that “parties developed and distributed 

information about their and their candidates’ policy positions, and made that information 

available to citizens, but voters had the principle responsibility for exposing themselves 

to it” (p. 87-88). These researchers also were among the first to argue for the effects of 

contacts among personal friends on vote choice. This meant that conversations on poker 
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night were as influential as direct persuasive tactics from party affiliates. Influence of the 

party, nonetheless, was at the heart of their conclusions and their work continues to frame 

modern mobilization effects research. 

Berelson, Lazarsfeld and William McPhee (1954), in the next noteworthy study, 

further substantiated the impact of personal contact on turnout and party importance in 

the formation of individual political opinions and behaviors. Their research encouraged 

political behaviorists to consider both partisan and nonpartisan influences on vote 

decisions. Secondarily, their research made note of difficulties in mobilizing “problem 

voters” (p. 172), those who needed extra stimulation to vote (e.g., the disabled, illiterate). 

To mobilize such persons, parties were advised to create local sources of leadership and 

to target those with a propensity to vote rather than those with no participation history. 

Ultimately, Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee added to the discipline by characterizing 

mobilization as partisan efforts bolstered by interpersonal contact. 

By the 1950s, a small number of organizations had been established whose 

purpose was to conduct large-scale investigations of political influences including 

investigations of mobilizing influences. The most longstanding and influential of these, 

the National Election Studies (NES), began operation in 1952 as a collection house for 

data regarding electoral behavior and has been readily used for several significant studies 

of mobilization (for example, see Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993). The NES now holds the 

country’s largest archives of national election survey research (NES, 2003).  

Early Partisan Mobilization Research: What We Know From Experiments  

Experimental research has constituted much of the remaining early research into 

mobilization. It, too, has examined the effects of various mobilization strategies but has, 

conversely, tested select, typically nonpartisan, persuasion variables. Experimental 

studies, for example, concentrate on message elements. The earliest of these studies 
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appears to be Gosnell’s Getting Out The Vote (1927) experiment in Chicago, which 

examined the effect of nonpartisan postal messages on registration and subsequent 

turnout.  

In the 1920’s Gosnell became fascinated with the tactics of party member 

mobilizers in the Chicago area. He began a series of experiments to test the effectiveness 

of their techniques to register and get particular neighborhoods mobilized. Gosenell’s 

first experiment (1927) targeted a West Chicago neighborhood using three different 

messages and found that those who received the mobilization materials registered at 

substantially higher rates than those who did not. His second experiment (1926), this time 

using a visual rather than a textual image (specific to the political concerns of the city and 

the time), increased overall turnout for those who received the message and had strong 

effects for three particular demographics (new residents, higher social classes, and the 

illiterate).  

Gosnell’s (1948) later research veered away from overall mobilization effects to 

the specific impact of contact method, media, and appeal types. This research direction, 

while far more party-centered, pointed to the role of emotion – distress – in the 

mobilization process. Gosnell writes, “The arguments presented by the party workers in 

going from house to house are not always highly rational. Some party workers appeal for 

votes, not on the basis of the merits of their party candidates, but on the basis of 

sympathy for themselves or the potential services which their party may render locally” 

(p. 280). 

Emotion also played a role in Samuel Eldersveld and Richard Dodge’s (1954) 

experiment where two contact methods (in-person or multiple mailings) were used to 

influence participants who fell into two groups: either indifferent or hostile toward a 

proposed local legislation. Eldersveld and Dodge reported that all participants in the 
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study, regardless of contact method or feelings toward the legislation, had higher 

registration and turnout and higher reported support for the legislation than those who 

were not contacted. While some question the statistical validity of this study (Gerber and 

Green, 2000a) due to its low number of participants, the research is part of our earliest 

indication that mobilization does impact its audiences.  

Modern Research: Changing How Mobilization Can Be Understood  

Researchers have not varied significantly in their methods for studying political 

mobilization. Survey and experimental research continue to dominate the landscape of 

modern studies. And, again, these studies are propelled by a curiosity about campaign 

effects. Can a mobilization campaign effectively move potential electors from their 

couches to the ballot box? Do alterations in how the campaign is delivered change 

success rates?  

In a large-scale voter mobilization study, Yale University professors Donald 

Green and Alan Gerber (2000a, 2000b, 2001), working with the Pew Charitable Trusts, 

examined both the general effects of mobilization efforts on voter turnout and 

differentiated between mobilization message delivery methods. Their work established 

that nonpartisan mobilization campaigns can have an impact on turnout, probably 

increasing the average voter’s odds of voting by up to 10%. Differences were found 

between to-the-door (person-to-person) delivery versus leafleting, with door-to-door 

delivery producing greater turnout than leafleting. In regard to the one audience that was 

considered difficult to mobilize – youth: “What we found,” Green says, “is that the old-

fashioned voter mobilization drive has a dramatic effect on voter turnout. This refutes the 

pessimistic view that nothing can be done to raise the low turnout levels of young voters, 

a view that often causes political campaigns to focus their mobilization efforts on other 

groups” (Baker, 2001, p. 1). 
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Most subsequent large-scale studies of mobilization campaigns have focused on 

overall effects (did exposure work or not?) and differences produced by delivery method 

rather than messages themselves (let alone the emotional frame of the message). Some 

smaller studies, however, have reinforced the Yale findings while also adding to our 

understanding of how mobilization messages themselves operate. Sawyer and Gastil’s 

(2003) mobilization experiments used actual registered, inactive voters and resulted in a 

12% increase in voter turnout for those who received any of the three nonpartisan 

messages. Sawyer and Gastil used only leafletting methods but found a hierarchy within 

the leafletting category. Their research indicated that messages sent to infrequent voters 

increased overall turnout, regardless of delivery method, by 5%. When the respective 

samples were pared down to just those households that had messages hung on the door 

(versus on fences, entry-ways, or through the mail) the difference in turnout rates more 

than doubled, rising to 12%. Where Sawyer and Gastil significantly diverged from 

previous research was in their attention to the message frame.  

Sawyer and Gastil (2003) divided messages into rational and emotional appeals. 

This division was inspired by Petty and Cacioppo’s (1981) description of message 

processing in their Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM). In this model, message 

recipients are said to seek one of two processing routes – emotional or rational. Sawyer 

and Gastil considered the message itself the most important variable in the mobilization 

process – separate from individual or campaign influences. Similar to Gosnell’s (1948) 

early work, this was a study of message appeals. The authors did not find significant 

differences between groups of emotional appeals and rational appeals; instead, their work 

established effects for individual messages (the most significant of which was found in 

post hoc analyses that combined issue- and negative-emotion appeals). Their work does, 
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however, suggest that understanding how messages operate must include careful attention 

to the language construction and emotional appeals of the messages themselves.  

Mobilization messages can result in turnout only if the message is received and 

processed. Without attention being given to the message, it can have no effect regardless 

of its promising content. Yet simple receipt of a message is not enough to ensure success. 

These past studies help inspire the current study by showing us that while their purpose 

was not on the mobilization message itself, more attention should and must be given to 

mobilization messaging, specifically the linguistic choices and emotional thrust of the 

GOTV campaign.  

POLITICAL MOBILIZATION AS INFLUENCE: LINGUISTIC AND EMOTIONAL APPEALS 

Simons (1976) defines persuasion as “human communication designed to 

influence others by modifying their beliefs, values, and attitudes” (p. 21). Mobilization 

efforts would, seemingly, have persuasion as their top priority. Before proceeding, it is 

important to clarify what GOTV attempts to do so that we can direct research aimed at 

understanding how this is accomplished. Kelton Rhoads (2002) delineates between three 

concepts often associated with mobilization efforts: influence, persuasion, and 

compliance. “Influence is the power to cause human change—whether that change is a 

behavior, an attitude, or a belief. Inducing a change in attitude is called persuasion. 

Inducing a change in behavior is called compliance” (2002). His definition offers a useful 

model for understanding how these concepts interrelate and how they will be applied in 

the present study.  

Persuasion, influence, and compliance-gaining literature differentiate between 

several specific theoretical understandings of how persuasion takes effect. For example, 

Kenrick and Gutierres (1980) believe that audiences contextualize past experiences so 

that a particular behavior appears desirable – or undesirable – as the case may be.  
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Research by Festinger, Riecken, and Schacheter (1956), examined the effect of motives 

on long term attitude formation. Similarly, researchers have begun to investigate the 

persuasive effect of goal orientation on message senders’ ability to modify behaviors and 

attitudes (Middleton and Midgley, 1997). Perloff and Brock (1980) emphasize the point 

that people are totally involved, and hence aware, as others attempt to change their 

feelings or behaviors: 

. . . individuals are active participants in the persuasive process who attempt to 
relate message elements to their existing repertoires of information. In doing so, 
these individuals may consider materials not actually contained in the persuasive 
messages. (p. 69) 

 Regardless of its model, it is clear that mobilization attempts to influence its 

audiences. Whether or not these efforts work to change attitudes or induce behaviors 

must be determined through careful investigation. How mobilization campaigns can 

accomplish any of these goals is through the careful choice of language, linguistic form, 

and the application of emotional appeals.  

Language Choices, Influence, and Politics  

Public appeals are a powerful resource of influence for negotiating relationships 

between audiences and political actors (McCormick, 2003). The choice of words, phrases 

and figurative speech determine how influential a message will be with its audience. For 

this reason, communication scholars have long worked to understand which choices are 

made within particular speech genres and the motivation for those choices (Ede, 1982). 

Rhetorical analyses of language choices are a prominent tool for understanding influence; 

for example: the rhetoric of fear appeals to negotiate interactional problems within 

religious fundamentalist groups (Yair and Mor, 2003), how rhetorical choices inspire 

nonviolent reactions (Gorsevski, 1999), or how word choice results in perceived power or 

powerlessness (Sparks, Areni, and Cox, 1998).  
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Likewise, GOTV message creation is an integral step in campaign design and 

audience influence. It is crucial that the appeal be designed so that voters are able to 

attend to the message. First, the message must stand out among other communications 

aimed at the electorate. Messages are often lost in the cacophony of campaign-specific 

information (Chen, 1992; Dickson, 1992; Glass, 1997). This means that a mobilization 

message must be quickly processed and rhetorically resonant with its audience. To reach 

infrequent and non-voter audiences, mobilization efforts have characteristically used 

linguistic devices designed to ensure attention and retention.  

Among the language strategies that appear to recur most frequently within 

political mobilization are five devices that are well-known to rhetoricians, linguists, and 

psychologists alike. These language strategies include irony (Burke, 1945; Kövecses, 

2000), metaphor (Eble, 1996; Croft, 2002), in-group language (Burgchardt, 1995, Hart, 

1997), narrative (Rymes, 1996; Skliopidou. 2002), and name-calling (Inch and Warnick, 

1998).  

These strategies form a basis for the reading of a text to understand its linguistic 

foundations. Irony is a linguistic tactic carefully selected by the rhetor, which lets the 

audience know that familiar illusions are not true (Kövecses, 2000) or that distance from 

them is makes the images more powerful (Kimmel, 2001). Metaphor does not distance 

the audience from ideas but instead draws clarifies complex concepts, breaks them down 

into simple and universal images (Jakobson, 1960). When word selection becomes 

central to one group then it transfers into what we label “in-group language” (Burgchardt, 

1995, Hart, 1997). Like other language strategies, this choice is an indication of rhetorical 

trends. Significant use distances a user from outsiders while less usage is more inviting 

(Croft, 2002). The next strategy, narrative (Rymes, 1996; Skliopidou. 2002), works to 

create a sense of story, characters, and themes. It is the telling of plot driven accounts to 
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help involve listeners while guiding them. Conversely, name-calling, the final strategy is 

a method of verbal aggression (Sproule, 1997) that serves to distance groups from one 

another. Like each of the strategies above, it is telling about either the inclusive or 

exclusive nature of the message and message maker.  

A casual reading of mobilization campaign literature might suggest that choice of 

any of the above language strategies differs greatly for each audience (Glass, 1997; 

League of Woman Voters, 1999; NeoPolitique, 1999; Senior Voters Dot Com, 1999). 

Whereas The Seniors Coalition (TSC) talks of long chats with its membership in 

picturesque settings, efforts targeted at Latino audiences include forceful diatribes and 

veiled threats that chastise the audience for socially unacceptable behavior (Latino Vote. 

Com, 2002). 

But how are these differences perceived by the casual observer? Only a more 

rigorous analysis can be sure. Similarly, it is only a deeper reading of these messages that 

can clarify the use and choice of emotional appeals.  

Emotion, Influence, and Politics  

Rolls (1995) defines emotions as “states produced by instrumental conditioning 

stimuli” (p. 1091). This broad definition works in the analysis of mobilization where 

appeals operate as conditioning stimuli. Emotion may be at the top of a long list of terms 

that have been over-defined.  Examinations of emotions have provided us with several, 

conceptualizations, including the following: 

- “To be an emotion, feelings must signify the results of an appraisal of 

some kind.” (Ortony and Clore, 1989, p. 185) 

- “The best heuristic for defining emotion is by distinguishing it from the 

highly related and interacting process of cognition.” (Zajonic, 1998, p. 

591) 
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- “Different combinations of motivational states and situational factors 

present different  circumstances, which then, in turn, elicit different 

interpretations (cognition) that produce an appropriate emotion 

(cognitively triggered affect).” (Marcus, 1988, p. 739) 

- “(C)urrent neuropsychology (explains) that the human brain’s limbic 

system has two subsystems, each of which generates distinctive emotional 

responses.” (Marcus and Mackuen, 1993, p.673, Neuman, MacKuen, 

Marcus, and Miller, 1997) 

How emotion is studied varies with discipline and intent. The purpose of some 

research, for example, is to understand which emotional appeals are used during 

mobilization and who is being targeted. A case in point: a person interested in the 

psychological make-up of a clinically depressed person would certainly investigate 

emotion quite differently  than would a marketing executive hoping to connect consumers 

to the newest cola. We see here the difference between intrapersonal (the former 

example) and interpersonal /mass appeal emotional studies (the latter) - an important 

theoretical and practical distinction. 

Intrapersonal studies of emotion fall under the headings of psychology, 

psychiatry, counseling, and biology. While disparate in focus, these studies agree on one 

thing: “it can be readily argued that of all major psychological processes, emotions are of 

prime importance. For a world bereft of emotions cannot exist or be imagined” (Zajonc, 

1998, p. 591). Emotion, according to intrapersonal scholars, guides behavior. For the 

layperson, studies of intrapersonal emotion are most commonly linked to Freud and 

Erikson. A focus on emotional antecedents, however (e.g., behavioral forces such as 

pleasure and pain), can also be traced back to rhetoricians Plato and Socrates (for a 

historical review, see: Zajonc). Over the years, studies of intrapersonal emotional states 
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developed into a richer investigation of emotional processes. What we have come to 

know from modern intrapersonal studies of emotion is that: 

- emotion and cognition differ (Clore, 1994; Edwards and Von Hippel, 

1995; Hoffman, 1986) 

- emotion is associated with neural structures (Beeman, Ortony, and Monti, 

1995; Gray, 1987, Rolls, 1995, 1999, 2003) 

- emotion conflates personality traits and states (Pervin, 1993) 

- individuals can suffer from emotional disorders (for a review see Beck, 

1976) 

- functional studies of emotion inquire into how emotion operates as a 

mediating variable between circumstances and their effects (Pryor, 

Reeder, and Vinacco, 1989; Shavitt, 1989) 

- structural studies ask what outcomes result from emotional states 

(McCarthy, Lambert, and Brak, 1997; Reisenzein and Hofmann, 1993) 

In short, significant strides have been made since the time of Freud and Erikson. 

They have given us considerable insight into how emotion operates internally and how it 

produces its external effects. Intrapersonal communication is, nevertheless, just one 

aspect of emotion research. 

The above studies of emotion do not readily explain how emotion operates to 

influence others, a crucial element in mobilization. Interpersonal studies and mass appeal 

studies, in contrast, examine the communication of emotion from one (or many) to an 

audience. It may be surprising to learn that several valuable insights into emotion have 

come from work in linguistics, conversational analysis, ethnomethodology, 

sociolinguistics, anthropological linguistics, communication, advertising, interpersonal 

communication, philosophy and politics (see for literature overviews: Andersen and 
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Guerrero, 1998). Such studies cumulatively offer a deep understanding of how emotion 

serves to shape and guide behavior through the exchange of emotional information. 

Stimulus-Oriented Political Studies 

Scholarly research has begun to consider emotion as a political stimulus. 

Roseman, Abelson, and Ewing (1986) argue that emotional appeals exist apart from 

cognitive appeals in political communication and that they should be examined 

separately. Geuens and Pelsmacker (1999) argue that emotional stimuli have particular 

communicative effects that are filtered through individual differences. More specifically, 

Sawyer and Gastil (2003) actually differentiated emotional from cognitive appeals in 

mobilization messages. As discussed previously, the authors did not find significant 

differences between groups of  emotional appeals and rational appeals; instead, they 

found effects for individual messages. What the research did not determine was whether 

specific emotion types were employed during mobilization (e.g., fear, happiness, anger, 

pride). Sawyer and Turner (2003) examined different emotions and their impact on the 

connection between political intention and behavior. This study pointed to the influence 

of negative messages on altering the course from intention to behavior.  

Interestingly, these studies characterize emotion as the product of political events. 

Consider the following significant studies of emotion in politics: 

- Voter Preference And Emotion: Using Emotional Response To Classify 

Decided And Undecided Voters (Christ, 1985) 

- Viewers' Emotional And Cognitive Responses To Televised Images Of 

Political Leaders (Lanzetta, Sullivan, Masters, and McHugo, 1985) 

- The Structure Of Emotional Response: 1984 Presidential Candidates 

(Marcus, 1988) 
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- Anxiety, Enthusiasm, And The Vote: The Emotional Underpinnings Of 

Learning And Involvement During Presidential Campaigns (Marcus and 

MacKuen, 1993) 

- Nonverbal Behavior And Leadership: Emotion And Cognition In Political 

Attitudes (Masters and Sullivan, 1993). 

- Emotional Reactions To A Political Leader's Expressive Displays 

(McHugo, Lanzetta, Sullivan, Masters, and English, 1985). 

- “Happy Warriors”: Leaders’ Facial Displays, Viewers' Emotions, and 

Political Support (Sullivan and Masters, 1988). 

While much can be learned from these results, this study was neither an exclusive 

nor a comprehensive examination of mobilization messages and it left many questions 

unanswered: How are emotional appeals made? What language strategies characterize 

emotion in mobilization discourse? Does this emotion inspire optimism or pessimism? 

Have emotional stimuli been restricted to specific demographic groups? If so, which 

appeals have targeted which groups?  

Before attempting to answer these questions, it is important to stress that they 

indeed must be answered. Practical and strategic inadequacies exist in mobilization 

campaigns because neither campaign practitioners nor scholars have a thorough 

understanding of the persuasion process. One might assume, for example, that if earlier 

studies had changed their methods or their foci they could have been able to provide us 

with further insight into these processes. But they did not. Instead, research into 

mobilization indicates a distinct failure to understand the emotional undercurrent in 

messages. Literature aimed at uncovering the effects of mobilization messages implies, 

without explicitly stating, an important point: mobilization messages embrace an 
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emotional agenda. Without understanding that agenda, our understanding of mobilization 

efforts falls short. It is the purpose of my research to improve upon this situation.  

CONCLUSION 

The primary goal of this project is to perform an exhaustive audit of the linguistic 

choices and the emotional agenda undergirding political mobilization with the hope of 

understanding how political mobilization messages persuade demographically diverse 

citizens to engage in political activities. Knowing how these linguistic tools operate 

might allow campaign practitioners to use them wisely and to better understand their 

craft. Academics can also benefit from such research by being able to track message 

effects more precisely and, thus, to better understand emotion as a variable. Ultimately, 

understanding the emotional agenda will be an important step in forming good citizens. 
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Chapter 2 

Methods For Analyzing the Language of Voter Mobilization 

INTRODUCTION: LANGUAGE AND DEEDS IN POLITICS 

Language and emotion are part of the political landscape, part of what draws 

citizens into political participation—or, in the worst times, repels them. Language and 

emotion are also part of the fabric of mobilization appeals, a fact which compels us as 

researchers to understand as much as possible about the structure and effects of political 

mobilization messages.   

And so the present study adds its voice to the mix, asking a series of broad 

questions, including (as stated above): What is the nature of political mobilization 

messaging? Do individual GOTV organizations differentiate their messages to target 

specific audiences? Are there trends that cut across individual audience differences? To 

answer these questions and fill in the gaps from earlier research, the present study must 

be able to describe the rhetorical nature of political mobilization. 

Because this study is exploratory, no particular hypotheses are launched here.  

Instead, I analyze mobilization messaging to provide insight into the nature of these 

messages—at their earliest formative stages, i.e., before they are analyzed or interpreted 

in terms of behavioral outcomes. This approach involves comparing messages prepared 

by different mobilization campaigns aimed at distinct audiences in order to understand: 

the overall tone of mobilization messages, their use of figurative language strategies, 

which message recipient needs are targeted, how issues are depicted, and how 
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participation is rationalized. Moreover, in order to exclude any ambiguity in the 

description of emotional terms and language, emotional messages must also be analyzed 

systematically and objectively. 

ANALYZING MOBILIZATION LANGUAGE 

To do all of this, I collected and analyzed mobilization messages from a variety of 

mobilization campaigns. The following section describes the sample, the analytical 

procedure, and the individual steps taken.  

Demographic Groups 

Given the aims of the present study, it is important to examine mobilization 

messages that are targeted to a wide array of demographic groups. To study one group 

and then make claims about mobilization language as a universal rhetoric would be 

misleading. To better grasp the rhetorical tide that flows through mobilization language, 

it is important to sample from messages directed at numerous audience types.  

The study analyzes messages aimed at 17 individual mobilization groups (see 

Appendix A) representing seven demographic groups (African-Americans, Latinos, 

Seniors, Women, Youth, the Religious Left, and the Religious Right). The selection 

process was based on both demographic representation as well as longevity and 

prominence. To be selected, a group must have been in existence prior to the 2000 

presidential election and remained vigorous through 2004. This selection process was 

chosen to guard against “participant mortality”—groups no longer producing 

mobilization language.  

Selecting the groups was only the first step in the process.  Once this stage was 

completed, it was important to devise a systematic method for analyzing and 

understanding the language of the mobilization messages created by these groups.  
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Approaching Mobilization 

Studies of mobilization have been conducted in a variety of ways. Early research 

into GOTV, for example, was divided between survey and experimental research 

(Gosnell, 1927; Berelson , Lazarsfeld and McPhee, 1954). More modern approaches to 

understanding mobilization have continued to embrace these methodological traditions 

with an eye to the effects of messages and techniques on voter behavior (Gerber and 

Green, 2000a, 2000b, 2001; Sawyer and Gastil, 2003). If we were to look outside the 

traditional approaches to the study of GOTV messages, which would appear plausible 

given the untraditional focus of the present work, we may be tempted to utilize a single 

case study. It would seem appropriate, and it has been applied in other research, to 

conduct an in-depth investigation of the manner of one particular mobilization effort and 

the results of that effort (Fowler, Spiliotes, and Vavreck, 2001). Again, this choice would 

both take us to an effects focus and do little to provide an overall understanding of the 

nature of political mobilization.  

As we limit our methodological options we are reminded of a useful objective. 

The present study cannot adopt these methods because it takes a unique approach to 

understanding mobilization. This is a study before behavior rather than of behavior. As 

such, the aforementioned effects-centered tactics would do little to provide us with the 

understanding that we need. Instead, we are driven to seek out a method that would give 

us a systematic description of themes and applications of language.  

The method best suited to the current study is content analysis. Content analysis is 

often used to examine messages (Babbie, 2001) such as persuasive appeals (Furnham and 

Farragher, 2000; Kline and Mattson, 2000). This technique combines both qualitative and 

quantitative aspects by examining the frequency of themes in texts or the frequency of 

words and word choice (Weber, 1990). For this research, the examination of frequencies 
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and themes will be instructive in answering questions about the nature of GOTV rhetoric 

across and between organizational groups. According to Krippendorf (1980), content 

analysis allows the investigator to be concerned with the relationship between data and its 

context. The relationship between two or more rhetorical concepts within on message or 

across several sets of messages can be analyzed using this process. Such an approach is 

also specifically appropriate to auditing a large, longitudinal data set given its efficient 

and consistent approach and its benefit of obtaining a high level of objectivity when 

analyzing large data sets (Amoroso and Eriksson, 2000). Furthermore, content analysis 

allows for triangulation (Riddick and Russell, 1999). Triangulation is a method of 

checking data in several sources to verify content. This verification method increases 

reliability and allows the researcher to make inferences regarding the meaning of words 

and rhetorical choices in the content. Each of these reasons make content analysis the 

right choice to answer the proposed questions of this study.  

In order to perform content analysis, a coding scheme must be developed. Coding 

schemes ensure the reliability of the process (Babbie, 2001). The first step in this process 

is to determine and define the coding units. This unit could be a word or a sentence, a 

theme or  a paragraph, or even an entire text. Second, the researcher must define 

categories for the recording units. The third step is to test a portion of the text or texts in a 

pilot study. Finally, the coding must occur and be reviewed to ensure accuracy. These 

steps are laid out below.  

Texts 

In an era of new media, political mobilization efforts have found a comfortable 

home on the world-wide-web. Use of websites, email, chat rooms, bulletin boards, and 

instant messaging services has actually decreased the distance previously experienced 

between mobilizers and citizens through alternative contact means (Bassik, 2001). Nearly 
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all political candidates in the last three election cycles have developed at least a moderate 

Internet presence (Thurber, O’Brien, and Dulio, 2001), a tactic also readily adopted by 

GOTV and voter mobilization efforts (Potter and Manatt, 2002).  

Both candidates and mobilizers have realized that a large and increasing 

percentage of the electorate (51%) gathers political information from the web (Thurber, 

O'Brien, and Dulio, 2001). Young citizens, ages 18 to 24, are typically the most computer 

literate and the least likely to turn out on election day (Potter and Manatt, 2002). 

Information-seeking minorities are far more likely to turn to the web, where access to 

specialized information is readily available, than to newspapers, candidate speeches, or 

televised news (Graber, 1996). For both candidates and nonpartisan action groups, 

interaction with new media is an increasingly prominent way of reaching more voters, 

many of whom have been previously inaccessible.  

Substantial use of websites to publish original messages and comprehensive 

campaign material make these sites ideal locations for gathering messages for the present 

study (Potter and Manatt, 2002). Furthermore, as is evidenced in the websites themselves, 

most mobilization groups use their websites to reproduce messages that were published in 

other mediums such as television or print. In order to utilize the internet as the source of 

data for this study, it was stipulated that all selected GOTV groups have a website 

dedicated to their get-out-the-vote work. (A complete list of the GOTV campaigns and 

websites can be found in Appendix A.) 

Unit of Analysis 

Actual message selection from these sites must be comprehensive, efficient, and 

relevant. Some websites are not solely dedicated to the publication of GOTV materials 

while others contain mobilization messages exclusively. In order to access the 

mobilization messages most readily available to viewers, texts were selected from the 



 34 

first visible page upon opening the URL (the homepage) and the initial text available 

from the first five links accessed from the homepage. The 17 groups’ home webpages 

were downloaded and converted into text-only documents, followed by the same 

procedure for the first five links on each homepage (as these were assumed to be the first 

to which a user would go). Once these texts were captured twice in two consecutive years 

(2002 and 2003), the individual pages were separated by year and again by day. Then 

each was divided into individual units of analysis. For this study, the units of analysis 

were determined to be thought units (Gottman, 1979; Taylor, 2002), which are individual 

assertions made by the message sender. These assertions constituted an individual, 

complete thought. Each unit was clearly differentiated from other assertions. The parsing 

of the homepages and linked pages into assertion units was done to enable the coding and 

analysis of claims and arguments. The units were then individually numbered, resulting 

in 8,014 units of analysis.  

Coding Design 

Understanding the rhetorical sense of mobilization messages within and between 

each of these demographic groups was the first priority of this study. Therefore, this 

coding scheme was designed to understand the tone and use of language in GOTV 

messages. This was accomplished by setting out a systematic approach to the 

investigation of the mobilization language. The process described below was first tested  

in a pilot study that selected 30% of the messages. Coders were given instructions and 

separately examined the messages. They used a preset coding scheme to label the 

emotions language and word selection. The coders then met again to discuss findings and 

difficulties in the coding matrix. Six coders were used in the pilot study. Three coded one 

half of the selected message sampling while the other three coded the second half.  
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Division of the pilot message pool was used to give the coding matrix maximum 

exposure and identify potential problems. The process was effective for making minor 

modifications to the coding instructions and examples to guide the coders for the larger 

data set. Those modifications are reflected in the descriptions below.  

Analysis of the entire set of units was then re-examined by an entirely new set of 

coders. The second examination included a recoding of the pilot data (without access to 

the coding results from the pilot study). For this portion of the examination, coders were 

given select portions of the data set. Division was used to minimize response fatigue. 

Reliability testing was made possible by ensuring the overlap of analyses by at least two 

coders. Valence, language strategies, rationalization, targeted need, issues, and issue 

language were each analyzed by two independent coders. Valence was analyzed by all 

three coders. Due to the large number of emotional tokens, coders were divided and 

assigned to look for only two thirds of these elements in the messages (note: reliability 

scores reflect a 100% overlap of data material coding not a small sample). The data was 

then pulled back together so that reliability analyses (Pearson’s R) could be established 

between the two coders for each area. Reliabilites are not run on a fraction of the data 

overlap. Instead, the reliability scores (presented in Appendix 2) demonstrate agreement 

between only the two coders assigned to that particular variable.  

The first portion of the scheme examined the Overall Valence, or emotional tone 

of the mobilization message (negative, positive, neutral). Coding directions were as 

follows:  

 
A. Overall Valence: This portion of the analysis is where you will read the entire set of 

thought units for the individual day and look for the overall tone or sentiment present. 

Code: Negative = 0, Half Positive/ Half Negative = .5, Neutral = 1, Positive = 2 
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 Descriptions:  

• Negative Valence:  

Overall communication that transmits feelings associated with bad, dreadful, angry, 

hostile, hateful, horrible, distasteful, envious, persons or events. (Ex: “Anybody who 

has anything to say against the war or against the president or whatever is punished, 

and that's not democracy, it's people being intolerant.”) 

• Positive Valence: 

Overall communication that transmits feelings associated with liking, happiness, love, 

contentment, adoration, amusement, pride, etc… (Ex: “The LWV embarked on a 

community-wide effort to develop the Perdido River Walk Nature Trail. The effort 

transformed the existing narrow path into an accessible, interpretive trail that 

provides a truly education experience for students and an appreciation of the fragile 

beauty of Florida wetland.”) 

• Neutral Valence: 

No clear communication positive or negative valence. Instead, the communication 

presents rational, apathetic, uninterested, contemplative information. (Ex: “Sign up to 

become a part of our network of citizen advocates. From the nation's capital to your 

state capital, we'll keep you up-to-date on the issues.”)

The second portion of the content analysis is specific to the individual Emotional 

Tokens present in each unit. A number of emotional categories (sixteen) have been 

identified through a review of the emotions literature (see Oatley and Jenkins, 1996; 

Reilly, 1996). These categories represent a full range of positive and negative emotions. 

Units with no emotional tokens were also noted. (For specific category descriptions, see 

Appendix B.) 
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B. Emotional Tokens: Units will contain individual words and phrases that have an 

emotional leaning or voice. Read below for the type of emotional tokens that you will 

need to identify in your units. Note the keywords or tokens within each unit. These 

are your tokens. Circle and number them. You may find zero to several tokens. 

Tokens within the same unit may be of the same or of different types (e.g., happy, 

happy, and happy <or> happy, pride, angry); tokens within the same unit may also 

be of the same or of different emotional valence (e.g., glad, happy, and pleased <or> 

happy, fear, angry).  

Code:  

0. No Emotional Tokens 

1. Happiness 

2. Love 

3. Hope 

4. Satisfaction 

5. Pride 

6. Anger   

7. Disgust 

8. Contempt  

9. Distress   

10. Sadness 

11. Fear 

12. Surprise 

13. Disappointment 

14. Relief 

15. Like  
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16. Dislike 

Because emotion is not always expressed through the use of individual words, it 

was necessary to code for the existence of larger linguistic structures that nevertheless 

indicate a clear emotional valence. Such extended phrases, words, or ideas were 

classified under the heading “Language Strategy.” 

To develop a schema suitable for capturing these structures in a defined (and 

productive) manner, five of the more common vehicles used to express emotion in this 

way were chosen. While not a complete list of the emotion-bearing rhetorical devices that 

are available, they represent a broad spectrum of styles and are reliably and consistently 

used in everyday life; they are also commonly recurring within the political mobilization 

messages. As discussed at more length in Chapter One, these language strategies include 

irony (Burke, 1945; Kövecses, 2000), metaphor (Eble, 1996; Croft, 2002), in-group 

language (Burgchardt, 1995, Hart, 1997), narrative (Rymes, 1996; Skliopidou. 2002), 

and name-calling (Inch and Warnick, 1998). 

 
C. Language Strategy: Emotion and arguments are conveyed in language (phrases, 

expressions, explanations) as well as in single words. This section identifies the way 

in which these ideas are expressed. A single unit may be coded as using a single 

strategy or more than one Language Strategy (e.g., “Juan Montego is a fascist 

terrorist. He started in 1966 leading a group taking our jobs as part of a scheme to 

run us out of our own country and now he is knocking on the door of your employer.” 

Code as: 3 = Narrative and 4 = Name-Calling).  

Code:  

0. No Emotional Language Strategy Use 

1. Irony 
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2. Metaphor 

3. In-Group Language 

4. Narrative 

5. Name-Calling  

The next content analysis section catalogs the reasons voters are given to 

participate in the political process. These Rationalization strategies have long existed in 

mobilization and persuasion (Caldeira, Patterson, & Markko, 1985; Witte, 1996). Such 

appeals target issues of efficacy and morality as well as physical and psychological 

justifications. Classifying these rationalizations allows me to note key connections 

between demographic groups, argument strategy, emotion, and mobilization language. 

 
D. Rationalizations: Often Mobilization messages will give “Reasons TO vote” and 

possible “Reasons for Previously NOT voting,” otherwise known as voting 

rationalizations. To track these reasons, read your unit. Locate any rationalizations 

as described in your coder instructions.  

Reasons for Previously NOT voting 

0. None Given 

1. Lack of Self Efficacy 

2. Lack of Response Efficacy 

3. Moral Argument 

4. Physical Impediment 

5. Psychological Impediment  

Reasons for TO Vote 

6. None Given 

7. Self Efficacy 
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8. Response Efficacy 

9. Moral Argument 

10. Physical Capability  

11. Psychological Benefit   

Persuasion theory grounds the next content analysis category for this study. 

Because motivation is the innate psychological drive tied to emotional states and because 

it directs people towards certain behaviors (Kohut, 1977; Maslow, 1943), we need to 

understand how campaigns employ need-based messages. Accordingly, I turned my 

attention to cataloging Targeted Needs (i.e., physiological, safety, social, individual, 

intellectual). Identifying the use of Targeted Needs serves to offer additional explanations 

of how emotion operates in mobilization messages.  

 
E. Targeted Need Level: Persuasive appeals often target an individual’s core necessity 

levels. These appeals attempt to associate positive emotion with the satisfaction of a 

need, negative emotion with the absence of a need, or meet cognitive needs.  

0. No Targeted Need 

1. Physiological 

2. Safety 

3. Social  

4. Individual 

5. Intellectual 

In order to provide a point of comparison for the above emotion categories, 

messages will also be analyzed for non-emotional content. This analysis consists of two 

subcategories: Issue and Cognition Language. Messages were first searched for the 
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existence of issues and, subsequently, for issue types (i.e., social, foreign affairs, 

domestic policies, other). Next, each message was examined for cognitive language that 

represents causal or correlational thinking (Pennebaker, et al 2001) (i.e., insight, 

discrepancies, inhibition, tentative, certainty).  

 
F. Issue: Campaigns often center around core issues or issue statements. These 

statements appeal to message recipients differently than do emotional messages. A 

unit will likely contain both issues and emotions. This category codes only for issues. 

Read the entire unit. A unit may contain zero to multiple issue statements or 

references.  

0. No Issues 

1. Social 

2. Foreign affairs  

3. Domestic policy 

4. Voting 

5. Other (specify per message and per issue): _______________________ 

G. Cognition Language: When campaigns ask message recipients to think rather than 

react they use language that represents thinking. This content area looks for 

keywords that will inspire cognition.  

0. No Cognitive Language  

1. Causation 

2. Insight 

3. Discrepancies 

4. Inhibition  

5. Tentative  
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6. Certainty 

Three individual coders examined the thought units. All units were individually 

examined for overall tone. Subsequent categories were divided such that each unit was 

read by two different coders; this process led to the greatest ability to test for coding 

reliability. The data that come from this process were analyzed using descriptive statistics 

and followed by a rhetorical critique of the findings and mobilization language. 

Subsequent analyses were performed to answer additional questions that resulted from 

the original analysis. Each of these tests is described in detail in the relevant chapter.  

The present study describes the emotions in mobilization messages so that any 

existing emotional undercurrent can be identified and their function noted. Because no 

such study has been attempted before, I have deliberately chosen to cast as broad a net as 

possible, hoping that these multiple trackings will help uncover how emotion is put to 

work in the realm of politics.  

CONCLUSION 

If we accept that language and emotion are part of the political landscape, then 

studies of mobilization language become a natural part of understanding political 

persuasion. The methods described here do not offer a new procedure or even a radical 

departure from language analysis. What is offered here is the application of rhetorical 

techniques – content analysis – to what has been heretofore primarily an effects-oriented 

field of investigation.  

As stated above, this study presents several broad questions: What is the nature of 

political mobilization messaging? Do individual GOTV organizations differentiate their 

messages to target specific audiences? Are there trends that cut across individual 

audience differences? The following chapters present my answers to these questions.  
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Chapter 3 

The Story of Unexpected Patterns in  Political  Mobilization 

Democracy is a charming form of government, full of variety and disorder, and 

dispensing a sort of equality to equals and unequal alike. 

— Plato (428 – 347 BCE)  

INTRODUCTION: AN UNEXPECTED ARTIFACT 

In a small recording studio in Atlanta, Georgia, dozens of young African 

Americans crowd into a cramped space to listen to the man that the NAACP dubbed the 

“Dean of the Civil Rights Movement.” Dr. Joseph Lowery has joined forces with rap 

stars NATE The Great and KAOS to record “You Got The Right To Vote,” a hip-hop 

theme song produced for Black Youth Vote!, part of the National Coalition on Black 

Civic Participation (NCBCP). In the midst of the session, Lowery stops to remind his 

audience and singing partners that they are part of an on-going battle for democracy: 

Listen my beloved this is your century don’t let them turn the clock back. We’ve 
come too far, marched too long, prayed too hard, wept too bitterly, bled too 
profusely, and died too young, to let any candidate or any party turn back the 
clock on our journey to justice. (Lowery, 2003) 

Lowery’s powerful words resonate with his audience and will likely have the intended 

effect of spurring them to political action.  

But this rhetorical artifact, so clearly designed to motivate and inspire a particular 

group of people to go out and do a particular set of things, bears relatively few 

identifying marks—traditional clues that are the stock-in-trade of persuasive messages. 

More to the point, this seemingly audience-specific message displays a notable lack of 
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audience-specific language. Lowery’s message contains clues about what needs to be 

done, and even why, but not who needs to do it.   

The conventional wisdom about persuasive messages like Lowery’s—those 

whose goal is political mobilization—predicts that such messages should include 

recipient-specific appeals (Stiff and Mongeau, 2003). In other words, the more generic a 

political mobilization message is, the less effective it will be (Knoke, 1990). Persuasion 

of this kind works best, we are told, when it is audience-specific, not audience-generic 

like Lowery’s exhortation (Gass and Steiter, 2003; Larson, 2001). In short, a message 

without a clearly defined audience is less likely to captivate (Gilkinson, Paulson, and 

Sikkink, 1955; McCroskey, 2001).   

Consider, for example, a 1999 anti-cancer appeal by then Surgeon General David 

Satcher. “There’s a special program for women aged forty and older,” he says, having 

already introduced himself the sentence before. “Even if you don’t have health insurance 

or Medicare,” he assures, “you can still get free screening exams for breast and cervical 

cancer.” The identities of both speaker and audience are hard-wired into the language of 

Satcher’s mobilization message—decidedly unlike Lowery’s. Were Satcher’s appeal 

more generic, the target audience might never take notice of it, much less be stirred to 

action.    

By these standards, we would expect to find that Lowery’s message fell short of 

its goals.  But, in fact, it was a resounding success. Not only was his actual audience 

inspired to become part of a growing political movement, the National Coalition on Black 

Civic Participation (NCBCP) reports that their overall messages were equally as 

influential; “the fact that early reports of low black voter turnout in 1998 were 

subsequently debunked by the U.S. Census Bureau who found that ‘African Americans 
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were the only race or ethnic group to defy the trend of declining voter participation in 

congressional elections.’” (National Coalition on Black Civic Participation, 2002). 

The existence of a mobilization message that is both generic and effective is a 

rhetorical curiosity that compels us to re-examine our assumptions about the nature of 

such appeals. Is Lowery’s artifact an isolated exception or representative of a rhetorical 

pattern we did not expect to find? In other words, would an investigation into the 

structure of political mobilization messages reveal language that is differentiated on the 

basis of audience or other specificities? Or will we find a different story, a story of 

unexpected similarities in tone, style, appeal-type, and issue-depiction?   

This chapter analyzes our sample of mobilization messages in terms of these four 

characteristics and, in the process, generates some surprising answers to the questions 

posed above. 

TESTING FOR TONE, FINDING BALANCE 

Tone is somewhat ineffable. Hart (1997) explains that tone, “is the sort of thing 

that all persons feel but that few can describe” (p. 63). The tone of a text is more than the 

sum of its linguistic components. It is not determined by individual words or phrases, but 

is measured instead by the sentiment that a passage, taken in its entirety, conveys. It is 

something heard and felt more than read. In the end, tone is an impression, and it often 

manifests itself in terms of contrasting ideals. For example, it can be ‘light’ or ‘heavy,’ 

‘positive’ or ‘negative.’ When considering audiences, therefore, rhetors would do well to 

choose a tone that is likely to elicit the most sympathetic reaction possible. 

The ability to choose tone suggests that it is a logical basis for differentiating 

among persuasive messages—different tones for different audiences. Tone is thus one of 

the first places the rhetorical critic might reasonably expect to find differences from 

message to message and from audience to audience (Amador, 1999; Brummett, 1990; 
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Holmquest, 1990). If there are differences to be found in the way persuasive messages are 

targeted, tone may well be chief among the usual suspects. And so we turn first to tone 

for clues about whether recipient-specific choices are informing political mobilization 

messages.   

At first glance (and as we might expect), mobilizers are indeed using different 

tones to reach different audiences. We can in fact easily find rhetorical artifacts that seem 

to support the notion that tone varies by audience. Note, for example, the tone “Grandma 

Green” employs in her “diary” entry on the Senior Coalition Web site: 

Today we visited a beautiful retirement community, …and a large group of 
seniors assembled for the visit. These seniors were very well-informed on the 
issue of medical liability reform and were happy to sign our petition.(Seniors 
Coalition; May 2003) 

The tone here is clearly positive—and decidedly different from an open letter 

from Latino Vote to its Web audience: 

Several of the current crop of Democratic candidates for President insult us with 
their feeble attempts at Spanish. Most of these guys attended chic private prep 
schools and Ivy League colleges, places bereft of the Spanish-speaking. 
Nonetheless, they insult us over and over with their attempts at Spanish because 
they think we are stupid and will vote for someone who can say a sprinkling of 
words in Spanish, just because they sprinkle a Spanish word or two in their 
speeches. (Latino Vote, September 2003) 

Examples like these suggest that mobilizers use different tones with different 

audiences and that makes considerable sense – rhetorical handbooks often recommend 

matching tone to varying situational demands (Brummett, 1990).   

Yet these two examples give us a first impression only. And it is too tempting to 

generalize to the point of suggesting that mobilizers choose to send some audiences 

positively-toned messages (like seniors) and others negatively-toned ones (like Latinos). 

There is no doubt that political mobilizers employ tone strategically, but this observation 

begs the larger question of consistency. In order to make the claim that tone is one of the 
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ways that mobilizers employ audience-based language differences, a broad-based 

sampling of evidence would have to show that particular audience groups receive 

messages that consistently use the same tone each time. Returning to our current 

example, if numerous sample artifacts (not just two) revealed that seniors did indeed 

always receive positive messages while Latinos consistently received negative ones, then 

the argument for audience-based language differences is bolstered.   

But the evidence, when weighed in total, permits no such conclusion. A more 

thorough look reveals that mobilizers have a tendency to vary the tone of the messages a 

given group receives. It would seem, for example, that seniors are also fed negatively-

toned missives: 

Let’s be very clear about what the President is proposing. This plan represents a 
blatant and premeditated assault on Medicare—the Federal health insurance 
program that covers 40 million elderly and disabled Americans—and would result 
in the total dismantling of the program as we now know it (Retired Americans; 
December 2002)  

Similarly, mobilizers targeting Latino audiences do not exclusively employ a negative 

tones in their communiqués:  

On Citizenship Day, NCLR celebrates U.S. citizenship and recognizes all 
immigrants who have made tremendous contributions to this country, and who 
have taken the final step toward full participation in American life by becoming 
naturalized citizens. (National Council on La Raza; September 2003) 

As it turns out, mobilizers balance the tone of the messages they send to 

particular demographic groups, switching as needed between positive and negative. 

What’s more, they do so in surprisingly uniform proportions, as Table 3.1 reveals: 

Table 3.1: Proportions of Positive and Negative Tone Deployment Within 
Demographic Groups 

__________            

Demographic Group  Positive Assertions %  Negative Assertions % 
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African American    45%    55% 

Women    42%    58% 

Latino     45%    55% 

Religious    50%    50% 

Seniors     44%    56% 

N = 8014 

Because of its variability, therefore, tone is not a reliable indicator of whether the 

language choices of political mobilization messages differ from audience to audience. 

Instead, what appears to be the case is actually a phenomenon that is, in some ways, the 

opposite of our original premise—the emergence of linguistic similarities between 

varying audience groups rather than differences. In fact, the discovered pattern occurs 

with such consistency that its existence can only be explained as the result of a deliberate, 

thematic choice in the construction of mobilization messages.  

But this finding is not necessarily easy to accept as it competes with our 

preliminary supposition of “different audience, different linguistic tactics.” Tone is a 

linguistic choice, to be sure, but it is being used here in ways that erase distinctions 

between groups rather than accentuating them.   

Yet our acceptance of this unexpected pattern may be hastened if we consider that 

politics is, among other things, an exercise in the art of balance. Of all the linguistic tools 

available to mobilizers, tone may be the most artful of all in this respect. Political 

behavior directs mobilizers to carefully balance emotional tones. Ansolebehere and 

Iyengar (1995) argue that negative campaigns drive voters from the polls: “The more the 

campaign rages, the less we seem to respect and like any of its contestants, or even the 

contest itself,” (p. 115). At the same time, negative language can be used to entice voters. 
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Jamieson (1992), for example, reasons that negatively-toned messages are captivating 

because they increase levels of identification and guilt, both of which are powerful 

influencers of behavior.  

Such a maneuver reveals to us the careful nature of political language. Calls to 

politics must walk a very fine line if they are to intrigue and not dissuade. These are 

appeals that work to capture audiences at an emotional level. Here we are presented with 

messages that push and pull, which may be part of rattling an inert audience. A balanced 

tone represents a strategic, functional choice. 

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE 

But tone is not the only weapon in the political mobilizer’s linguistic arsenal. In 

fact, tone may be the simplest, bluntest tool available, and the easiest to work with. After 

all, it is simple enough to decide what a message’s general sentiment should be.   

A considerably more involved process is the choice and arrangement of individual 

words and phrases. Whereas tone is a general quality, figurative language is a more nuts-

and-bolts operation requiring the use of specific linguistic devices. Figurative language 

comes in many guises, including irony (Hutcheon; 1995; Swearingen, 1991), metaphor 

(Osborn and Ehninger 1962; Osborn 1967), in-group language (Eble, 1996), narrative 

(Fisher, 1987), and verbal aggression – what Michael Sproule, in Propaganda and 

Democracy (1997), has labeled “name-calling.”   

 Of course, the reasons why such linguistic constructs are valuable to political 

mobilizers is of even greater interest than the devices themselves. Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980) suggest that the answer lies with the nature of politics and social action. At heart, 

they argue, political and social rhetoric is built on figurative language. Linguistic 

regularities are not the result of a strange coincidence. Instead, say Lakoff and Johnson, 

figurative style in speech is indicative of a systematic set of correspondences between the 
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relevant domains. And for his part, Kenneth Burke (1945) says that figures of speech play 

a role “in the discovery and description of ‘the truth’” (p. 503). 

Whatever the reasons for its use, figurative language calls attention to itself (Katz 

et all, 1998). When we speak of the ‘style’ of a rhetorical artifact, for example, we are in 

part registering the impact of the rhetor’s use of certain figures of speech (for a review 

see Honeck and Hoffman, 1980). When mobilizers decide on tone, they are operating on 

an almost implicit level (a sound, a feel, an impression), but to employ figurative 

language is to dive headfirst into the hard work of persuasion, where rhetors must 

carefully weigh the very words they choose. 

And it is of course the work of mobilizers that we’re concerned with. As with 

tone, our interest in figurative language vis-à-vis mobilizers is a practical one. Simply 

put, the present study wants to know if mobilizers tailor different figures of speech to 

different audiences. And a cursory examination of our sample population of messages 

suggests that the mobilizers who crafted them did so in audience-specific ways, 

employing whatever linguistic devices they deemed best suited to the occasion. But on 

first glance, at least, their choices cannot be extrapolated into any larger, overarching 

pattern.   

Consider, for example, the National Organization of Women’s use of the 

following narrative form in response to the scourge of domestic violence: 

Antoinette Rascoe, 29, was murdered by husband James Edward Rascoe, 27, at 
her home in Williamston, N.C. James Rascoe shot and killed both his wife and 
her friend Gerald Knight, 25, and injured her 2-year-old son; he turned himself in 
to police the following day. The couple were separated and had a history of 
domestic violence. Antoinette had obtained a warrant against her husband the day 
before the shootings. (National Organization for Women, May, 2003)  

For its particular purposes, Interfaith Alliance used significant in-group language 

in a 2003 message to members: 
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Our God and God of our ancestors and the God of all peoples:  
We invoke Your blessing upon our Country, the President of these United States 
and all his advisors, and all who exercise just and rightful authority. Instruct them 
that they may administer all affairs of state in justice and equity, that peace and 
security, happiness and prosperity, right and freedom, may forever abide in our 
midst. Our God, in Your hands are the souls of all life and the spirit of all flesh. In 
these times of distress, we come before You in prayer. 
When nations roar, sovereignties totter, and the earth crumbles, we bring before 
You our heartfelt supplications on behalf of all who expose their lives on the 
fields of battle in defense of freedom and justice. May You do for them as You 
have promised in days gone by: "When you pass through the waters, I will be 
with you, and through the rivers they shall not engulf you; When you walk 
through the fire, you shall not be burned, neither shall the flame envelop you." … 
L'shalom rav. Amen. (Interfaith Alliance; May, 2003)  

Finally, metaphor was the League of Women Voters’ weapon of choice when, in 

2002, its president exulted in the Senate’s approval of electoral reform legislation that the 

League had long advocated:   

Today’s Senate vote will seal off the stream of soft money and sham issue ads 
that have flooded our political system since the late 1980s. These reforms take us 
a long way towards cleaning up the muddied waters of America’s political 
system. The League will set our sights on further reforms to make the system 
even more responsive to the voters. We must remain vigilant and guard against 
big money pollutants that find their way into American politics. Dams are strong 
but over time cracks will appear that must be plugged,” (League of Women 
Voters; December, 2002) 

Three audiences. Three exigencies. Three figures of speech. The brand of 

persuasion being used here appears to vary from group to group as needed. But once 

again, this random, unscientific sampling belies the fact that a larger, unifying pattern of 

figurative language emerges.   

To find it, we must look carefully and methodically at our large database of 

sample messages. Here, an in-depth analysis of the language style of this sample 

population reveals a clear preference for metaphor over other forms. As Table 3.3 shows, 

this finding obtains without regard to the specific identity of the audience. Hence, 

audience-specific needs are not informing the choice to use metaphor. Instead, as with 



tone, the use of metaphor becomes a unifying thread running through an otherwise 

diverse set of demographic groups.   

Table 3.3 Figurative Language Strategy Weights Per Demographic Group 

__________            

Demographic Group Irony     Metaphor   In-Group Language   Narrative   Name-Calling

African American       4.3%        11.1%            1.7%                1.7%             .9% 

Women  5.4%           14.0%                2.6%                3.2%          1.1% 

Latino   8.2%           16.4%                4.5%                2.8%              6.5% 

Religious  2.3%           18.0%               13.1%                1.8%              1.3% 

Seniors  1.8%             8.9%                    .9%              12.9%             1.1% 

 

N = 8014  
note: These are percentage-of use-scores. When a message contained no language that 
referenced one of these figurative language types, it was calculated as a “No Language 
Strategy Used” score. Summed scores total 100% with the inclusion of this category. 
  

Explaining mobilizers’ clear predilection for metaphor may be as simple as 

Jakobson’s (1956, 1960) assertion that metaphor is the natural linguistic reaction to a 

complicated world. Sonja Foss (1989) explains metaphor as the use of symbols, “to know 

reality occurs. Whatever language we select as the means through which to view reality, 

it treats that portion of reality as something, thus creating it and making it an object of 

experience for us,” (p. 188). And, I. A. Richards (1936) has suggested that metaphor is 

the foundation of language and knowledge. 

Mobilizers have a difficult job to do, not the least of which is making very 

complex, often abstract, problems seem real, concrete, clear, and pressing. In such 

circumstances, academic white papers with copious data and analyses will not do the 
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trick. What is needed is a real-world translation, and perhaps no other linguistic device 

translates complex matters into accessible terms better than metaphor. Mobilizers faced 

with politically, culturally, or intellectually unsophisticated audiences can turn to 

metaphor as the great equalizer of ideas. Metaphor literally “hits people where they 

think.” It also helps mobilizers translate their ideas into a uniform visual currency used 

and understood by virtually all of their target audience members. “Cleaning up the 

muddied waters” is not likely to be misinterpreted by its recipients. St. Clair (2000) 

explains that modern Western European rhetoric lends itself to the use of verbal 

metaphors to help realize oral imagery because audiences’ ways of thinking are based on 

a print (visual) culture.  

While irony, in-group language, narrative, and name-calling are all powerful 

language tools, metaphor has an advantage in our society. Metaphor is visual. Devices 

such as irony or narrative can be abstract, and their messages potentially easy to miss; 

mobilizers embrace metaphor because this choice is a safer bet than most. Moreover, 

their use of metaphorical language speaks to a pattern across audience types. The need to 

bring inactive audiences to a single vision – an active ideal – overrides rhetorical 

tendencies to construct individual messages for individual groups.  

NEEDS-BASED APPEALS 

Linguistic machinations are critical, to be sure, but for political mobilizers they 

are more means than ends. That end of course is action—i.e., mobilizers’ chosen 

audiences must be motivated to behave in desired ways (typically to vote, but also to 

engage in political influence through letter writing, monetary support, rallies, and other 

conduct). Midway between linguistic strategies and the desired behavioral outcome lies 

the official act of persuading. This territory is the purview of need-based appeals.     
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The literature on appeals is broad, varied, and as old as the ancients. As the “art of 

persuasion,” rhetoric has from the beginning concerned itself with the nature and efficacy 

of appeals. Aristotle spoke of rhetoric as determined by three appeals produced through 

the character of the speaker (ethos), the emotional state of the listener (pathos), or the 

argument (logos) itself (Rapp, 2002). Rhetorical appeals have become the basis of our 

understanding of persuasive form but, according to Petty and Wegener (1998), it was not 

until the current century that ideas about persuasive appeals were linked to empirical 

observations. Early scholarship focused on appeals that ranged from content analysis of 

political propaganda – where speculations were made about the attitudinal and behavioral 

consequences of propaganda messages (Lasswell, Casey, Smith 1935) – to case studies of 

waves in public opinion, which investigated the causes of shifts in attitudes (Lazersfeld, 

Berelson, Gaudet, 1944).  

Pioneering social psychologist Carl Hovland (1953) was instrumental in directing 

the attention of social influence studies to the impact of persuasive appeals on attitude 

change. His group’s research systematically examined persuasive appeal variables 

including: source credibility, individual differences, attitude structure, message order 

effects, and ego-involvement. Research has continued to develop in the vein of appeal-

based persuasion. For example, Kenrick and Gutierres (1980) recommend the 

contextualization of past experience in persuasive appeals so that a particular behavior 

appears desirable. Similarly, numerous recent studies in both education and psychology 

have examined the persuasive effect of goal orientation on behavior modification and 

self-efficacy (Middleton & Midgley, 1997). Stiff and Mongeau (2003) distinguish 

between two types of appeals: source appeals and receiver appeals. Source appeals come 

from the message generator. These include elements such as rational/ information-based 

appeals or emotional appeals. Receiver appeals, on the other hand, are audience-based. 
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While all of these views have merit, Stiff and Mongeau’s (2003) notion of the 

receiver appeal is of the greatest value to us at present. Because they are audience-

oriented, these appeals vary according to any number of recipient characteristics, 

including gender, affiliation, and attitudes. Receiver appeal models are premised on the 

notion that, because not all audiences are alike, persuasive messages are more effective 

when they are crafted in ways that take these inherent differences into account (Eagly, 

1978; Hovland et al, 1953; Hunter, Danes, and Cohen, 1984; Slater, 1997) 

Maslow’s (1943, 1962) well-known Hierarchy of Needs is one way of 

operationalizing recipient-based appeals. His hierarchy is premised on the notion that all 

humans are motivated to fulfill a wide range of needs, from physical to intellectual and 

from individual to social. If audiences genuinely differ, then one of the ways in which 

they do so is on the basis of their position on Maslow’s hierarchy; simply put, different 

audiences have different needs. In theory, therefore, political mobilizers would do well to 

craft messages that feature needs-based appeals – some basic and some more advanced. 

While the hierarchy remains the subject of some debate (Pearson, 1999), the prevalence 

of needs-based appeals suggests that the approach is almost universally attractive to 

political mobilizers and persuaders in general. 

Given the breadth of Maslow’s (1962) hierarchy and the almost unlimited 

diversity of the American body politic, we might safely assume that our large population 

of mobilization messages would reflect every conceivable kind of needs-based appeal. 

Moreover, we might reasonably expect to find differences among audience groups as 

well as within (from message to message) and variation over time (again, both between 

and within groups, as needs change and evolve). Above all, we would not expect to find a 

statistically significant preference for one type of needs appeal over another. 



Yet, as with tone and figurative language, our analysis reveals the unexpected 

presence of a pattern, one that further erodes the rhetorical differences between 

demographic groups. The pattern that emerges is a clear preference for the use of social 

needs appeals, as shown in Table 3.4. 

Table 3.4 Percentages Scores for Need Categories by Demographic Group 

__________            

Demographic Group  Physiological Safety    Social   Individual    Intellectual

African American         1.7% 8.7%     32.2%      17.2%  9.3% 

Women           .4%         10.6%      17.5%        4.1%     12.3% 

Latino            .2%           1.5%      38.2%        4.6%     15.6% 

Religious         1.9%           6.4%      44.8%        7.8%     18.1% 

Seniors         4.4%            9.2%      24.1%        2.0%     31.1% 

 

N = 8014 
note: These are percentage-of-use scores. When a message contained no language which 
referenced one of these needs, it was calculated as a “No Needs Expressed” score. 
Absence of expression scores are reported in Appendix A. Summed scores total 100% 
with the inclusion of this category.  

These data show that one need is woven more deeply than others into the fabric of 

the groups studied. For mobilizers, social appeals are presumably more effective than any 

other kind and hence get the lion’s share of the linguistic focus. Concern for self has 

some limited currency, though much more for African Americans than for any other 

group, and what few appeals there are to physiological concerns are almost exclusively 

the province of seniors. These “spikes” suggest real differences between audience types 

(our original investigative premise), but all groups without exception seem attuned to 

social language – which is, of course, the lingua franca of politics.   
 56 
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In retrospect, knowing that patterns had already emerged in tone and figurative 

language, we might have guessed they would also appear in the social column. After all, 

in order to realize their persuasive goals, mobilizers must bring people together, to get 

them to act of one accord – a proposition that is as inherently social as it is political. As 

patterns go, this one seems driven by common sense as much as anything else.    

Politics is social. It pulls people together. Young (1988) suggests that use of 

communal imagery in political language helps to pull together audiences that are often 

pluralistic sources and fractured. Similarly, Cohen and Arato (1992) explain that group-

centered rhetoric creates kinship between the speaker and audience. And, Legee et al 

argue that,  

The recurrent interaction of group members not only socializes specific cultural 
values but, more importantly, reinforces them; they become the basis both for 
crystallization of viewpoints and mobilization behavior. People who interact 
regularly around shared values influence each other. The resulting social cohesion 
provides an affective basis for the group. It goes beyond the cognitive basis of 
social identification alone. In a sense, group interaction is the context for 
individuals to receive their marching order about culture and politics. (Legee et al, 
in press).  

Whatever the explanation for this phenomenon, the pattern remains.  

ISSUE DEPICTION: SELLING CERTAINTY 

Appeals, and the messages that contain them, are mobilizers’ attempts to solve a 

crisis of some kind—an “exigence” to which the appropriate response is deemed to be 

social or political action. In other words, there is a political or social issue (whether truly 

a crisis or not) driving the heartbeat of every mobilization message. 

As equations go, it is a fairly straightforward one – people participate in politics 

because they care about issues. The job of political mobilizers, accordingly, is to make 

the heretofore uninvolved interested in actually solving this equation. 
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Issues come in all shapes, sizes, and flavors. They are myriad, to be sure, but the 

present study was not concerned with weighing their qualitative merits. This investigation 

is interested in political issues but not for the purpose of understanding their vagaries. 

Instead, this is an examination of the language of mobilization. The question being 

considered is not which issues are being stressed, but how those issue messages are being 

constructed – the rhetorical strategies being used to assemble them. 

In terms of how they characterize and talk about issues, mobilizers have a 

considerable number of choices. Of particular interest to us, however, was, first, the types 

of issues mobilizers discussed: social, foreign, domestic, or “other.” Once issues were 

cataloged in this way, the study’s focus could shift to identifying the rhetorical strategies 

mobilizers used to depict their issues: causation, insight, discrepancies, inhibition, 

tentative language, or certainty.   

As before, our assumption was that mobilizers varied their issue depiction 

strategies from audience to audience. But instead of finding the expected variation, the 

data yielded yet another unexpected pattern that cut across all the demographic groups in 

the survey – mobilizers use certainty more often than any other issue depiction strategy. 

From Latinos to women to seniors, certainty sells.  

Perhaps this is because mobilizers inherently understand that their particular 

brand of persuasion needs to sound convincing in order to be effective. Gray areas rarely 

motivate people to act and a cause that seems unsure of itself may not be worth one’s 

involvement. As Toulmin (1954) has noted, people view events in terms of probabilities; 

we are skeptics by nature. As a result, if they are listening at all, citizens are continuously 

gauging the probability that certain events will come to be or that their actions will make 

a difference. Certainty shuts down debate (Scott, 1967), including internal debate, and 

moves the rhetor to a place where he or she says to recipients, in effect, “take it or leave 
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it.” Mobilizers know that when they speak with certainty, they reduce the potential for 

misinterpretation, doubt, questions, and dispute. 

Moreover, the very act of defining an issue is, in a way, the ultimate act of 

certainty, for defining something is a delimiting process; deliberately setting some 

parameters automatically excludes certain others. Stephen Toulmin (1990) believes that 

we humans are on a Quest of Certainty. People desire to agree on intellectual and 

philosophical foundations – with agreement, and the purging of probabilities, mankind 

has less reason to fight. This certainty comes from clarity in both intellectual and cultural 

constructs. We  find this clarity, for instance, when the ACLU took great care in crafting 

its message to an African American audience, which defines the USA Patriot Act in very 

particular and specific ways: 

Although some provisions in the bill are non-controversial, others expand 
government surveillance and law enforcement powers far beyond anything 
conceivably necessary to prevent terrorism or catch terrorists. “Security and 
liberty are not mutually exclusive, and while it is unclear how much safer the 
PATRIOT Act makes us, it clearly makes us less free,” said Rudinger. (ACLU; 
May 2003)  

But the ACLU’s piece is only one example. Table 3.5 tells the full tale of issue 

depiction in mobilization messages. It is worth noting that not only does certainty 

predominate, but this trend is reinforced by a corresponding weakness in the “tentative 

language” category. Thus the trend toward certainty is rendered in what amounts to 

rhetorical “stereo.” 

Table 3.5 Issue Depiction Per Demographic Group 

__________            

Demographic Group Cause     Insight   Discrepancy  Inhibition   Tentative  Certainty

African American       20.7%      3.3% 8.4%            7.4%      .8%      31.0% 

Women  17.1%      4.0%         10.1%            3.4%          1.9%      23.4% 



Latino   18.9%      5.1%         22.3%              .8%       1.3%      23.2% 

Religious  10.7%      5.1%           8.1%            2.9%          1.7%      32.4% 

Seniors  16.1%      3.1%         20.2%              .6%          1.2%      29.5% 

 

N = 8014  
note: These are percentage-of-use scores. When a message contained no language which 
referenced one of these issue depiction methods, it was calculated as a “No Issue 
Language” score. Summed scores total 100% with the inclusion of this category. 
 

The fact of certainty’s overwhelming dominance offers a point of additional 

analysis vis-à-vis the pattern we previously observed with regard to tone. Recall that in 

our discussion of tone, mobilizers more or less split the difference between negative and 

positive messages. Yet we note that issue depiction affords no such luxury of choice.   

It is worth speculating on why this is the case, and it has to do with the basic 

rhetorical transaction underlying all political mobilization messages – persuasion. In the 

end, mobilizers have but one goal: to persuade audiences to do their bidding. And 

because persuasion is a multi-faceted tool, all manner of widely varying strategies can be 

found in its employ. Hence, in the case of tone, persuasion is sometimes effected via 

negatively-toned messages and, at other times, through positive ones; depending on the 

situation, either may be a valid choice. Not so with tentative language and uncertainty—

such conditions may actually run counter to the very idea of persuasion. Mobilizers with 

full plates have better things to do than to undermine their own effectiveness by seeming 

anything less than certain about their issues. 

This same “permissive multiculturalism” of persuasion is evident in some of the 

other constructs we have been discussing. For example, while we saw a clear preference 

for socially-based needs appeals, their opposite (individual appeals) was the weapon of 
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choice on a significant number of occasions, particularly with African American 

audiences. Need categories do not co-opt one another in the way that the depiction 

strategy of certainty seems to do its fellows; rather, the former enjoy a more peaceful co-

existence. 

CONCLUSION 

Stepping back to reflect on the language of persuasion in mobilization messages, 

two inescapable truths emerge: first, mobilizers have not constructed the highly explicit 

recipient-specific appeals we would expect to find in rhetorical calls; and, second, that 

mobilization rhetoric is the story of patterns – of unexpected similarities in tone, style, 

appeal-type, and issue-depiction.  

These findings may startle those who study rhetorical techniques. To create 

persuasive appeals that are not dominated by language suited to one’s precise audience 

goes against the tenets of their practices (Gass and Steiter, 2003; Larson, 2001; Stiff and 

Mongeau, 2003). These findings should not suggest that no differences can be found 

between messages targeted toward different demographic audiences. Indeed, we do find 

subtle distinctions. We can note that social appeals are twice as prevalent among blacks, 

Latinos, and religious persons than they are among women. Yet it is this counterintuitive 

trend that obviously draws our attention.  

First, mobilization embraces a balanced emotional tone. Mobilizers do not tip the 

scales toward either a positive or a negative appeal. Each group’s messages, regardless of 

the demographics of the particular audience, balances its use of positive and negative 

tones. This strategy allows the mobilizer to engage any audience with a careful rhetoric 

that both intrigues through negative spectacle while avoiding alienation that comes from 

messages perceived as purely negative. This careful balancing act is not the only pattern 

that emerges in mobilizing communication.   
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The second pattern that surfaces is heavy use of figurative language. With so 

many diverse choices (and seemingly little reason to select a single path), mobilizers 

embrace one strategy more than others – metaphor. Metaphorical language surpassed the 

selection of irony, in-group language, narrative, or name-calling as the primary and 

pervasive form. In stepping back to examine this strategic choice, the choice of metaphor 

by multiple mobilizers regardless of their audience tells a good deal about their rhetorical 

situation. Metaphor makes sense in the complicated world of politics (Jakobson, 1960). 

Mobilizers must simplify concepts for an audience unmotivated to deciphering political 

matters on their own. Metaphors provide uncomplicated visions to those who receive 

them. 

Similarly, the next patterns found in mobilization messages speaks to the nature 

of politics as much as to the nature of persuasive rhetoric. Mobilizers also opted to 

embrace one type of appeal to human needs. Their messages capitalize on audience 

members’ social needs. Of all the potential choices to target, this selection makes the 

most sense for politics. Politics is driven by collective action – the gathering together of 

individuals to achieve a common goal (Young, 1988).  

Finally, mobilization messages are largely conveyed in the language of certainty. 

Mobilizers make this choice in order to direct audiences who will not, and perhaps 

cannot, be certain about how to engage a political world.  

Repetition of such traits and an embrace of common themes give us insight into 

the essential nature of political mobilization. Mobilization messages portray participatory 

politics above all else. In studying these messages, we find that the use of audience-

specific language or the trumpeting of shared experiences is not common for mobilizers. 

Instead, we find that the act of mobilization itself is so powerful that it tends to override 

individual audience needs.  
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Through this analysis we can see how Dr. Joseph Lowery spoke to his immediate 

audience as well as to any number of other demographic groups – women, youth, African 

Americans, and others. The data reported in this chapter help explain why no audience 

needs to be identified when Lowery (2003) stands in front of his audience and says: 

Listen my beloved this is your century don’t let them turn the clock back. We’ve 
come too far, marched too long, prayed too hard, wept too bitterly, bled too 
profusely, and died too young, to let any candidate or any party turn back the 
clock on our journey to justice. 

Should we ask ourselves to whom Lowery is speaking in this address? From our 

analysis of mobilization language, we find that this is a somewhat inappropriate question. 

A better question might be: To whom does Dr. Lowery not speak? Joseph Lowery was, 

above all, a political mobilizer. As such, we have found, he spoke a near-universal 

language and therein lay the power of his appeal.  
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Chapter 4 

Peeling Back the Emotional Layers of Political Mobilization Message 

Structures: Burying the Positive 

Neither can embellishments of language be found without arrangement and expression of 

thoughts, nor can thoughts be made to shine without the light of language.  

— Cicero (106 - 43 BCE) 

INTRODUCTION: EMOTIONAL MOBILIZATION  

The problem of voter apathy has been tackled repeatedly through a host of 

colorful mobilization efforts. This has happened so often, in fact, that the public has 

become accustomed to messages riddled with emotional content, as the following 

examples illustrate: 

ConservativePetitions.com supports a proposal by Sen. Bill Frist (R-TN) that 
would allow a majority of Senators to thwart filibusters: "This action wouldn't be 
necessary if Democrats were honorable. But they would rather lose their honesty 
and integrity than lose judicial ground gained during the Clinton years. They 
clearly have demonstrated that sexual perversions, killing unborn babies and 
ripping God from America's fabric are more important to them than the continued 
viability of our consensual form of government." (excerpted from: PFAW May 
22, 2003). 

The League of Women Voters today applauded the 218 members of the U.S. 
House of Representatives for their courageous step signing the discharge petition, 
paving the way for floor debate, and ultimately passage, of the Shays-Meehan 
campaign finance reform legislation.  (excerpted from: LOWV December 17, 
2002). 

While one advocate uses anger and the other employs hope, each does so with the 

same purpose—to mobilize voters. From a behavioral perspective, what is apparent in 
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this rhetoric is the injection of emotion into mobilization messages in the hope that these 

emotions will inspire political action.  

But whether such rhetoric works is a matter not yet resolved. In fact, what we do 

know, both about mobilization and emotional messages, is still in its infancy. No 

taxonomical research has been conducted to determine which emotional messages are 

currently being sent to the electorate. To this end, the present study aimed to be the first 

of its kind to understand the application of emotion in political mobilization messages. In 

doing so, this study sought to develop an understanding of the application of emotion as 

well as a rationale for its use.  

The present chapter lays out what we currently know about the intersection of 

politics and emotional appeals, subsequently explaining both how emotion is applied and 

why particular emotions are used in efforts to energize the politically inactive.  

UNDERSTANDING EMOTION 

In order to understand and subsequently incorporate this variable into a proper 

analytical frame, we must begin by examining what we know and do not know about 

human emotion. Rolls (1995) defines emotions as “states produced by instrumental 

conditioning stimuli” (p. 1091). This is a broad definition but appropriate to an analysis 

of mobilization where appeals operate as conditioning stimuli. Other researchers have 

defined emotion as being synonymous with mood or personality. Offering a more 

specific definition is difficult because emotion and emotional states are so poorly 

understood. Harre’s emotionology theory (1986) argues, for example, that emotion 

reflects and shapes deeper conceptual structures.   

Regardless of the perspective one takes, it is clear that exchange of emotion is 

integral to behavioral studies where influence is involved. Emotion is, thus, also integral 

to communication research and must necessarily be part of mobilization studies as well. 
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Accordingly, the Rolls (1995) definition frames the following discussion by highlighting 

two key conceptual elements: 1) that emotion is stimulated and 2) that the emotion 

produced (in this case by a mobilization message) is a state phenomenon (i.e., 

temporarily induced) rather than a long-term (trait) phenomenon. 

Emotion at the Psychological Level 

How emotion is studied varies with discipline and intent. The purpose of some 

research, for example, is to understand which emotional appeals are used during 

mobilization and who is being targeted. A case in point: a person interested in the 

psychological make-up of a clinically depressed person would certainly investigate 

emotion quite differently than would a marketing executive hoping to emotionally 

connect consumers to the newest cola. In fact, this scenario represents the difference 

between intrapersonal (the former example) and interpersonal/mass appeal emotional 

studies (the latter)—an important theoretical and practical distinction. 

Intrapersonal studies of emotion fall under the headings of psychology, 

psychiatry, counseling, and biology. While disparate in focus, these studies agree on one 

thing: “It can be readily argued that of all major psychological processes, emotions are of 

prime importance. For a world bereft of emotions cannot exist or be imagined” (Zajonc, 

1998, p. 591). Emotion, according to intrapersonal scholars, guides behavior. For the 

layperson, studies of intrapersonal emotion are most commonly linked to Freud and 

Erikson.  

A focus on emotional antecedents however (e.g., behavioral forces such as 

pleasure and pain), can also be traced back to the rhetoricians Plato and Socrates (for a 

historical review, see Zajonc, 1998). Over the years, studies of intrapersonal emotional 

states developed into a richer investigation of emotional processes. In short, significant 

strides have been made since the time of Freud and Erikson. They have given us 
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considerable insight into how emotion operates internally as well as how it produces its 

external effects. Intrapersonal communication is, nevertheless, just one aspect of emotion 

research. 

The studies above and others like them, while helpful, do not readily explain how 

emotion operates to influence others, a crucial element in mobilization. Interpersonal 

studies and mass appeal studies, on the other hand, examine the communication of 

emotion from one (or many) to an audience (see for literature overviews: Andersen and 

Guerrero, 1998). Such studies cumulatively offer a deep understanding of how emotion 

serves to shape and guide behavior through the exchange of emotional information. 

Emotion and Politics Intertwined  

Emotions have even been shown to effect various kinds of political involvement 

and human learning. For example, considerable research has noted that positive and 

negative emotions can have directional effects on political information processing 

(Roseman, Abelson, and Ewing, 1986; Hsu and Price, 1993; Masters and Sullivan, 1993), 

political learning and involvement (Marcus and MacKuen, 1993; Nadeau, Niemi, and 

Amato, 1995; Neuman, MacKuen, Marcus, and Miller, 1997), and the evaluation of a 

political candidate (Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995; Ottati and Wyer, 1993). 

Negative emotions have been the subject of significantly more research in the area 

of politics than have positive emotions. Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1995) conducted, 

while not a specific study of political emotion, one of the largest and most comprehensive 

studies of negative campaign advertising ever undertaken; they concluded that one-sided 

negative campaigns resulted in lower support for the subject of the campaign 

advertisement and that negative responses to these attacks drove down overall turnout 

rates. Similarly, Marcus (1988), who differentiated the effects of positive and negative 

emotional responses to presidential candidates, concluded that positive emotions are 
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twice as influential as negative emotions in candidate selection. Interestingly, these 

studies characterize emotion as the product of political events, as do numerous others 

(see Christ, 1985; Marcus and MacKuen, 1993; et al).   

Unfortunately, these works tell us little about how emotion is used within 

campaign messages themselves. Marcus (1988) comes closest to treating emotion as a 

stimulus when he looks at voter response to candidates, conceiving (albeit inadvertently) 

of the candidate as an emotional stimulus. If research were to fall more closely in line 

with Marcus’s approach to understanding emotion, scholars and practitioners could 

develop a more comprehensive understanding of how emotion is used on message 

recipients. 

LOCATING EMOTION IN MOBILIZATION LANGUAGE 

At this point it is useful to recall once more Rolls (1995), who defines emotions as 

“states produced by instrumental conditioning stimuli” (p. 1091). If we embrace this 

definition, it is odd that so little attention has been given to emotion as a stimulus. Yet the 

case remains that scholarly studies of emotion in politics are overtly concerned with 

behavioral responses. If we consider that research looking for emotional response 

assumes that something stimulates an emotion, why then do only a few researchers 

investigate the emotional trigger itself? This is not a question that can be answered here – 

nor is it intended to be a critique of a vital class of behavioral research – but it 

nevertheless sets the stage for emotional stimulus research in political settings.  

Because of the instrumental nature of emotion as stimulus, this study combed 

through mobilization messages to determine which available emotional appeals were 

utilized. The analysis searched for the sixteen available emotional tokens as described by 

Oatley and Jenkins (1996) (see Chapter Two for a review). In keeping with our earlier 

assumptions about audience, it would be natural to assume that mobilizers are targeting 
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their emotional appeals directly to the needs of their individual audiences. As we have 

come to find in earlier analyses, direct targets are often prioritized below what is 

necessary in this political situation. Again, our analyses reveal that emotional constructs 

are grounded in the latter (see Table 4.1).  

Table  4.1 Emotional Token Use   

__________            

Emotional Token Message Use

(Positive Tokens) 

Happiness    3.5%             

Love    7%             

Hope  17.6% 

Satisfaction   2.6%             

(Negative Tokens) 

Pride  13.6% 

Anger    12.9% 

Disgust   1.5%             

Contempt   4.8%             

Distress    20.3% 

Sadness    2.5%             

Fear    1.9%             

(Complex Tokens) 

Surprise      .5%             

Disappointment    2.8%             



Relief      .4%             

Like     5.8%             

Dislike    8.5%             

 

N = 8014 

An examination of the emotions operating in mobilization messages revealed that 

four emotions predominated in the discourse: distress, hope, pride, and anger. These 

emotions appear uniformly, regardless of audience type. And, yet, our analysis is not 

complete. It is not just the appearance of particular emotional stimuli that becomes 

evident in the analysis of these messages, but an indication that the emotions are 

strategically part of a grander scheme to counter citizen inaction.  

Expectations of Positive “Sandwiching”   

Consider the last time someone gave you criticism. Was it an outright castigation 

of your essential self? Hopefully, and likely, not. Because criticism represents an 

emotional minefield, it (especially personal criticism) often takes advantage of an 

ascending and descending structure commonly known as the positive feedback sandwich 

(Beebe and Beebe, 2003). According to Anne Dohrenwend (2002), this practice “consists 

of one specific criticism ‘sandwiched’ between two specific praises,” (p. 43).  

Most instances of formal critique utilize this method (for a review, see Stones and 

Walsh, 2004) because it fosters an appealing relationship for both those giving and 

receiving criticism. It is this positive relationship between the sender and receiver, argues 

Dohrenwend, that best leads to behavior change and also makes the positive “sandwich” 

the structure of choice in most persuasive situations.   
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Persuasion is all around us, and so is the positive sandwich structure. Mediated 

advertisements use this strategy to lure both new customers and create good product 

associations for mass audiences. Holbrook, Morris, and Batra (1987) argue that positive 

emotional messages are, in fact, key to achieving desired consumer responses in 

advertising and marking campaigns. When compared to positive messages, consumers 

did not respond favorably to products that embraced negatively skewed messages or 

structures (Festinger and Maccoby, 1964). Sharma (1999) found that people can “feel” 

the emotions of persuasive agents and that consumers are less apt to buy from people 

they regard as innately negative.  

In examining discourse in its natural state, whether law, sales, or politics, we see 

the foregrounding of positive emotional characteristics in messages. Kenneth Burke 

(1945), perhaps best associated with the notion of rhetorical foregrounding and 

backgrounding, explains that speakers emphasize particular rhetorical elements over 

others in order to portray their selected “reality.” In doing so, rhetors effectively reveal 

themselves. For our purposes, the choice of the positive sandwich reveals that these 

speakers are motivated by their positive reality.  

Bushe and Kassam (2004) examined the approaches that people take when they 

try to inspire change in an audience and found five general strategies, including what they 

called the “Positive Principle,” in which an image of reality is enhanced and actions 

begin to align with the positive image. 

Given the apparent predominance of the positive approach to persuasion, we 

would expect political mobilizers to take a similar tack. In the following sections, we 

consider whether or not this expectation is warranted. 
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Emotional Layers In Mobilization Message Structures  

Mobilization messages do not have the same feel as other persuasive messages. 

While this is, at first, difficult to quantify – let us consider the excerpts inserted into the 

discussion thus far. At the beginning of a call to arms from the Black Civic Participation 

organization in September 2003 (referenced in Chapter 3), we are greeted with a feeling 

of concern. Something is troubling and should worry us: “America is at a crossroads. 

Will she live up to her promise of inclusion and opportunity for all or will she go back to 

a time where justice is for a few, where prosperity is only for those who already have and 

where racism, bigotry and sexism are acceptable forms of practice in the name of  

homeland security.” This is not the typical statement of inclusion and positive 

reinforcement directed toward a waiting crowd or potential consumer. Similar is the 

sentiment from the Christian Coalition at the beginning of their mass distribution 

message in December, 2002. “Dear Fellow Christian: I'm sure you agree the recent 

United States Supreme Court decision allowing simulated adult-child sex is outrageous. 

We will not allow this travesty to stand!” These attributes force us to reconsider how 

persuasion sounds but, just as we do, mobilization shifts its sound. 

Not far into the National Organization for Women’s December, 2002 message to 

its membership about current social injustice, the message switches its tone to one more 

consistent with typical persuasive communication. “NOW is proud to stand with the other 

social justice organizations who have united to form this peace vigil.” Similarly, the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) as well as the 

Christian Coalition send positive messages to their audiences that same month: “Due in 

large part to the tenacity of the NAACP members and leadership, the election reform 

legislation has become law!” (NAACP, December, 2002). And, “That's where Christian 

Coalition of America is making a tremendous difference. As you know, we are located in 
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Washington, D.C., just a short walk from Capitol Hill. From here, we are able to work 

with Congress and effectively inform and equip ‘grassroots America’ to elect godly men 

and women to political office.” Neither the NAACP nor the Christian Coalition start their 

messages with these affirmations but each does manage to place the information in the 

body of the text – sandwich it, if you will, between what appear to be negative assertions. 

BURYING THE POSITIVE: A UNIQUE STRUCTURE FOR MOBILIZATION MESSAGES 

Persuasion has a sound – a pattern – and until we are confronted by a persuasive 

arrangement that does not fit our expectations we take little notice of its form. It is just 

this type of odd pattern, when placed in the circumstances of politics, that brings this 

chapter’s attention to the intersection of political mobilization and persuasive structure.  

It was not the intent or design of the present study to investigate message structures. This 

study looked for the presence of words and phrases and judged differences between and 

within demographic groups. It was when the set analyses led to more questions that a new 

query and a new path of analysis resulted. In this study it became necessary to understand 

why mobilization sounds like it does.  

Mobilizers do not sound like other persuaders. The emotions with which they 

deal, while balanced between positive and negative valences, have a markedly different 

“feel.” Second, the structural choices do not appear to reflect the choices made by other 

persuaders (i.e., non-mobilizers). Clearly, these messages do not begin with a positive 

sentiment. They do not feel positive, even as the analysis points to a balanced use of 

positive and negative appeals. 

The Layers of Emotion in Mobilization: Negative, Positive, Negative 

The present analysis demonstrates that mobilization messages do not employ the 

Positive Sandwich. Mobilizers have adopted a “four-emotion structure” contrary to most 



persuasive communication. Chart 4.2 takes a token message (not intended to be an 

exhaustive analytic demonstration) from the mobilization data set to exemplify this novel 

persuasive structure. 

Table  4.2 Chronological Dissection Of A Mobilization Message 

__________            

* Alliance for Retired Americans’ message (taken from materials distributed on December 2002). 
Mobilization Message Excerpt:    Description of Emotional Token Use 
 
Average prescription drug costs for Medicare 
recipients increased from $674 a year in 1996 to 
$1,539 in 2000, Coyle said, and could jump to as 
much as $3,751 by 2010. But many seniors pay far 
more than that.  
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“We intend to be a powerful new voice for retired 
workers and their families, and we’re going to start 
by raising it on behalf of voluntary, affordable, 
comprehensive prescription drug coverage for all 
Medicare recipients,” said Alliance Executive 
Director Ed Coyle… 

Once mobilizers have established a case of 
situational distress, the messages move on to 
outline a vision of Hope.  As we see in this 
message, the Alliance Director looks toward the 
future and sees that it can be better. He outlines 
an intended improvement. The message next 
moves into statements of hope from politicians. 
These statements counter the earlier message of 
distress. They state that a better world can exist 
even if no plan for that world is, yet, described.  

Mobilizers start negative. Almost without fail, we 
find messages of distress and trouble listed at the 
onset. These beginnings clarify the start of the 
Negative Sandwich. Distress comes first. In the 
case of the Alliance for Retired Americans, the 
audience is given troubling statistics about what 
is happening and could happen with their medical 
costs. 

“If you can find money for a tax cut for the very rich, 
you can find money for a Medicare prescription drug 
plan for seniors,” said Rep. David E. Bonior (D-
Mich.).   
 
 
In New York City, Alliance members and their allies 
braved a drizzly afternoon to tell Pfizer and the rest 
of the pharmaceutical industry that it’s time to bring 
the skyrocketing cost of prescription drugs under 
control.  
 
 
 
To highlight the problem, eight dancing pill bottles, 
representing commonly prescribed drugs, kicked up 
their heels at the 42nd Street rally in New York. Each 
dancing bottle showed the price of the drug in the 
United States and in Canada and the percentage 
difference between the two… “The pharmaceutical 
industry is laughing at us all the way to the bank,” 
said Bonior 
 

A great deal of self-reference can be found in 
calls toward political participation. The messages 
appear to state, “Look what we have done to 
handle the trouble that evidently exists.” These 
statements are an indication of Pride expressed 
through acknowledgment of personal or group 
efforts and follow the statements of hope. 

  
To complete a sandwiching effect, these messages 
go back to the sentiments expressed at their 
beginnings. They do not return to expressions of 
distress but do return to negative emotional 
appeals. Unlike any other persuasive group (and, 
in what seems to be an atypical choice) mobilizers 
end their statements in Anger.   
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In examining political mobilization messages, we are confronted by a unique 

message structure, a structure that begins and ends with negative sentiments and buries 

positive emotional tokens. It is this distinctive pattern, one unlike those used by other 

persuaders, that illuminates a distinct persuasive persona.  

Insights Into Persona Revealed Through Emotional Layering 

By returning to the concepts of foregrounding advanced by Kenneth Burke 

(1945), we can better understand the rhetorical devices employed by mobilizers. What 

does the use of the Negative Sandwich – the foregrounding of negative elements in 

persuasive structure – tell us about those who select that pattern? First, we know that this 

is a historically unique choice in persuasion (Stones and Walsh, 2004). Persuasion is 

typically a practice where positive indicators bury negative elements. Not so in 

mobilization. Second, where we see the political genre opting for positive sandwiching to 

build good relationships with audiences (Bosinelli, 1986; Greatbatch and Heritage, 1986; 

Kuo, 1998), again, mobilizers act differently. Evidence gathered here indicates that 

mobilizers are a group driven by a unique set of principles.  

These discourses betray the underlying motivational world of their makers. Recall 

that most persuaders align themselves with the Positive Principle (Bosch, 2004;  Bushe 

and Kassam, 2004) --we see this in their choice of Positive Sandwich structures. In 

explaining the use of the Positive Sandwich, psychological research identified the 

embrace of what came to be called the Positive Principle. Analogously, we can look at 

the negative structure employed in mobilization messages and discover something that 

might be called the Negative Principle.  

Stating that mobilizers are driven by a negative principle should not be taken as 

disparaging. The assertion in no way suggests that those who get out the vote have 

malevolent intentions or wish to harm others. Quite the contrary. The idea of a 
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Negatively Principled personality, not new to psychology, suggests cautious rather than 

deleterious motives. In fact, Sarah Morgan and Lori Parry (2001) report findings from 

both Psychology Today and the American Psychological Society Association that those 

whose trait personalities drive them to prepare for worst case scenarios do so as a 

“protective behavior” (p. 1677). These are people who because they “fear the worst” will 

prepare for and avoid what they imagine. Using protective behavior allows those with 

this trait to make both emotional and physical preparations for a variety of negative 

outcomes. When positive (or less negative) outcomes result, the person is pleasantly 

surprised (Price, 1988). Presumably, political mobilizers analyze the political system’s 

current flaws to ready the public for a way of remedying those flaws. If mobilizers were 

to see everything in a positive light, they would see little need to make the system better 

or to take action. One who does not see the need for action – believe in it and feel it – 

would hardly participate in politics. Mobilizers are running from something in order to go 

to something.  

CONCLUSION 

An examination of argumentative arrangement is not new. Reaching as far back 

as the classical rhetorical scholars, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian, through 

examinations by contemporary communication theorists, those who study language have 

sought to explain the arrangement of persuasive message elements (Infante, Rancer, and 

Womack, 1997). What we discover through these assessments is that persuasion is 

consistent. In fact, Brigance (1961) argues that humans have come to intuitively 

recognize patterns for persuasive argument because persuasion has followed the same 

basic principles since first being described by medieval and renaissance rhetoricians. As a 

result, people have come to know and expect particular rhetorical arrangements in their 

various persuasive encounters.  
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For example, speakers understand that messages need to have a beginning, a 

middle, and an end. However, creating a place for ideas, as Aristotle and scholars of 

persuasion have long argued, is a process far more delicate than simply arranging ideas 

willy nilly. Ordering, which Aristotle deemed important enough to be one of his five 

cannons of rhetoric (and labeled “arrangement”), allows the speaker to appropriately and 

effectively convey ideas that, if patterned otherwise, would lose their meaning (Covino 

and Jolliffe, 1995). It is the significance of this practice that drives us to continually 

inquire into how message structures are best fashioned and why. 

This chapter attempts to explain what the “structures, forms, and styles” of 

mobilizers mean. By utilizing what we know about emotion and ordering rules, we can 

cast an eye not only on the content of the message but on the message-maker as well. 

When doing so, we find that mobilizers embrace four distinct messages (distress, anger, 

hope, and pride) and that they arrange these emotional appeals so as to bury positive 

emotional content within negative frames. While this choice is quite different from 

typical persuasion tactics, the use of this structure provides us with a window into the 

psychological make-up of those who would have us prepare for the worst… a society 

without participatory government. 

Mobilizers chose to ascend and descend from negative emotional appeals. 

Mitchell et al (2001) explain that emotion in persuasion is characterized not only by 

positively or negatively skewed appeals but that individual emotions have unique effects 

on audiences. As has been argued in this chapter, the selection of these emotional triggers 

helps tell a story that draws audiences into the mobilizers’ view of democratic politics, a 

view that says that preparing for the worst case can prevent it.  

According to Carroll Arnold (1974), the very choice of argumentative ordering is 

inevitably strategic and telling: 
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Ideas are sometimes presented persuasively when aspects, types of qualities of 
things are sequenced according to their increasing or decreasing importance, 
familiarity, complexity, etc… Because such arrangements emphasize increasing 
or decreasing qualities, patterns of this order put the relativeness of things in the 
foreground. When such rises or descents are what listeners need to see most this 
structure is very helpful communicatively. …. To arrange in one order makes 
sense and another would not. (Arnold , p. 122)   

It would not make sense for mobilizers to ascend to or descend from positive 

elements because that would be unlikely to stimulate audiences to act. As we have seen 

from the evidence presented here, mobilizers use negative layering because this ordering 

is itself a kind of message. In Aristotle’s terms, strategies like these turn disposition into a 

new kind of invention. Rhetorical structures, in short, argue.  
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Chapter 5 

Request-Free Mobilization: GOTV Language, Enthymeme, and 

Compliance-Gaining 

Knowledge without action is the same as having no knowledge at all. 

— Bob Burg, The Success Formula 

INTRODUCTION: THE LANGUAGE OF ACTION  

In preceding chapters we presented rhetorical characterizations of mobilization 

messages and of mobilizers themselves. These investigations represent the who and the 

what of political mobilization. But we have not yet considered the all-important question 

of why—in other words, we have not yet examined the purpose of mobilization messages. 

As with our previous undertakings, the focus here will be on the ways in which 

mobilizers use language to help them realize their goals. And as before, the findings I 

present are not necessarily what one might have expected.   

What we could expect to find in the mobilizing genre is language that features 

calls to action. After all, the purpose of political mobilization is to convince citizens to 

participate in politics—to move, as it were, from inaction to action. Direct appeals to do a 

particular undertaking, therefore, would seem endemic to this kind of rhetorical 

transaction. Thus, it is reasonable to expect that a Get-Out-the-Vote (GOTV) campaign 

would specifically ask people to do just that—“get out and vote.”  

The purpose of this chapter is to discover whether or not action language exists in 

mobilization messages (and, if so, to describe it). Moreover, whatever is found will need 

a firm grounding in an appropriate framework that represents concepts such as social 
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influence, persuasion, and compliance-gaining—all of which are relevant to the present 

study because they deal with the intersection of language, attitudes, and behavior (Gass 

and Seiter, 1999).  

A brief discussion of these conceptual underpinnings is a logical place from 

which to launch our examination of the purpose and language of mobilization messages. 

OPERATING THE TOOLS OF SOCIAL INFLUENCE, PERSUASION, AND COMPLIANCE-
GAINING  

It is helpful to begin by clearly distinguishing among the definitions of social 

influence, persuasion, and compliance-gaining. Kelton Rhoads (2002) differentiates them 

more clearly than some scholars: “Influence is the power to cause human change—

whether that change is a behavior, an attitude, or a belief. Inducing a change in attitude is 

called persuasion. Inducing a change in behavior is called compliance” (para. 2). His 

definition not only distinguishes each concept in its own right, but also offers a useful 

model for understanding how they interrelate. And while other theorists offer varying 

definitions of these concepts, virtually all pay homage to the notion of “change” or 

“modification” in one way or another (Cialdini, 1984; Fisher, 1978; Miller, 1980; Miller 

and Burgoon, 1973; Willer, Lovaglia, and Markovsky, 1997). For our purposes, 

therefore, it is compliance that emerges from this literature as a central, unifying concept. 

Modifying Rhoads’ formula slightly, we can pose the conceptual framework for 

our analysis as follows: to gain compliance (get action), what kinds of influence and 

forms of persuasion (language choices) do mobilizers bring to bear on the situation at 

hand?  

Mobilization As Compliance 

This conceptual formula rather straightforwardly defines the chief task of political 

mobilization as compliance-gaining, which is consistent with our above observation that 
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mobilization’s purpose is to “convince citizens to participate in politics.” More 

specifically, as noted in Chapter One, these initiatives operate on many levels vis-à-vis 

the nature of compliance, be it to: 1) motivate citizens to register, 2) correct delinquent 

voters’ levels of participation, 3) remind more consistent voters of upcoming electoral 

dates, or 4) serve the partisan function of persuading the undecided voter to poll for or 

against a candidate or ballot measure (Cavanagh, 1987; Jackson, 1995; Rosenstone and 

Hansen, 1993).  In fact, these purposes are often clearly expressed in the definitional 

statements that the groups themselves provide: 

 
Get Out the Vote: Getting people involved and active in the political process has 

been a goal of the League for over eight decades. …We have a special emphasis on 

young voters (who we refer to as Generation Y Vote), new citizens, and those 

people who, for one reason or another, have never voted before. (source: League of 

Women Voters) 

GOTV: What is GOTV (Get Out The Vote)?  GOTV refers to the 3-5 days before 

Election Day and its sole message and purpose is “Go Vote.”  A secondary yet very 

important part of the message is letting folks know where the polls are located and 

when they open and close. (source: Interfaith Alliance) 

Voter Registration: Helping potential voters fill out and submit the forms required 

by the  Secretary of State to become a registered voter, or helping already registered 

voters update their registration so that it is current… . (source: Participation 

Project)  



 82 

What is OBV? Operation Big Vote is one of the largest and most successful voter 

participation programs in the nation. The primary goals of OPERATION BIG 

VOTE (OBV) are to: 

• Increase black registration and turnout,  

• Educate black voters in ways to make their elected officials more responsive, 

and  

• Promote empowerment of African Americans through full voter participation. 

(source: Operation Big Vote)  

These definitions are consistent with our assertion that, as a process, political 

mobilization is fundamentally concerned with eliciting action. Both definitionally and 

functionally, therefore, mobilization messages are designed to gain compliance—to 

register potential voters, place reminder phone calls, ferry people to the polls, and even 

provide childcare if necessary.   

Compliance thus comes in a variety of forms. But it is worth pushing the envelope 

a little further in the other direction—where mobilization messages are first imagined and 

languaged—if we are to develop a more complete understanding of the rhetorical physics 

of compliance.   

MEASURING COMPLIANCE: THE LANGUAGE OF AUDIENCE INTENTION 

Despite the somewhat obvious link between compliance and the rhetoric of 

political mobilization, the linguistic construction of messages is undiscovered territory 

for compliance-gaining systems. Therefore, if political mobilization messages are to 

occupy this space productively, a little conceptual bridge-building is in order.   
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As we recall from Rhoads (2002), compliance is defined, strictly speaking, as a 

particular outcome—i.e., a measurable result of compliance gained (voters registered, 

votes cast, etc.). But because the present study involves rhetorical analysis, we cannot 

afford the luxury of thinking in terms of traditional behavioral science outcomes. Instead, 

our search for clues must necessarily be focused on the messages themselves, including, 

of course, mobilizers’ own definitional/purpose statements.   

How, then, does the rhetorical critic find evidence of compliance-gaining in the 

kinds of artifacts studied here? We begin by asking a question: before compliance is 

actually effected, what does its surrounding rhetoric sound like? The answer is that it 

sounds like objectives, which is to say, mobilizers continually set behavioral objectives 

for their audiences.  

This rhetorical evidence of such patterns is abundant in the purpose statements we 

examined above (“fill out and submit the forms,” “increase black registration,” “go vote,” 

etc.). But how do we dust such messages for fingerprints of compliance? We must look 

for language that specifies a desired set of behavioral outcomes—i.e., messages that 

express mobilizers’ hopes of gaining compliance (expressed as desired outcomes). This 

chapter identifies and analyzes compliance-laden language in such messages.   

A Method for Investigating The Rhetoric Of  Audience Action 

The compliance goals that mobilizers build into their messages represent a kind of 

rhetorical “to-do” list for the audience—action-oriented outcomes that the receivers alone 

can satisfy (after all, this is not about the sender, the source, or any third party—it is 

about moving the audience from inaction to action). Political behavior research offers us 

a useful paradigm for understanding what such a to-do list might look like. The ability to 

vote and to feel as if that vote has an impact on the political process – to be efficacious – 

has long been considered a principal variable in voter turnout (see Yeich and Levine, 
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1994, for a review). As a result, searching for efficacy – the feeling that one has the 

ability to act and that the act will have an impact on politics – is  a necessary component 

of mobilization efforts. Secondarily, research tells us that removing barriers to taking 

action is necessary to tease action out of inaction (Wolfinger and Rosenstone, 1980). 

These tactics have long been part of the mobilization process as seen, for example, in 

convenience measures such as the Motor Voter Act. In addition, political research lets us 

know that citizens can and do grapple with internal arguments against their own 

involvement (Gerber and Greene, 1999; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1968). 

Subsequently, arguments regarding these elements would likely find their place in 

mobilization language.  

Adapting this conceptual work to the present study, we can hypothesize that 

mobilizers would craft messages that feature one or more of the following audience-

centered devices: 

- making moral arguments that impel action 

- advocating removal of physical impediments to action 

- advocating removal of psychological impediments to action 

- creating a sense of action-oriented self-efficacy 

- depicting action responses as effective  

For brevity’s sake, we will refer to these devices as moral argument, physical 

impediment, psychological impediment, self efficacy, and response efficacy.   

Using these as our foci, we subject the mobilization messages in our database to a 

content analysis organized around two general categories—language that opposes 

inaction and language that supports action.  The analytical matrix thus takes the following 

form (definitions and fictive examples included for reference): 
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Language that opposes inaction 

- Self Efficacy: Expressions of powerlessness  

Example: “Even if I went to the polls, I wouldn’t get in to vote.” 

- Response Efficacy: Expressions of pointlessness or futility  

Example: “My vote doesn’t do anything. 

- Moral Argument: Appealing to one’s sense of indignity, etc. 

Example: “It would be just wrong to vote for someone if you didn’t 

completely agree with his position.” 

- Physical Impediment: Describing physical/material roadblocks to action   

Examples: Transportation problems, physical disability, etc. 

- Psychological Impediment: Describing non-physical roadblocks to action 

Example: “I just hate how the whole thing is run.” 

Language that supports action 

- Self Efficacy: Affirming one’s ability to act successfully 

Example: “If I chose to go to the polls, I will absolutely get in to vote.” 

- Response Efficacy: Expecting action to yield meaningful results 

Example: “My vote will make a difference in the laws that govern our 

country.” 

- Moral Argument: Appealing to one’s sense of righteousness, etc.  

Example: “Voting is what is good for our country.” 

- Physical Capability: Describing material aids to action 

Examples: Accessible transportation, time off work, etc. 

- Psychological Benefit: Describing non-physical rewards for acting  

Example: “It feels good to participate.” 
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Given their stated goals of gaining compliance (in the form of action), these are 

the kinds of linguistic constructions we would expect mobilizers to use in their GOTV 

messages.  These messages would presumably describe the problems that occur when an 

audience takes no action or, conversely, paint in a positive light the results that come 

from action taken.  By the same measure, messages that do not contain these kinds of 

action-oriented, audience-directed language devices would appear to violate their stated 

purposes. 

MOBILIZATION AS A LANGUAGE OF AUDIENCE INACTION  

A content analysis using these parameters was run on a sample of the 16 

demographic groups’ messages. The expectation was that the language employed in these 

messages would fall into one of the two general categories identified—opposing audience 

inaction or supporting audience action.  Either way, the language would be oriented along 

this topical axis.   

Yet, as Table 5.1 illustrates, nearly three-quarters of the message units surveyed 

lacked language of this kind; they neither advocated action nor discouraged inaction on 

the part of the audience. As a result, a new, wholly unanticipated, category emerged as 

the predominant one in this analysis—“Language Lacking Actionable Terms.” 

Table  5.1 Distribution of Action-based Language Used in Mobilization Messages 

__________            

Broad Category   Percentage Total Units of Analysis

Language Opposing Audience Inaction    2.1 

Language Supporting Audience Action  23.1      

Language Lacking Actionable Terms   74.6 

N = 8014 (intercoder reliability = .86)  
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Oddly enough, these messages—whose very purpose is to gain compliance 

through audience action—by and large do not deal with such matters overtly. It would 

seem that mobilizers do little to articulate their stated goals within the text of the 

messages themselves. 

Nevertheless, because roughly one fourth of the messages were associated with 

either the opposing of inaction or the supporting of action, a further analysis was 

conducted to determine which individual foci were used and, when used, to what extent. 

This analysis found that message creators were primarily focusing their rhetorical 

attention on self-efficacy and response efficacy (within the context of promoting action), 

but that all of the predicted analytical foci were borne out to some degree. Table 5.2 

summarizes these results. 

Table  5.2 Distribution of Audience Centered Action Language Divided By Foci  

__________            

Broad Category   Focus  Percentage of Discussion Overall

Language Lacking Audience Action    74.6 

Language Opposing Audience Inaction      2.1 

Self Efficacy           .5 

Response Efficacy          .3 

Moral Argument          .3 

Physical Impediment      .6 

Psychological Impediment     .3 

Other        .1  

Language Supporting Audience Action    23.1 



Self Efficacy     9.8 

Response Efficacy    5.1   

Moral Argument    3.1  

Physical Capability     1.4 

Psychological Benefit    1.9 

Other      1.8  

N = 8014 (intercoder reliability = .86)  

Given the large sample size, however, these occurrences are relatively few in 

number, representing the exception rather than the rule we expected to see observed. 

Clearly, compliance-gaining frameworks—at least as we have tried to apply them here—

is not the lingua franca of political mobilizers. Despite their self-professed goals of 

gaining compliance in the form of political action, the message crafters in this study 

employed language strategies that did not, for the most part, deal in a direct or explicit 

way with the subject at hand (namely, the reasons why an audience should embrace 

action and/or avoid inaction). 

These counter-intuitive results obviously require us to reexamine our preliminary 

assumptions about the rhetorical mechanics of mobilization requests. Because we did not 

find what we expected to find, logic suggests two possibilities: 1) compliance-gaining 

frameworks are an inadequate way of explaining the rhetorical structure of these 

messages, or 2) compliance-gaining is applicable but in heretofore unanticipated ways.  

If the first of these possible explanations obtains, then we must start from scratch 

to find an appropriate conceptual model. Therefore, it behooves us to pursue the second 

possibility first – that a variant of compliance-gaining model is at work—compliance, as 
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it were, “by another name.” Our attempt to rehabilitate compliance frameworks in the 

context of mobilization begins in the next section. 

IDENTIFYING THE TRUE NATURE OF MOBILIZATION REQUESTS 

The analysis above demonstrates that limited audience-centered action language 

exists in mobilizing messages. In this sense, we found what we were looking for, only it 

turned out to be the minority report – occurring only one time in four. It is the fact that 

this combination of parameters exists at all (first, an action orientation and, second, the 

presumption that the audience will be doing the acting), that leads us to begin 

reconnoitering. We do so by revisiting compliance-gaining rather than abandoning it. 

One of the reasons we can do so is that the goal of the message senders remains 

unchanged—to get the audience to act (or to end their inaction, as the case may be).   

A closer examination of this combination is the first logical step in a 

reassessment. For its part, the basic orientation toward action is so central to the idea of 

gaining compliance that the model cannot function without it. But the second 

parameter—the identity of the would-be actors—may be more fluid. If we choose to treat 

this second parameter as a variable, then new conceptual possibilities are opened up. 

After all, we know that action can only be ascribed to human agents, and in a standard 

sender-receiver communication dyad (as was employed in this study), this leaves only 

two possible choices: the audience and the message senders. For content analysis, as 

substitutions go, this is a fairly straightforward one.  

If we make this substitution, what results is a hybrid form of compliance-gaining 

in which action is not requested but modeled.  Instead of asking audience members to act 

in desired ways, mobilizers imply their wishes by describing their own previous and/or 

current actions—in effect, a strategy of “do as I do.”   
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Because the data used in this study were coded to search for language describing 

audience action rather than sender action, quantifying this alternate hypothesis must 

necessarily wait until another study can be performed. For now, however, we can sift 

through the sample population for anecdotal evidence. And as it turns out, doing so yields 

tantalizing results; in a random survey of 100 messages, almost one half (45%) featured 

sender-focused action language. 

Where we were expecting mobilizers to address these goals directly and explicitly 

in their language choices, we found instead that action-centered language focused on the 

mobilizers themselves who achieved more than double the amount of action language 

directed at the audience. The following examples clearly illustrate the “do as I do”  

pattern: 

Since the beginning, the Christian Coalition has provided critical pro-family 
information in order to challenge individuals, churches and community groups to 
make a difference at all levels of government. (source: Christian Coalition, 
December, 2002)  

By continuing to lead the fight to eliminate remaining barriers to civic 
participation, the National  Coalition will promote greater social and economic 
justice to enhance the quality of African American life.  (source: Black Civic 
Participation, September, 2003) 

Leagues around the country are actively involved in HAVA implementation in 
their states. League leaders are serving on HAVA State Planning Committees, 
lobbying on state legislation to protect voters' rights, participating on radio talk 
shows discussing the issues and holding public forums. (source: League of 
Women Voters, May, 2003) 

As these excerpts demonstrate, mobilization messages are steeped in the language 

of action, though not in the particular “dialect” we were expecting. In order to understand 

this dialect more clearly, these messages were then subjected to the same categorical 

analysis used earlier but, this time, with a focus on mobilizer-centered action language 

(see Table 5.3).  



Table  5.3 Distribution of Mobilizer Centered Action Language Divided By Foci 

__________            

Broad Category   Focus  Percentage of Discussion Overall

Language Opposing Mobilizer Inaction    10.0 

Self Efficacy           .0 

Response Efficacy          .0 

Moral Argument      10.0 

Physical Impediment      .0 

Psychological Impediment     .0 

Language Supporting Mobilizer Action    90.0 

Self Efficacy   34.0 

Response Efficacy  16.0   

Moral Argument  26.0  

Physical Capability       .0 

Psychological Benefit  14.0 

N = 100  

While we can describe the foregoing arrangement as a hybridized form of the 

compliance-gaining model, the question of how this approach manages to work remains. 

The next section posits one possible explanation.   

Mobilization Language Deployed Enthymematically  

To solve this rhetorical riddle, one need look no further than Aristotle and to one 

of the oldest forms of persuasion known to scholars of rhetoric—the enthymeme.  On the 
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surface, this “do-as-I-do” approach may seem presumptuous or too self-involved. Yet, 

when placed in the context of the larger rhetorical situation, these self-focused statements 

appear less narcissistic than strategic, representing as they do one of the most powerful 

(and audience-centered) forms of persuasion available. The self-descriptive action 

language of mobilizers, therefore, becomes one of the building blocks of an 

enthymematic argument. 

Those who wish to persuade subtly rather than forcefully, or indirectly rather than 

directly, can learn much from mobilizers. The enthymeme is an informal reasoning 

method—sometimes defined as a “truncated syllogism” since either a premise or the 

conclusion that would otherwise be stated explicitly in a true, formal syllogism is instead 

implied (Long, n.d.). In other words, the listener is expected to supply the missing 

argument, an argument that leads him or her toward a desired conclusion. The 

enythemematic form is, according to Aristotle, “the substance of rhetorical persuasion” 

(translation, 1990, p. 168).  

As can be seen in this simplified sample argument, the focus of the 

communication is on the stated premises rather than the hoped-for goal: 

• I am an African American  

(primary premise)  

• You are an African American  

(secondary premise) 

• I take action  

(secondary premise)  

• [Therefore…]  

(implied conclusion left unstated: “…you should take action, too”) 
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Mobilization is a rhetorical genre that strives to gain compliance not through 

direct request but through a subtle kind of self-persuasion that is the hallmark of the 

enthymematic form. The genre of political mobilization leads by examples-in-action, 

trusting the audience to “do the right thing,” as it were. Mobilizers use indirection to 

prompt their audience to action, all without having to resort to the blunt force trauma of a 

direct request.  

We see this approach illustrated perfectly in one of many examples from the 

study’s database of mobilization messages – in this case, from the League of Women 

Voters (December, 2002): 

Primary premise: 

o "We are hearing of scattered problems—over-capacity crowds resulting in 

long waits for many voters, confusion caused by recent changes in the 

polling place location, and not enough voting machines… .” 

Secondary premise: 

o The LWVUS already has started to work with members of Congress and 

other organizations to develop significant federal legislation, including a 

substantial federal grants program to assist states in implementing "best 

practices" for voting systems.  

Secondary premise: 

o We need to continue to make reforms so that their jobs are manageable 

and that every vote counts. 

Unstated conclusion: 

o [Therefore, if you make the effort to cast a vote, your vote will count] 

In his seminal article on enthymemes and persuasion, Bitzer (1959) located the 

device’s power in its ability to involve the audience in the decision-making process. By 
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supplying all but the final conclusion, mobilizers can stop short of admonishing audience 

members in a top-down, authoritarian fashion. Instead of attempting compulsion through 

the use of explicit arguments, mobilizers achieve something much more powerful and 

long-lived – conviction itself. Conviction, of course, is an internal state owned by the 

audience. It may be the ultimate goal according to the mobilizers because a state of 

conviction ensures that audience members will become co-authors of their own 

conversion. 

There is a risk, of course, that when the “what-I-need-you-to-do-now” conclusion 

is left unstated, some receivers will draw the wrong one (i.e., how or what should be 

done?). But it is hard to argue with mobilization campaigns’ success. Gerber and Green 

(2001) find that mobilization efforts are influencing citizens to actually cast votes. While 

these GOTV studies do not take note of message types (or, specifically, they do not make 

any attempt to study the enthymematic structure presently identified here), we can 

conclude that mobilization messages are making an impact. Thus, no matter how many 

members of the flock may fall away, more than enough become true believers in 

mobilization’s idea to justify use of such the enthymematic approach that would appear 

to be a regular messaging choice.  

Presumably, this seemingly roundabout path to political involvement is made 

necessary by the nature of politics itself. The indirect route to compliance-gaining works 

because of the role that choice plays in the functioning of a democracy. Today’s citizens 

of the American body politic, we can assume, do not like being told what to do. One’s 

vote—even the act of voting itself—are American sacraments. It would not make sense, 

therefore, to enter such a milieu using language and tactics that seem to limit choice.  

By stopping short of the direct request for action, political mobilizers are 

guaranteeing that their audiences will sense that they do in fact have a choice. At the 
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absolute minimum, that choice is between: 1) doing nothing with the information 

presented or 2) doing something. Whatever they decide to do, audience members can be 

secure in the knowledge that their choices are their own rather than options dictated by 

compulsion.  

For their part, meanwhile, mobilizers point to the utility of their own actions—

then, falling silent, take their chances on the choices audience members make in a more 

or less free marketplace of ideas. The right to decide for one’s self is as much about good 

persuasion as it is about good government.    

CONCLUSION 

Political participation is the ultimate goal of mobilization messages. Even when 

mobilization messages do not use explicit compliance language (i.e., by making direct 

requests for action), one cannot argue with this claim. Mobilizers hope to have their 

audiences adopt a view that participation is worthwhile. Yet, instead of simply telling 

citizens to go out and vote, or write letters, or even engage in some specific type of 

political activity, their messages take a circuitous route. Mobilizers point to the utility of  

the mobilizers’ own actions and let the audience simply watch and listen.  

This chapter’s purpose was to analyze the nature of mobilization messages within 

the conceptual frame of influence. It began by delineating two types of influence: 1) 

persuasion, which aims to alter an attitude or belief and 2) compliance, which aims to 

bring about or change behavior (Rhoads, 2002). I used these conceptualizations as a 

guide to locating the self-stated goals of political mobilization groups in the conceptual 

area of compliance. Mobilizers clearly articulated a desire for their audiences to engage 

in specific political behavior. By developing a scheme of compliance language that was 

based in action terms and political behavior models, I was able to analyze mobilization 

messages to determine if their actual messages matched their goals. It did not.   



 96 

Mobilizers do not construct messages of audience-centered compliance. Instead, 

mobilizers have adopted a form that allows us to stretch our understanding of 

compliance-gaining frameworks. It is a self-as-example model portrayed through the age-

old persuasive form of the enthymeme. In this form, the message sender identifies the 

group to which both the audience and the mobilizer belong and follows with an example 

of the desired participatory behavior modeled by the mobilizer. This tactic leads the 

audience to action without a direct request, without a brazen or aggressive appeal, and yet 

still delivers a sound appeal for action. This, in short, is the act of mobilization.  
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Chapter 6 

Speaking to Strangers: How The Voice of Mobilization Changes For 

Youth Audiences 

Vote or die. 

— Sean “Diddy” Combs, 2004 

INTRODUCTION:  TARGETING YOUNG VOTERS  

By now, we have come to a greater understanding of certain linguistic features of 

mobilization. Through the analysis presented thus far we have found patterns and trends 

that distinguish mobilization language from other persuasive forms. As future mobilizers 

draft messages with the hopes of engaging an otherwise unengaged electorate, the 

blueprint laid out in the previous chapters can perhaps guide their efforts. It is the 

prospect of reflecting on the history of mobilization language while looking to the future 

of political engagement, that drives us to separate one demographic group from the others 

that have been discussed to this point.  

Rock the Vote’s most prominent GOTV campaign is still considered the most 

publicly well-known mobilization effort of all time (Sanders, 2004). It was an effort to 

mobilize one particular demographic – young people. It is this same group that votes less 

dependably than any other demographic (Gans, 2002). Were young people to vote in 

substantial numbers, they could dramatically impact the American political landscape 

(Delli Carpini, 2001; Ehrlich, 1999). None of this potential is lost on political mobilizers, 

of course. Many mobilization campaigns bank on the hope that American youth will rise 

to the challenge and become politically active. The mobilizer who unlocks this potential 
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will enjoy an enviable ride, which is why politicos spend millions of dollars each year to 

persuade young citizens to mobilize (Tindell and Medhurst, 1998).  

The most famous of these youth outreach efforts has been “Rock the Vote.” Now 

fifteen years old, this media-savvy initiative formed in response to what it perceived as 

the growing threat of media and artistic censorship.  Among its current messages to 

young people are admonitions to “educate yourself with the information and empower 

yourself with action” (Rock the Vote, 2003). According to the organization’s president, 

Jehmu Greene, Rock the Vote has registered over three and a half million people during 

its tenure (Ted, 2004).  

Smaller, yet equally active, is the Youth Vote Coalition, formed in 2001 from a 

conglomeration of earlier, like-minded movements. Youth Vote’s messages are often 

excerpted from the statements of prominent young citizen-activists. A typical example is 

their use of a line from a Huntington High student, Layne Amerikaner, which they 

featured as part of their engagement messages building up to the 2004 presidential 

election: “It’s very American to speak out against the war. We’re in a country where 

you're supposed to speak up.” (Youth Vote, 2003). 

Youth-oriented campaigns figure prominently into the voter mobilization 

landscape. Like campaigns targeting other demographic groups, youth mobilization 

comes in all shapes and sizes. And like their counterparts, therefore, these efforts are 

often discussed and analyzed solely on numerical bases (i.e., size of operation, number of 

voters registered, etc.) (Cummings, 2004; Greenblatt, 1998; Singer, 2004). To be sure, 

some youth-oriented efforts are quite small in scale (e.g., Kids and Politics or the 

Campaign for Young Voters), slipping quietly under the radar of mainstream media to 

reach highly specialized target audiences. Conversely, high-profile groups such as Rock 

the Vote, Smackdown Your Vote, and Citizen Change operate in the same conspicuous, 
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mainstream manner as the NAACP and the Christian Coalition. Unlike their more mild-

mannered counterparts, Rock the Vote et al make strategic, calculated use of media 

spectacle to garner significant public attention (Tabbi, 2004).  

Identifying and Distinguishing Youth Mobilization Efforts 

If we view youth mobilization efforts through this single lens, it is easy to lump 

them together with other mobilization campaigns (Cummings, 2004; Greenblatt, 1998; 

Singer, 2004). However, it is also easy to miss a key rhetorical difference between youth-

oriented mobilization campaigns and campaigns aimed at other demographic groups. 

Regardless of numbers, mobilization messages aimed at young people are uniformly and 

distinctly different from other participation-focused language acts. The genesis of this 

difference is found in the relationship between the sender and the receiver of the 

message.  

The simple fact is that young people and their mobilizers do not typically share 

the same demographic characteristics. Unlike those who run campaigns aimed at other 

demographic groups, such as Latinos or seniors, mobilizers who target young people are 

rarely in this group themselves. For example, Diddy’s 2004 Citizen Change campaign 

was the work of a 34-year-old musician and his late-twenty-something collaborators 

(Associated Press, 2004). Similarly, the original young voter campaign, Rock the Vote, 

has never been run by members of the nation’s youth. Rock the Vote’s directors may be 

young at heart but they are not young by demographic standards (U.S. Department of 

State, 2004). The same trend holds true for each prominent youth-oriented mobilization 

campaign identified in this study.   

This age difference between sender and receiver has rhetorical implications when 

one considers that mobilizers of young populations must tackle two significant social 
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hurdles—connecting with a politically disinterested demographic group that, as likely as 

not, views them as strangers (Thau, 1999). 

Two Hurdles 

Much attention has been given to how to generate interest among audience 

members who have traditionally been unengaged in the political process. Delli Carpini’s 

(2001) studies of young citizens found that the men and women in the 18-24 group are 

considered the most apathetic and civically alienated of all potential voting blocks. Pew 

Charitable Trusts (2003) concurred, finding that members of this group were: 1) less 

interested in current affairs or politics in general, 2) less knowledgeable about political 

matters, and 3) less likely to seek out new information on political matters. Moreover, 

Thau’s (1999) research found that today’s young citizens remain disinterested longer than 

their predecessors did.  

While most would agree that overcoming this apathy is key to mobilizers’ hopes 

for this age group, less attention has been given to the consequences of the second—

while equally significant—hurdle identified above: young people are wary of those 

outside their age demographic, viewing them, in effect, as strangers: 

Most young people trust doctors, teachers and scientists, but two-thirds (64%) say 
they would not trust a journalist to tell them the truth and half would not trust 
“celebrity,” and two in five young people would not trust government ministers or 
“politicians in general” to tell them the truth. Only one in eight (12%) would trust 
the “ordinary man or woman in the street” to tell them the truth: they have learned 
the lesson not to trust strangers. (Nestlé Family Monitor, 2003, p. 16-19) 

What makes this distrust of outsiders so noteworthy is how it plays out in the 

construction of persuasive messages aimed at youth groups. When we examine attempts 

to persuade youth to act (vote, stay off drugs, etc.), we must face the fact that youth are 

hearing persuasive messages from strangers. Such a source predicament leads to a natural 

question for rhetorical scholars: What impact does this distanced relationship have on the 



 101 

rhetorical construction of persuasive messages in the area of youth-centered 

mobilization?  

The current chapter works to answer this question by identifying the language 

constructed for youth-oriented persuasion in mobilization campaigns. It will determine if 

mobilization messages from “strangers” differ (and, if so, how) from those authored by 

“familiars.” In doing so, we must consider whether or not these messages fit the 

mobilization genre described in earlier chapters—do mobilizers use the same linguistic 

tools for this type of audience as for the other demographics in our study, or do they use 

unique devices to connect with this group of wary, untrusting souls? 

A RHETORIC BETWEEN STRANGERS 

Georg Simmel’s (1950) much employed conceptualization of the stranger, from 

Sociology of Space, defines the stranger through his or her context in society. For us, this 

means contextualizing the youth demographic in opposition to their would-be mobilizers. 

While young people are not from a different nation or society, they are functionally 

dissimilar to those who attempt to motivate them. Functional differences include varying 

emotional and sometimes physical needs, means of interacting, and justifications for 

beliefs, values, and actions (Simmel, 1950). This characterization of functional 

differences is reiterated in Warner’s (2002) argument that strangers can be defined by 

their isolation from the organized, political public—a separation that is both identifiable 

through and (in some cases) fostered by civic discourse.  

These dissimilarities become part of the discursive interactions between dissimilar 

senders and receivers, and grow problematic when the differences come to dominate that 

discourse. When dissimilar groups choose to isolate themselves, the impact of their 

dissimilarities may be of little significance. But when they are forced to interact, or when 

one party chooses to initiate an interaction (as through an attempted act of persuasive 
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discourse), then their differences can weigh heavily on the progress of that interaction 

(Warner, 2002). 

Differences stemming from stranger-versus-familiar relationships are currently 

the focus of scholarly studies in various disciplines. In political science, for example, 

researchers have considered the impact of immigration and war on relations between 

persons from different cultures (Mansbridge, 2003; Rundell, 2004; Wouters, 1998). And 

of particular rhetorical value to us are two studies on the impact of political and 

international mistrust, both of which found that religious differences especially cause 

individuals to view one another as strangers (Berggren, 1999; Taylor, 2004).  

Still other studies suggest behavioral ramifications when this rhetorical 

relationship of “strange sender” and “wary receiver” is present. Not surprisingly, we learn 

that familiars are more likely to influence our behavior than are strangers (Boster, et al., 

1995) and that familiars are more persuasive (Mitchell and Sawyer, 2003). Mobilizers 

would, therefore, seem to have their work cut out for them if their goal is to reach young 

people—which raises the question: do these dynamics measurably affect how messages 

to youth are constructed versus messages aimed at other groups? 

To date, no research has looked at whether (and, if so, how) this relationship 

affects message construction, specifically within the context of political communication. 

The analysis below fills this void by: 1) analyzing messages between familiars (those 

occupying the same demographic) and 2) comparing their rhetorical construction to 

messages sent between strangers (those occupying different demographic groups). We 

compare youth mobilization messages to the messages targeted at other groups, including 

women, African Americans, Latinos, seniors, and those with strong religious affiliations.  
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METHODOLOGY: LISTENING FOR “STRANGE” LANGUAGE 

The methodological path of this chapter is guided by the design outlined in 

Chapter Two, with three groups selected to represent youth-oriented mobilization 

campaigns. These groups were Rock the Vote, Unofficial Rock the Vote, and Youth 

Vote. 

These messages were compared to the messages of the previously discussed 

fourteen other groups, which themselves represent five demographics. As noted in 

Chapter Two, samples from the youth campaigns were collected from each group on two 

separate occasions, in 2002 and then again in 2003. These messages were then subjected 

to a content analysis featuring the same collective foci described in previous data 

chapters: 

- overall emotional valence 

- emotional tokens represented in mobilization language 

- language strategies used to communicate ideas and issues to the audience: 

• figurative language (e.g., metaphor, irony, narrative)  

• targeted need (e.g., physiological, safety, social, intellectual)  

• portrayal of political and social issues (causation, certainty, etc.)  

- type of action language, if any, used in the messages 

The results of this content analysis are presented and discussed in the remaining sections 

of this chapter. 

YOUTH MESSAGES: SPEAKING TO UNFAMILIARS 

Simmel (1950) and Warner (2002), despite being from different disciplines, both 

argue that the stranger relationship is constituted by a lack of familiarity and that this lack 

of familiarity is tested in discursive interaction. Their positions open the door to a 

rhetorical analysis—using as our “discursive interactions” the mobilization messages 
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distributed to youth and comparing them to mobilization messages aimed at other 

demographics. This analysis reveals that, in the case of youth mobilization, the stranger 

relationship between sender and receivers shapes both the language choices and the use 

of emotional appeals. 

Language Patterns in Political Mobilization: Youthful Differences  

Reflecting back on mobilization messages as they are crafted for other 

demographic groups, clear rhetorical patterns emerge. Mobilizers like to balance positive 

tone with negative, prefer metaphor over other forms of figurative language, target their 

audiences’ social needs, and speak with certainty about issues.  

Having discussed the rationale for these choices in previous chapters, our present 

question is a related one: do mobilizers of the youth demographic make the same 

rhetorical choices? If so, then we can say with confidence that they are relating to their 

audience through the lens of the familiar. If, however, they do not make the same 

rhetorical choices, we are in a position to at least speculate that our notion of rhetor-as-

stranger is an appropriate frame for understanding the nature of the persuasive 

transaction. 

A Buyout Tone  

Previously examined mobilization language revealed that a balanced tenor had 

been adopted by those who sent messages to the other (i.e., non-youth) demographics in 

our study. Mobilizers targeting women, African Americans, Latinos, seniors, and those 

with strong religious affiliations had generated relatively equal proportions of negative 

and positive assertions. But as the following example illustrates, even a casual reading of 

youth-oriented messages quickly reveals that these messages do not seem to exhibit the 

same emotional tenor as documented in other mobilization campaigns: 
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Bothered by curfew? Can’t find a place to skateboard? Frustrated with 
censorship? Who’s controlling your life? Know your rights! Get involved! 
(Unofficial Rock the Vote, 2002).  

 
Using this kind of anecdotal evidence as a cue, we begin our formal discursive 

test of youth mobilization by seeing if the same type of balanced tone exists, or, as our 

example suggests, whether something else is happening. And as Table 6.1 reveals, the 

latter option turns out to be correct. Rather than being balanced, the tone employed by 

youth mobilizers is overwhelmingly positive. 

Table  6.1 Positive and Negative Tone Within Demographic Groups 

__________            

Demographic Group  Positive Assertions %  Negative Assertions %

Youth      70%    30% 

All Other Groups (total)   46%    54% 

African American   45%    55% 

Women   42%    58% 

Latino    45%    55% 

Religious   50%    50% 

Seniors    44%    56% 

note: Combined Demographic Groups N = 7128; Youth N = 886 

Clearly, there is a distinct difference between mobilizers addressing familiar 

audiences compared to mobilizers whose audiences regard them as strangers; the former 
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balances positive and negatively toned messages while the latter rely far more on 

positively-toned communication. 

Alone, this result is an interesting demonstration of differences, although not 

ultimately conclusive. It is, rather, one part of the test. To further understand this 

relationship, the next step was to analyze the language strategies employed within youth 

messages and, again to compare those to other groups in our mobilization genre. 

Figurative Language Choices: The In-Group  

As has been noted, metaphor was the language device most preferred by 

mobilizers when targeting groups other than youth. Our analysis found that the choice of 

metaphor was pervasive in the rhetorical structure of political mobilizations.   

As a result, we would expect that metaphor would be used regardless of the age of 

the audience. Table 6.2, however, reports otherwise, further suggesting that the 

sender/receiver relationship (rhetor-as-stranger) is driving the linguistic choices being 

made. Youth-oriented mobilizers select in-group language rather than metaphor when 

choosing a figurative language strategy.  

Table  6.2 Distributions of Figurative Language 

__________            

Demographic Group   Language Type   Percentage of Use 

All (minus youth)   metaphor              12.8% 

irony     4.0% 

in-group language   5.5% 

narrative    3.1% 

name-calling     2.1% 

Youth      metaphor     4.9% 



irony        .6% 

in-group language                     10.1% 

narrative       .2% 

name-calling         0% 

 

note: Combined Demographic Groups N = 7128; Youth N = 886 
note: scores represent use of the five figurative language strategies discussed; messages 
not falling into these categories were scored as not containing a figurative language 
element. 

In-group language has long been acknowledged by sociologists as an important 

way of maintaining group solidarity (Nelson and Hiller, 1981). By using in-group 

language, unfamiliar mobilizers co-opt that sense of solidarity, which positions them to 

be more persuasive (Boster et al, 1995). In short, youth mobilizers are attempting to 

overcome perceptions of distance (i.e., making the strange seem familiar) by 

linguistically compelling a closer relationship—using their rhetoric to call a closer 

relationship into existence. This strategy is evident in Rock the Vote’s (2003) language, 

which uses jargon at the beginning and end of an introduction: 

This chick knows her stuff. Eve Ensler, creator of the Vagina Monologues, has 
dedicated her life to stopping violence against women. Chicks Rock, Chicks Vote. 
(Rock the Vote, 2003).  

Having thus found two fundamental differences in the rhetorical strategies of 

those attempting to mobilize familiars compared to those trying to mobilize strangers, we 

are encouraged to test for more. We look next at how a persuader’s approach to need-

based appeals might also be affected by the rhetor-as-stranger phenomenon. 
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Need Based Appeals: Social vs. Intellectual 

We found previously that, for most mobilization groups, social needs figure 

prominently in message appeals. But as Table 6.3 shows, those mobilizing the young 

once again take a different road, choosing instead to focus more rhetorical energy on their 

audience’s intellectual needs.  

Table  6.3 Distributions of Primary Need Based Language 

__________            

Demographic Group   Need Type   Percentage of Use 

All (minus youth)   physiological      1.6% 

safety       6.2% 

social     30.8% 

individual      7.5% 

intellectual   19.3% 

Youth      physiological      1.2% 

safety       1.4% 

social     23.0% 

individual       4.3% 

intellectual   34.2% 

 

note: Combined Demographic Groups N = 7128; Youth N = 886 

Some critics, however, have argued that young people do not have the 

sophistication to follow political and governmental affairs (for a review, see Pew 

Charitable Trusts report, 2003), which makes the decision to rely on intellectual appeals 
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an odd one. Nevertheless, youth mobilizers seem intent on feeding their audience’s need 

for understanding the merits of the issues.   

How do we account for this difference? Perhaps it is the case that if one is 

perceived as a stranger, relying primarily on social appeals would be the rhetorical 

equivalent of playing one’s weakest hand.  When it comes to winning over the wary, 

whether sophisticated or not, the intellect may well be the most efficient way to the 

audience’s heart. 

Depicting Issues  
The final analysis of how language choices are effected by the rhetor-as-stranger 

relationship comes in the portrayal of political and social issues. Given the differences 

that this relationship has had on language strategies thus far, it is not surprising that 

youth-oriented messages again take a different path. Table 6.4 shows that, whereas 

certainty is featured in other mobilization messages, issues for young voters are cast far 

more often in terms of cause and effect. 

Table  6.4 Distributions of Political and Social Issue Language 

__________            

Demographic Group   Issue Language Type   Percentage of Use 

All (minus youth)   causation     18.9% 

insight          4.5% 

discrepancies     11.6% 

inhibition        3.1% 

tentative      1.2% 

certainty     23.3% 



Youth      causation     34.0% 

insight        2.3% 

discrepancies       4.4% 

inhibition        1.2% 

tentative         .7% 

certainty     12.3%  

  

note: Combined Demographic Groups N = 7128; Youth N = 886 

Balancing negative and positive message tone, use of metaphor for figurative 

language, appeals to group belonging needs, and the application of certainty in discussing 

political and social issues—all were repeated themes in mobilization messages directed 

toward all demographic groups except for youth aged 18-24. Where the rest of the genre 

is balanced in tone, youth messages are positive; where the others feature metaphor, 

youth messages favor in-group language; where social appeals characterize most 

mobilization messages, youth messages debate the life of the mind, and where others 

frame issues with certainty, youth messages are depicted in terms of cause and effect. 

In short, youth appeals seem to be skewed by the nature of the sender-receiver 

relationship—that which we have characterized as being between an unfamiliar rhetor 

and a wary audience. No other demographic group in the mobilization genre studied here 

have that same structural relationship. This unique situation appears to force youth 

mobilizers to adopt new communication strategies in order to reach an audience from 

whom they are demographically and rhetorically distanced.  
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EMOTIONAL APPEALS: YOUTHFUL DIFFERENCES  

To continue to clarify the import of this unique sender-receiver relationship, we 

turn our attention to the use of emotional appeals within mobilization messages. As we 

discussed in earlier chapters, word choice alone does not constitute a message. Instead, 

when taken together, the words themselves contain a certain emotional overlay. How 

words are put together to produce certain feelings can be critical to gaining a correct 

understanding of the nature of political communication and of the mobilization genre in 

particular. With this in mind, we turn to an examination of emotion-based appeals in 

youth mobilization messages versus messages targeted to other demographic groups. 

Considering Emotional Tokens: A Move Away from the Final Four 

An examination of the emotions employed in messages directed at non-youth 

audiences revealed that four emotions predominated in the discourse: distress, hope, 

pride, and anger (cf. Chapter Four). These emotions appeared uniformly, regardless of 

audience type. We could, therefore, presume that they would occur with the same 

regularity when mobilizers address the youth demographic. But given our analysis to 

date, we would be wise to pause and ask: does the rhetor-as-stranger relationship change 

how emotion is used in these persuasive appeals?  

To answer this question, each demographic group’s messages were examined to 

determine whether the same combination of sixteen available emotional tokens (Oatley 

and Jenkins, 1996) were also used when targeting youth. As Table 6.5 reveals, a new 

emotional set—quite distinct from that seen among non-youth groups—was manifested. 

Anger drops out of the top four completely, pride receives a big promotion, distress is 

demoted, hope increases, and happiness joins the club. 

Table  6.4 Distributions of Primary Emotional Appeals 



__________            

Demographic Group    Appeal Type   Percentage of Use 

All (minus youth)   distress    20.3% 

hope     17.6% 

pride     13.6% 

anger     12.9% 

Youth      pride     34.1% 

hope     22.2% 

distress    18.8% 

happiness      7.2% 

 

note: Combined Demographic Groups N = 7128; Youth N = 886 

This wholly positive emotional profile is consistent with the preference for 

positive message tone we discussed above. In fact, the presence of these particular tokens 

is more than likely the mechanism by which the positive tone among youth messages is 

supported. The finding of emotional difference is but one more example of how the 

predicament of being a stranger to an audience requires shifts in rhetorical strategy.   

CONCLUSION  

Young people and their mobilizers do not occupy the same demographic, and this 

difference gives the rhetorical relationship a character unique among groups in the 

mobilization genre. Whereas mobilizers of other groups (e.g., African Americans, 

Latinos, religious groups, seniors, or women) are typically themselves members of those 

same communities, young people rarely head mobilization efforts directed at their 
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contemporaries. This difference is instructive for our understanding of both youth-

oriented communication and persuasive language because the sender-receiver 

relationship directly influences the content of the message. As we learned in this analysis, 

the nuances of the strange sender/wary receiver relationship shift the design of youth-

oriented messages so that they do not dovetail with the rest of the mobilization genre.  

This is not to say that youth mobilization messages are not part of the political 

mobilization genre, for youth messages share both the unique sound and the stated goals 

of mobilization writ large. What makes this category of messages stand out from the pack 

is that they have become skewed by the nature of the relationship between sender and 

receiver. Young people and their mobilizers occupy different demographics; rhetorically, 

they are strangers, and as such, their communication cannot look and sound like 

mobilization among familiars. Rather, strangers must first find commonality and establish 

trust before they can make requests of one another (Bicchieri, Duffy, and Tolle, 2004).  

Georg Simmel (1950) sees the stranger as that person who is like us in broad, 

commonly shared ways but distant precisely because we share only those broad linkages. 

Young citizens and their older mobilizers share general ties (like nationality), yet the 

nuances that come from age-related understandings of the world, of each other, and of 

themselves somehow make them rhetorical strangers to one another. 

Tracking this trend in youth mobilization messages helps us understand how 

influence occurs among the demographic group that is both least likely to turn out to vote 

and the recipient of the nation’s most visible, distinctive mobilization efforts.  
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Chapter 7 

Reflecting on the Language of Voter Mobilization 

He that goeth about to persuade a multitude that they are not so well governed as they 

ought to be, shall never want attentive and favorable hearers. 

— Richard Hooker (1554-1600) 

INTRODUCTION: THE TASK OF STUDYING LANGUAGE IN VOTER MOBILIZATION  

A newspaper reported the tale of a woman traveling alone on a winding and 

desolate road (in Doss, 1988, The Bad Citizen). As she drives, her car swerves off the 

road and plummets into a ravine. The car is overturned and she is pinned inside. She lies 

there for hours hearing no sound, no person on the road above until early the next day 

when she hears the jingling of a dog’s collar and a person walking by. The woman cries 

to the stranger, “Help me. Please help me.” The man walking the dog hears her cries. He 

walks to the edge of the road and looks down. He calls to her, “Lady, I didn’t ask you to 

drive your car down there – don’t ask me to help.” He goes on his way and does nothing.  

This is the story of the Bad Citizen. I was struck by this story many years ago and 

it has stayed with me. Many would view the man’s actions as shocking. How could 

anyone go on his or her way and do nothing given the opportunity to drastically improve 

someone’s life? Certainly, the Bad Citizen does not embody the characteristics that 

American society holds dear – involvement, interest, selflessness, courage, and 

compassion. Yet while people hold these traits to be part of the American spirit, it would 

not be outside the scope of common understanding to acknowledge that lack of interest 
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and involvement (bad citizenship) plagues American democratic modes of participation. 

When it comes to politics, most American citizens, in fact, appear more closely aligned to 

the Bad Citizen than to the Good. Too often, the American citizen looks, comments, and 

goes on his or her way.  

Modern efforts to eliminate apathy have resulted in highly colorful political 

mobilization efforts and often fantastic media spectacles. Rock the Vote launched 

perhaps the most visible mobilization effort to date with its highly original campaign in 

the early 1990s. Young viewers were treated to scantily clad pop stars and chant-able 

slogans, including the repeated image of the ever-surprising musical icon, Madonna, 

sitting naked except for a strategically placed American flag (MTV, 1998). Similarly, 

Latino, African American, and other minorities have found mobilization spectacles as 

appropriate ways of increasing visibility for their issues. Latino Vote USA (2000), a 

large, multi-racial, Latin mobilization organization, took advantage of new media 

technology to send mobilization messages to list-serves, bulletin boards, chat rooms, and 

email addresses across the country. Their message of threat was dramatic and clear: 

(T)he Hispanic community, threatened by the slew of anti-Hispanic legislation 

being proposed in Congress and in state capitols across the country, has a 

heightened awareness of the importance of voting on their futures. We know that 

the only way stop the political attacks on our community is to make our presence 

felt at the ballot box. (Latino Vote USA, 2000) 

Voters’ apathy has been attacked again and again through these and other 

mobilization efforts. Mobilization efforts typically aim to 1) motivate citizens to register, 
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2) urge delinquent voter participation, 3) remind more consistent voters of upcoming 

electoral dates, or 4) serve the partisan function of persuading the undecided voter to vote 

for or against a candidate or ballot measure (Cavanagh, 1987; Jackson, 1995; Rosenstone 

and Hansen, 1993). Nonpartisan GOTV efforts, such as those studied here, typically 

dedicated their energies to the former of these two objectives.  

In doing so, the public has become accustomed to campaign messages riddled 

with figurative language and emotional appeals. These drives work tirelessely to achieve 

their goals with hundreds to thousands of messages sent per election cycle (Youth Vote, 

2002). With all of this effort, what we know, about mobilization effects is still in its 

infancy (Gerber and Green, 2001) and, more particularly, we have not heretofore 

investigated the rhetoric of mobilization and its use of emotional appeals. This study tried 

to remedy that condition.  

What the present study added to the mobilization research literature is an 

understanding of how and why linguistic choices are made during mobilization drives. It 

attempted to shift the scholarly trend of understanding mobilization from a strictly 

effects-based focus to include a spotlight on language by asking:  

 What is the nature of political mobilization messaging?  

 Do individual GOTV organizations differentiate their messages to target 

specific audiences?  

 Are there trends that cut across individual audience differences?  

Now that these questions have been answered, mobilizers and scholars alike are in 

a better position to construct mobilization messages with greater self-awareness.  
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REFLECTING ON FINDINGS 

GOTV aims to impact the actions of its audiences, thereby rationalizing the 

behavior-focused study of these campaigns. We did not, however, forget that 

mobilization campaigns are persuasive rhetorical acts and, by doing so, we discovered 

that there is more to the story of American GOTV efforts than their behavioral results. 

These chapters gave us an understanding of mobilization language, emotional 

appeals, a sense of both patterns and divergence, and even a look into the nature of the 

mobilizers themselves. Clearly, where mobilization campaigns are concerned, rhetorical 

investigations constitute a new and important kind of inquiry.   

Our first revelation came in the discovery of linguistic patterns (see Chapter 

Three). Tests to determine where messages would differ based on strategic focus on 

individual audiences demonstrated just the opposite. The first test of these messages was 

to find what type of overall tone was embraced by each – positive, negative, or neutral. 

The assumption was that different groups would avail themselves of different tones but 

that was not the case. Mobilization communication incorporated a balanced emotional 

tone. Mobilizers chose neither positive nor negative sentiments. They did not lay out 

neutral arguments. Instead, each group’s messages, regardless of the demographic make-

up of the audience, balanced the use of positive and negative moods. In reflection, it 

became clear that this choice allowed all mobilizers to engage their audience – any 

audience – with what could be described as a careful rhetoric. It is a strategy that both 

intrigues via negative deployments but does not alienate the audience with too much 
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negativity. This careful choice was not the only pattern that emerged relative to 

mobilization.   

The second pattern discerned came in mobilizers’ uniform choice of figurative 

language. With so many varied options to intrigue diverse audiences, mobilization 

messages nevertheless demonstrated one figurative language strategy above all others –

metaphor. Use of metaphorical language was prominent across all mobilization campaign 

groups. It was used in far greater magnitude than irony, in-group language, narratives, or 

name-calling. The use of metaphor by multiple mobilizers (regardless of their audiences) 

reveals that mobilizers  are dealing with a complicated political world. GOTV campaigns 

must adopt language to simplify concepts for an audience that is unmotivated to decipher 

political matters on their own. Metaphor, therefore, makes sense in the complicated world 

of politics (Jakobson, 1960). Metaphors provide uncomplicated descriptions to audiences 

who would otherwise be less engaged by the complexity of political affairs.  

Additional patterns were discovered when mobilizers were seen to appeal to one 

type of human need. GOTV messages capitalized on audience members’ social needs. Of 

all the potential choices to make, the use of language highlighting social needs makes 

considerable sense for a political world steeped in collective action – the gathering 

together of diverse individuals to achieve similar goals and to maintain a single vision 

(Young, 1988).  

Finally, mobilization messages did not discuss political and social issues in 

random ways. Issues were conveyed in the language of certainty. Mobilizers made this 
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choice in order to direct audiences who would not, and perhaps could not, be certain of 

how to engage one another in the often strange world of modern politics.  

These findings add an exciting level of understanding to both political 

mobilization and rhetorical appeals. We know that language matters in the study of 

mobilization. Such a finding does not dismiss any prior effects studies of GOTV; in fact, 

the patterns isolated here demonstrate that language can play a crucial role in future 

studies of behavioral effects.  

Chapter Four explained what the “structures, forms, and styles” used by 

mobilizers might mean. This chapter was fixated on emotion and argumentative 

arrangement. Here we capitalized on our understanding of emotion and learned not only 

about mobilizing messages but also about mobilizers themselves. We found that 

mobilizers embraced four distinct emotions: distress, followed by hope and pride, and 

capped by anger. The choice appears strategic. Mobilizers arrange these emotional 

appeals to bury positive emotional content inside negative frames. Such a choice is far  

from typical of other kinds of influence and compliance. Evidence of this structure 

provides us with a window into the psychological make-up of the mobilizers. They turn 

out to be individuals who envision a society without participatory government as a horror 

and who must do everything possible to avoid such a reality.  

This study also analyzed, in Chapter Five, mobilization messages from the 

perspective of human influence. Influence includes both persuasion (changing attitudes) 

and compliance gaining (changing actions). Based on these conceptualizations and the 

self-stated purposes of mobilization groups, it was clear that mobilizers sought to gain 
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compliance. But analyses of these messages did not reveal a traditional mode of 

compliance gaining.  Mobilizers’ mission statements clearly wanted their audiences to 

engage in specific political behavior but their mobilizers spoke of their own actions much 

more often than they mentioned audience-centered acts in their GOTV materials.  

Mobilizers, as it turns out, adopt a self-as-example model portrayed through the 

age-old persuasive form of the enthymeme. In this form, the message sender identifies 

the group to which both the audience and the mobilizer belong and follows with an 

example of the desired participatory behavior modeled by the mobilizer. This tactic leads 

the audience to action being made without a direct request, without a brazen or 

aggressive appeal being made, and yet still delivers a sound appeal for action.   

Chapter Six departs from a focus on the generic forms utilized across mobilization 

campaigns. Instead, it examined the unique approach taken in youth-oriented 

mobilization and the why it might occur. A clear difference marked this particular 

mobilization effort: Young people and their mobilizers do not occupy the same 

demographic and this difference changes their rhetorical relationship as well. As we 

learned in this analysis, the nuances of the “unfamiliar” sender/wary receiver relationship 

shifted the design of youth-oriented messages.  

For one thing, messages to this group embraced a positive, even buoyant tone. 

Their choice of figurative language was not metaphor but in-group jargon. Youth 

messages appealed not to their audience’s need for social interaction or collective 

organization but instead utilized intellectual appeals to inspire their audiences. And when 

discussing issues, these messages relayed details through notions of causation rather than 
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certainty. Finally, the emotional construction of youth-oriented messages also shifted. In 

keeping with their positive tone, messages to this group were based in pride, hope, 

distress, and happiness – primarily positive emotions.  

This is not to say that youth mobilization messages are not part of the overall 

mobilization genre. In fact, youth mobilization messages share both the unique sound and 

the stated goals of all mobilization discourse. What makes this category of messages 

stand out from the pack is that they have become skewed in distinct ways by the nature of 

the relationship between the sender and the receiver of the message.  

These chapters gave us an understanding of mobilization language, emotional 

appeals, the sense of patterns and divergence, and even a look into the nature of the 

mobilizers themselves. Clearly, where mobilization campaigns are concerned, rhetorical 

investigations point to new and important phenomena not yet noticed by other scholars.  

THE FUTURE OF LANGUAGE AND MOBILIZATION STUDIES 

Mobilization language tells us much about politics and the desire to change 

human behavior. From this study, we have learned a good deal about the choices 

mobilizers make and how those choices are driven not alone by audience but also by the 

rhetorical setting itself and the actual mobilizer involved. While we have learned much 

from this study, certain limitations must be addressed even as we note where this study 

can take us next.  
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Challenges for Mobilization and Language Studies 

Conducting a novel study results in complications and unexpected discoveries. 

This investigation has dealt with both. This study focused on language, and while it was a 

study of the emotional look and sound of mobilization communication, it conducted an 

analysis of neither. That is, many mobilization groups added music to their web-based 

messages. Typically, music from television or radio announcements was replicated on the 

organizations’ websites. Unfortunately, no observation or notation was made of these 

sounds. How the auditory influences would change the nature of the message is yet to be 

discovered. Additionally, no visual elements were investigated in the present study. If 

words were included in the website, then they were captured for my analysis. If, however, 

the words were in a particular color or associated with an image or graphic design, this 

portion of the mobilization appeal was necessarily ignored. While excluding these images 

and sounds from the analysis did not diminish my ability to answer the research questions 

set forth here, inclusion of them would certainly have added to our understanding of the 

nature of mobilization.  

Emotion was derived in this study from textual cues. Certainly the colors and 

sounds associated with these texts can trigger emotional responses. An analysis of the 

color, design, and musical tones of mobilization messages will be an interesting 

foundation for future study.  

Another complication arose in the study design itself. This study looked for the 

presence or absence of language strategies or emotions. Yet it did not set out to measure 

the amounts of either. No indication of how much emotion was associated with particular 
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issues or levels of name-calling or other figurative language could be compared across 

demographic groups. This is a shortcoming in the design of the study but one that would 

require additional investigations to remedy. In the future, scales must be built and tested 

to measure the amounts of emotion or linguistic intricacies found in mobilization 

messages. Since the present study has identified specific rhetorical elements worthy of 

study, these scales might be developed and used for further analysis. 

Furthermore, this study had a limited scope. The two years selected for 

examination (2002 and 2003) were chosen so that the data would not be skewed by 

election-year messages only. Given the large amount of data being collected, only one 

year’s worth of messages represented each genre under investigation. A longitudinal 

study that spanned at least four years with multiple collection times per year would 

greatly advance the claims made here.  

As we seek to develop these methods, it is important to consider whether or not 

the investigations here of demographic groups represent an exhaustive list. This study did 

attempt to tease out rhetorical differences between messages that targeted specific 

demographic groups. The list of groups was extensive but not exhaustive. Since this 

study was conducted additional research has been developed which focuses on 

mobilization efforts aimed at groups left out of the present investigation. For example, 

nonpartisan mobilization drives specifically target groups such as homosexuals (Stan, 

2004) Asian and Indian Americans (Trivedi, 2005). Messages targeted at these groups 

may match the rhetorical mold demonstrated in this study. They may also take another 

turn and their examination is a worthy pursuit.  
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It is noteworthy as well to, consider the scope of demographic groups represented 

by the present study as we comment upon how this design molded what was discovered. 

The present study’s focus on demographic groups may indeed have limited the scope of 

we could come to understand about mobilization communication. While many 

mobilization organizations do focus their efforts on particular demographic  groups, this 

is not the case for all nonpartisan GOTV efforts. Thus, we have only come to understand 

this one type of mobilization communication. In order to conduct the analyses presented 

here, mobilization organizations were necessarily chosen because of their focus on a 

single demographic – or individual campaigns within larger organizations that targeted 

one demographic. Yet, cross-demographic mobilization campaigns are just as pervasive 

on the political landscape (e.g., League of Pissed Off Voters, Vote for Change, America 

Coming Together (ACT), MoveOn.org). It is worthwhile to consider that these 

campaigns with a mixed-demographic focus could potentially embrace a unique 

rhetorical form. They could not have been added to the present study because of the goals 

set out for this investigation, but their absence does raise questions about the capacity of 

our findings.  

In addition to these design concerns, the present study is limited in its ability to 

comment upon the intent of mobilization messages. It was not in the design of the this 

investigation to determine the process through which mobilization messages were 

created. Yet, not knowing this process has implications for our understanding of the 

messages themselves. I argue above that the rhetorical forms detected in this analysis 

were “chosen” by mobilizers. Such terminology is indicative of the argument of this 
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study – mobilization language is a strategic rhetoric. The words and rhetorical forms 

selected for each campaign shape not only the persuasive effort of the organization but 

are representative of a type of political persuasion. One may argue that this is not the 

case. This study is limited in that it does not, and was not designed, to determine whether 

or not mobilizers are making choices versus repeating patterns of past mobilizers. 

Regardless of the rationale for these outcomes, the present study does demonstrate the 

specific patterns that constitute mobilization messages.  

Another potential limitation of the findings represented here lies not in the scope 

of the design but in the analysis of the findings. The initial investigation of emotion in 

this study determines that mobilization messages have neither wholly positive nor 

negative appeals. In fact, the messages are balanced. This finding is rather provocative. It 

shows that mobilizers are quite careful in their choices. What this study does not do is to 

comment upon the potential impact of these balance-toned messages on audiences. Some 

literature would suggest that negatively valenced messages are more memorable than 

positive ones especially for those who already have negative attitudes toward the topic – 

in this case, a negative attitude toward participation (White, Pahl, Buehner, and Haye,  

2003).  If this is the case then even a group of messages that balance negative and 

positive tones – or a single message that does the same – may actually be remembered as 

a negative message. Alternatively, there is cause to believe that message valence does not 

impact either message retention or message recall (Sopory and Dillard, (1996). 

Because this study was not of audience reaction there is no way to gauge such an 

argument here. It is a provocative course of analysis for a future study.  
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These issues did not undermine this study. Instead, they help us to articulate a 

concise model of mobilization communication. With the data gathered and the analyses 

performed here, we are better situated to understand mobilization language in the United 

States and to articulate a mobilization theory.   

Articulating a Theory of Mobilization  

The findings detailed in the present study add to our understanding of 

mobilization. Thus far, the study of  mobilization has not articulated a clear theory. It 

draws from many theoretical perspectives about the necessity of delivery methods and 

persuasive tactics. This study hopes to helps us attempt to outline mobilization theory 

more precisely. 

Mobilization theory is not well defined. A recent article in the Journal of 

Theoretical Politics (2003) contained the heading “mobilization theory” – under which it, 

first, outlined Rosenstone and Hansen’s (1993) argument that declines in voter turnout 

are the result of the changing pattern of political mobilization. The authors, Green and 

Smith, went on to discuss different ideas about how to mobilize various publics. Gerber 

and Green’s (2001) studies of delivery method were prominently featured. While 

important to our overall understanding of the mobilization process, this discussion may 

not hold what some hope to find in looking for a theory of voter mobilization. Message 

delivery manners and procedures are methods of application – and, while incredibly 

useful to our overall understanding of the mobilization process, they are more practical 

than theoretical. 
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We do not currently have the ability to lay out a single explanatory theory of 

mobilization communication. The closest that we can come to articulating such a premise 

is through theories of participatory behavior (e.g., should we encourage people to vote? If 

so, what methods of social engagement are best justified in our political system?) This 

study helps to define mobilization theory by adding to our understanding of this 

mobilization as more than the application of technique.  

What we currently add 

Each chapter (each story) touches on theoretical foundations for mobilization. 

First, mobilization must be about language development and its associated philosophies.  

As I argue in Chapter Three, mobilization is a persuasive form and, as such, it needs 

justifications for and purposes of selecting words. In this vein we can consider how 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe figurative style in speech as indicative of a 

systematic set of correspondences between two interacting worlds. It is language choice 

that bonds or divides these worlds. Nothing could be more true for mobilizers who wish 

to attach their audiences with a political world. Mobilization communication is, however, 

not solely about language. It is also about strategy.  

This study added to our theoretical understanding of mobilization by resituating 

our understanding of compliance-gaining strategies within GOTV messages. We 

examined mobilizers’ means of prompting action in audiences by using a modified 

version of Kelton Rhoads’ (2002) description of influence. In Rhoads’ definition, which 

falls in line with most theorists’ views, to ask for compliance involves the modification of 

an action. While most examinations of compliance strategy posit that requests be made 
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for audience action to be modified, mobilizers did not fit this model. Their new path – a 

hybrid form of compliance-gaining in which action is not requested but modeled is – in 

effect, a strategy of “do as I do.”  Instead of asking audience members to act in desired 

ways, mobilizers imply their wishes by describing their own previous and/or current 

actions. Asking for action in political mobilization is not as simple as a persuasive 

request. For those involved in the act of GOTV these findings demonstrate that the role of 

the audience and the rhetor  must be reconsidered.  

As we reconsider the role of the audience in compliance, this study also offers 

new ground for theoretical advances in our study of audiences and emotion. The 

foundation of this investigation was that different demographic groups – different 

audiences – would be swayed by different appeals. Consequently, the messages 

constructed by various organizations attempting to target diverse groups would differ 

along the audience specific lines. This understanding applied specifically to the emotional 

appeals launched at mobilization audiences. Instead, these findings show that the needs of 

the GOTV system trump the needs of the audience. We find instead the beginnings of a 

Theory of Universal Emotion. Seemingly counter-intuitive, this theory is not without 

history. Amindade and McAdam (2002) argue that emotion and mobilization should 

work together because emotion is part of stimulating collective political action. 

Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1997) are well known for their belief that negative emotion in 

partisan politics drives down voter turnout. And Martin (2004) refutes this idea by laying 

out the reasons why negative campaigns are more likely to bring voters to the polls. 

Ultimately, what the present document offers is that GOTV should not be about 
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individual group needs; the emotional agenda of mobilization equalizes audiences 

differences.  

Mobilization communication’s unique application of language, compliance-

gaining strategies, and emotional appeals offer theoretical advances to an underdeveloped 

area. Mobilization theory is lean. This document only works to help define that theory. 

But in time more work must be done.  

New Directions  

Language studies of mobilization open up a new world of possibilities both for 

communication and political scholars. Thus far, we have found evidence that mobilizers 

utilize particular linguistic patterns and make specific choices when using emotion to 

stimulate audiences. Future studies should use these findings to broaden and deepen our 

understanding of the mobilization process.  

First, any study venturing into a language analysis of mobilization should 

consider the issues raised above. For those wishing to continue the present line of 

research, there is much still to be done and many new directions to be pursued. The 

discussion below considers both new general directions for mobilization research and the 

specific path for my own future studies.  

Mobilization appears to be a distinct genre of communication. Genres can be 

identified by particular characteristics (Campbell and Jaimeson, 1997) and I have begun 

that work here for mobilization communication. Chapter Three identifies tone, figurative 

strategies, needs appeals, and issue depiction as part of mobilization’s generic 

regularities. Future studies could test messages to determine if the characteristics outlined 
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here indeed help to define a genre and to see if those who wish to mobilize others 

necessarily embrace these expected rhetorical forms regardless of the demographic or 

cultural groups being mobilized.  

As we began to see patterns in mobilization language, we also began to see a shift 

in compliance gaining strategies as they have been conceived previously. In past models, 

compliance has been audience-focused. My work suggests that mobilizers have altered 

the face of this influential tactic. Scholars may wish to revisit messages designed to gain 

compliance that were previously believed to have failed in this regard. It is at least 

possible that generic forces, and not compliance-gaining devices, operate most 

powerfully in many kinds of persuasive encounters.  

Further, the demographic focus of this investigation is not the only approach to 

mobilization study. The results presented here demonstrate that a demographic approach 

is not the best fit for all mobilization efforts. They are suggestive that “general 

messaging,” as is the tactic of other persuasive efforts (e.g., advertising), is a more 

suitable approach for future studies. From a communication approach, we may consider 

the application of the universal audience as conceived by Perelman (de Velasco, 2005), 

which states that rhetors conceive of audiences as single, intelligent and aware listeners. 

Perelman argued that rhetors who would demonstrate facts should always conceive as 

their audiences in this fashion. Based upon the analyses here, where even the insinuations 

of action are demonstrated rather than proposed, the universal audience is a theoretical 

grounding for mobilizers to disregard demographic differences. Further studies of GOTV 
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may wish to dispense with demographic differences and analyze the fit of a mobilization 

messages as they target this universal audience. 

Finally, language and behavior studies should eventually work hand-in-hand. The 

present study is only the tip of the iceberg for understanding mobilization language. We 

may not yet be at a place to test language elements for behavioral effects, but we have 

begun to outline strategies that rhetoricians and experimental design scholars might use 

when combining their separate specialties. As we develop further comprehension of what 

linguistic choices are used, how, and with whom, these language elements can be tested 

in new settings and with new demographics. We may find that youth audiences are 

receptive to careful mobilization tones, metaphor, and certain depiction of issues. We 

may find that what inspires Latinos to act are positive tones, in-group language, and 

casual depiction of issues. The possibilities are endless and clearly exciting.  

My own line of research plans to tackle many of the above issues. In order to do 

so I lay out below a long term plan that allows me to more fully appreciate mobilization 

efforts and what they have to offer our understanding of communication.  

Initially we should recall that this line of research is at its heart a study of 

language. Many studies of mobilization span into experiments and surveys. While this is 

an important methodology that I plan to utilize in my own work (as noted below) it is 

necessary to both begin with and continue a collection of mobilization language. This 

continuation in my own work will include the same grouping of messages that exist in the 

present data set but to also expand and embrace messages aimed at audiences not 

previously considered. First, this study looked only at mainstream, non-partisan 
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mobilization efforts. New collections must include partisan messages. It would behoove 

us to know if non-mainstream campaigns (which are growing in number) follow the same 

tactics as the groups that are represented in the present work. It is well worth our while to 

examine these partisan groups – especially in a time where our electorate is so highly 

polarized. Some may consider that partisan groups would make great efforts to 

distinguish their appeals. This may be true. From the vantage of the present work, it is 

just as probable that this divergence will not hold true. Partisanship, like demographics, 

likely will not override the equalizing forces of the GOTV language trends. 

Following an examination of a large data set, I will focus on an extension of the 

study methods. It is important to utilize a wider set of methods to answers a wider set of 

questions. I will open my research up to use specific case studies. This method is an 

invaluable research tool for understanding situational effects and for creating rich 

explanations of linguistic devices. Using traditional rhetorical analysis procedures, I will 

begin my studies with the selection of a single campaign (to be determined) and then 

dissect its emotional frames and linguistic devices. This method will be especially helpful 

as a comparison tool.  I can differentiate language in one campaign from the language 

used across all mobilization discourse. In particular, I will begin this process by selecting 

the efforts of one group with two audience-specific campaigns (e.g., the LOWV general 

campaign messages and their youth targeted messages).   

Next I will turn to the use of a method that has gained popularity in recent years – 

focus groups. This approach has aided political campaign strategists in uncovering 

demographically specific needs and has helped advertisers generate names for new 
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products. Critics of this approach argue that focus groups are an inappropriate method 

because open discussions make members susceptible to group and leader pressure and 

because group interaction is not an efficient way to generate large amounts of data (Webb 

& Kevern, 2001). Because the present study encompassed a considerable amount of data 

and because we needed to first understand the precise details of emotional messages 

before asking non-experts to react to them, focus groups were not a prudent 

methodological choice in this study. They are now, however, an excellent method to 

follow up on the findings presented here. A topic oriented focus group could explore the 

desires of particular demographics to hear and read the appeals that are currently sent to 

their group as well as determine what appeals may have been missed in existing GOTV 

messages.  

Once I have gathered a large set of data and have discussed it with focus groups, I 

will feel prepared to begin an experimental approach to doing mobilization research. 

Gerber and Green (2000a, 2000b, 2001) established the success of modern mobilization 

efforts and the differing effects of message delivery techniques by using an experimental 

design. This approach was not a good fit for the present study for two reasons: (1) 

experimental designs forgo careful description in pursuit of causal claims and (2) they 

require manipulation of the stimulus. That is, at this early stage in the emotion research 

we need a much more detailed and more sensitive way of describing what emotions are 

actually used to motivate people in the real world and we need to understand them in 

their natural (not contrived) state. Experimental studies will, however, be an invaluable 

tool for later work in this area once precise descriptive research has been done.  
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Experiments will be useful to study the effects of changing the appeal types 

discovered here used on specific demographic audiences. In order to test these 

relationships, controlled lab experiments will be the first necessary step – using 

behavioral outcomes as dependent variables. After having determined the proper 

relationships in these settings, I will move these experiments into the field. I hope to 

begin with small local campaigns and then, ultimately, apply what I have learned to 

larger campaigns and national GOTV drives.  

Conclusion 

We have come a long way in our study of GOTV. Many have and may still 

believe that Ayerall’s Rock the Vote campaign was the sole mobilization drive in the 

U.S. in recent years. While mobilization of the young may still be the most visible of the  

campaigns, clearly they are not alone.  

Rock the Vote, Black Civic Participation, Christian Coalition, the League of 

Women Voters are all part of the GOTV effort that is engrained in the nation’s political 

landscape. These mobilization drives are now part of how Americans engage in the 

democratic system. As a result, significant scholarly attention must be given to these 

attempts at influence. In the past, scholars have concentrated on the ultimate effect of 

mobilization: behavior (Gerber and Green, 2000a) or how message delivery techniques 

impact turnout (Gerber and Green, 2000b, 2001; Sawyer and Gastil, 2001). These are 

studies of behavior and they are well worth doing.  

We learn from the present investigation, however, that mobilization is a language 

unto itself. It has a path, a linguistic trajectory that is identifiable and distinguishable 
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from other persuasive forms. It is also powerful. We have learned that mobilization is a 

structured linguistic practice, a language form so well established that any deviation from 

its patterns can be quickly discerned. The present study added to our understanding of 

how and why linguistic choices are made as part of mobilization drives. It has also shifted 

the scholarly trend of understanding mobilization from a strictly effects-based focus. In 

short, this study has put the spotlight on language behavior. Its findings surely justify 

keeping the spotlight on such matters for many years to come.  
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Appendix A:                                                                             
Mobilization Campaigns Divided by Demographic Groups 

Youth Mobilization Organization Cites  
Rock the Vote < http://projects.edtech.sandi.net/lewis/rock/ > 

The Official Rock the Vote cite < http://www.rockthevote.org/ > 

Youth Vote < http://www.youthvote.org/ > 

Latino Mobilization Organization Cites 
Latino Vote.Com  < http://www.latinovote.com/ > 

League of United Latin American Citizens < http://www.lulac.org/Welcome.html > 

National Council of La Raza < http://www.nclr.org/ > 

African-American Mobilization Organization Cites 
Black Civic Participation  < http://www.bigvote.org/byv.htm > 

NAACP < http://www.naacp.org/ > 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU)  < http://www.aclu.org/ > 

Project Vote!  < http://www.projectvote.org/ > 

Seniors Mobilization Organization Cites 
AARP  < http://www.aarp.org/legislative > 

The Seniors Coalition (TSC) < http://www.senior.org/ >  

Alliance for Retired Americans < http://www.retiredamericans.org/ > 

Right Wing / Christian Mobilization Organization Cites 
Christian Coalition  < http://www.cc.org/ > 
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Interfaith Alliance < http://www.interfaithalliance.org > 

Women Mobilization Organization Cites 
LOWV  < http://www.lwv.org/index.html > 

NOW  < http://www.now.org > 

Left Wing Mobilization Organization Cites  
PFAW  < http://www.pfaw.org/pfaw/general/ > 
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Appendix B:                                                                             
Emotional Token Category Descriptions 

Positive Tokens  

• Happiness: This is the emotion or mood of achieving one’s goals, of being eagerly 

engaged in what one is doing. It is argued that happiness makes cognitive 

organization more flexible and produces more unusual associations. Happiness is 

also associated to states making people more helpful and cooperative.  

• Love: This is the emotion of an offspring for its mother or other caregiver. Also, 

reciprocated attachment not associated with mothering but with romantic 

attachment.  

• Hope: This is the emotion of believing an important goal is likely to succeed.  

• Satisfaction: Emotion experienced when a personal goal succeeds and there was 

hope it would succeed. Categorized with contentment. 

• Pride: Emotion experienced when a goal succeeds regardless of expectation of 

success.  

Negative Tokens  

• Anger: This is the emotion of asserting ourselves in dominance. In general terms, 

it is the emotion of frustration with anything we are trying to do, or with anyone 

who impedes us or who shows lack of consideration. Categorized with hostility 

and hatred.  

• Disgust: This is the emotion of revulsion and of avoidance of anything making 

one feel sick, either literally or metaphorically. Sights, smells, or even ideas are 
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the typical causes triggering this kind of emotion. Self-disgust is considered 

shame.  

• Contempt: Contempt is the emotion of interpersonal rejection. An associated term 

to this emotion is prejudice, which means rejection of and discrimination against 

another person purely on the basis of an idea.  

• Distress: Emotion experienced when a goal fails or becomes more likely to fail 

and it is considered as a relevant goal. Distress is usually associated with fear.  

• Sadness: This emotion is an opposite of happiness. It is the emotion of losing a 

personal or social role with the knowledge it cannot be reinstated. In contrast to 

fear, which looks towards the future, sadness looks towards the past. As compared 

with anger, there is resignation about the event that caused it. It is related to grief, 

to depression, to remorse, and to regret.  

• Fear: Fear is considered the emotion of anticipated danger. When there is a threat 

in the environment, or lack of resources, or conflict between our own goals, fear 

sets the system into a ready mode to cope with potential danger. Fear is identified 

with an unpleasant body state, but it is argued that this situation helps to prevent 

the body from further injury.  

Complex Tokens  

• Surprise: This is the emotion of being faced with something unexpected. 

• Disappointment: The emotion of a failed goal when there was the hope it would 

succeed.  
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• Relief: This is the emotion of a goal that succeeds when there was the fear it 

would fail.  

• Like: This is the emotion of being near or thinking about a pleasant or satisfactory 

object or agent.  

• Dislike: This emotion is an opposite of like. It is the emotion of being near or 

thinking about an unpleasant or unsatisfactory object or agent.  
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Appendix C:                                                                             
Intercoder Reliabilities 

Valence             

Type      Reliability Score W/ Coder A  Coder B
       
Overall     .80               .79  

 

Emotional Tokens            

Type      Reliability Score W/ Coder A      Coder B 
Happiness     .81     .88  
Love      .32     .48 
Hope      .74     .65 
Satisfaction     .51     .81 
Pride      .90     .92 
Anger       .88     .91 
Disgust     .65     .52 
Contempt      .49     .51 
Distress       .66     .74 
Sadness     .92     .88 
Fear      .91     .90 
Surprise     .51     .46 
Disappointment    .87     .75 
Relief      .73     .64 
Like       .93     .90 
Dislike      .96     .92  

 

Language Strategies            

Type      Reliability Score
Irony      .74   
Metaphor     .89 
In-group Language    .51 
Narrative     .96 
Name Calling     .92       

 

 



 142 

Rationalization            

Type      Reliability Score
Lack of Self Efficacy    .41 
Lack of Response Efficacy   .68 
Physical Impediment prevents  .87 
Psychological Impediment prevent  .24   
Self Efficacy     .71  
Response Efficacy    .79 
Moral Argument    .56 
Physical Capability    .54 
Psychological Benefit    .30        
 

Targeted Need            

Type      Reliability Score
Physiological     .37 
Safety      .88  
Social      .73 
Individual     .55 
Intellectual     .32       

 

Issues              

Type      Reliability Score
Social      .96 
Foreign Affairs    .97  
Domestic Policy    .96 
Voting      .99 
Other       .32         

 

Issue Language            

Type      Reliability Score
Causation     .89 
Insight      .32 
Discrepancies     .68 
Inhibition     .54 
Tentative     .37 
Certainty     .79       
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Appendix D:                                                                             
Frequencies Within Mobilization Messages Per Demographic Group 

African American  

Language Strategies            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   80.2 
Irony        4.3 
Metaphor     11.1 
In-group Language      1.7 
Narrative       1.7 
Name Calling         .9       

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
not discussed     74.3 
Lack of Self Efficacy       1.5 
Lack of Response Efficacy        .8 
Physical Impediment prevents     2.4  
Psychological Impediment prevents       .3  
Self Efficacy        5.8  
Response Efficacy      5.0 
Moral Argument      3.8 
Physical Capability      2.5 
Psychological Benefit      2.9 
other NO action reason       .1  
other ACTION reason        .6       
 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    30.8 
Physiological       1.7 
Safety        8.7  
Social      32.2 
Individual     17.2 
Intellectual       9.3       
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Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     12.4 
Social      21.4 
Foreign Affairs      2.5  
Domestic Policy    40.8 
Voting      17.6 
Other         5.4       

 

Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    28.5 
Causation     20.7 
Insight        3.3 
Discrepancies       8.4 
Inhibition       7.4 
Tentative         .8 
Certainty     31.0       
 

Latinos 

Language Strategies            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   61.6 
Irony        8.2 
Metaphor     16.4 
In-group Language      4.5 
Narrative       2.8 
Name Calling       6.5       

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
Not discussed      86.1 
Lack of Response Efficacy        .2 
Self Efficacy        8.1  
Response Efficacy      3.3 
Moral Argument        .9 
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Psychological Benefit        .7 
other ACTION reason        .7       

 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    39.9 
Physiological         .2 
Safety        1.5  
Social      38.2 
Individual       4.6 
Intellectual     15.6       

 

Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     22.3 
Social      32.6 
Foreign Affairs      2.9  
Domestic Policy    23.3 
Voting      11.3 
Other         7.6       

 

Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    28.4 
Causation     18.9 
Insight        5.1 
Discrepancies     22.3 
Inhibition         .8 
Tentative       1.3 
Certainty     23.2       

 

Religious Groups 

Language Strategies            
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Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   66.1 
Irony        2.0 
Metaphor     17.9 
In-group Language      9.6 
Narrative       2.8 
Name Calling       1.6       

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
Not discussed      53.2 
Lack of Response Efficacy     1.4 
Self Efficacy       14.8   
Response Efficacy      10.2 
Moral Argument        7.7 
Psychological Benefit        1.4 
other ACTION reason        5.3       

 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    20.2 
Physiological       4.8 
Safety        8.9  
Social       46.4 
Individual      10.5 
Intellectual      9.3      

 

Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     18.3 
Social      20.9 
Foreign Affairs     2.2  
Domestic Policy    38.1 
Voting      12.8 
Other         7.7       
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Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    34.1 
Causation     19.0 
Insight        1.8 
Discrepancies       4.4 
Inhibition       6.6 
Tentative        
Certainty      34.1       

Seniors 

Language Strategies            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   74.5 
Irony        1.8 
Metaphor      8.9 
In-group Language      .9 
Narrative      12.9 
Name Calling       1.1       

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
Not discussed      85.2 
Lack of Response Efficacy    11.7 
Self Efficacy       1.6  
Response Efficacy      .4 
Moral Argument        
Psychological Benefit       .2 
other ACTION reason       .9       

 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    29.3 
Physiological       4.4 
Safety        9.2  
Social      24.1 
Individual       2.0 
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Intellectual     31.1       

 

Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     10.3 
Social      52.4 
Foreign Affairs       
Domestic Policy     7.6  
Voting       7.6 
Other        6.6       

 

Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    29.3 
Causation     16.1 
Insight        3.1 
Discrepancies     20.2 
Inhibition         .6 
Tentative       1.2 
Certainty     29.5       

Women 

Language Strategies            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   73.9 
Irony        5.2 
Metaphor     14.0 
In-group Language      2.6 
Narrative       3.2 
Name Calling       1.1       

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
Not discussed      68.1 
Lack of Response Efficacy        .2 
Self Efficacy        12.9  
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Response Efficacy      10.6 
Moral Argument        1.2 
Psychological Benefit        2.2 
other ACTION reason        2.0       

 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    55.2 
Physiological         .4 
Safety      10.6  
Social      17.5 
Individual     4.1 
Intellectual     12.3       

 

Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     24.4 
Social      20.3 
Foreign Affairs    10.4  
Domestic Policy    17.2 
Voting      18.4 
Other        9.3       

 

Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    40.2 
Causation      17.1 
Insight       4.0 
Discrepancies     10.1 
Inhibition      3.4 
Tentative      1.9 
Certainty     23.4       
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Youth 

Language Strategies            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Language Strategy Used   84.2 
Irony        .6 
Metaphor     4.9 
In-group Language    10.1 
Narrative      .2 
Name Calling              

 

Rationalization            

Type      Percentage of Use
Not discussed      67.1 
Lack of Response Efficacy        .4 
Self Efficacy      14.8  
Response Efficacy      6.7 
Moral Argument      2.8 
Psychological Benefit      1.9 
other ACTION reason      2.5       

 

Targeted Need            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Targeted Need    36.0 
Physiological       1.2 
Safety        1.4  
Social      23.0 
Individual       4.3 
Intellectual     34.2       

 

Issues              

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issues     12.9 
Social      15.8 
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Foreign Affairs      1.1  
Domestic Policy      5.8 
Voting      57.6 
Other         6.9       

 

Issue Language            

Type      Percentage of Use
No Issue Language    45.1 
Causation     34.0 
Insight        2.3 
Discrepancies       4.4 
Inhibition       1.2 
Tentative         .7 
Certainty      12.3       
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