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Abstract: From a public sector communication perspective, performance management 

introduces a reliance on quantitative performance information intended for both internal and 

external use. From a communication perspective it raises the question how in particular 

citizens make sense of performance data? The chapter outlines state of the art on behavioral 

and experimental research on how citizens’ perception of public services is affected by 

performance information. These studies show the distinct effect of quantitative data on 

perception, the role of benchmarks and comparisons, the overly reliance on negative 

information relative to positive, and the importance citizens’ own prior beliefs when 

evaluating performance data. These findings call to attention a need for performance 

management to rely on psychological insights to understand the effect of performance 

information when communicating to citizens.  

 

Keywords: public management; behavioral public administration; experiments; citizen 

satisfaction; performance perceptions 
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Introduction 

In the late 1930s a young Herbert Simon was fundamentally curious about how the 

measurement of the performance of public organizations can be useful to managers and 

citizens. In an almost forgotten piece from 1939, The Administrator in Search of Statistics, he 

asks a set of simple questions about the role of performance information in the public sector: 

“What are statistics and how can they help solve administrative problems? What is the 

proper use of statistics and what pitfalls are to be avoided?” (Simon, 1939, pp. 21). While 

Simon went on to other topics, and later was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economics, his early 

endeavors into the effects of performance information has been revitalized in recent decades 

by the performance management doctrine (Moynihan, 2006; Pollitt, 2006).  Moynihan (2008, 

pp. 5) defines performance management as “a system that generates performance information 

through strategic planning and performance measurement routines and that connects this 

information to decision venues, where, ideally, the information influences a range of possible 

decisions.” In performance management performance information is intended to play 

multiple roles such as a means for evaluating actions, allocate resources, learning, improve 

decision making and accountability (Behn, 2003, Holzer & Yang, 2004; Askim, 2007). To 

date meta-analytical evidence have found very little evidence of these endeavors on actual 

performance (Gerrish, 2015, Hood & Dixon, 2015). However, from a public sector 

communication perspective, the most important aspect is the external role of performance 

information, i.e., how information about performance affects citizens’ perception, attitudes, 

and behavior in relation to public services. As Osborne and Plastrik (2000, pp. 247) put is, 

performance information should ideally help “citizens and customers judge the value that 

government creates for them”. However, at this point in the stage of research we are in many 

ways still occupied with the initial question: What inferences do citizens draw from 

performance information? Any attempt to constructively communicate performance to the 
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wider public must rely on some assumptions or actual evidence that helps answer this 

question. 

This chapter focuses on the state of the art of research that aims to understand the external 

role of performance information. This research emphasizes the need for rigorous studies of 

how the public sector communicates performance to citizens and how this communication 

can enhance citizens’ understanding of public services. In many ways the aim is to replace 

assumptions about performance information effects with actual experimental and observation 

evidence of how citizens rely on performance data when evaluating performance. In fact, at 

the turn of the 20th century Herman C. Beyle in a similar manner called for a communication 

oriented study of how citizens perceive government performance (Beyle, 1928, Beyle, 1936).  

However, only recently there has been an emergence of a collective effort to understand the 

“recipient” of performance information. 

Over the recent years, performance information research has marked by a common 

methodological and theoretical focus. Theoretically, this research draws on insights from 

psychology and the behavioral sciences (Olsen 2015c, Moynihan 2016, James and Olsen 

2017; Andersen and Hjortskov 2016) and therefore responds to Herbert Simon’s early calls 

for a closer collaboration between psychology and public administration (Simon 1955, Olsen 

2015a). It exemplifies the recent turn to behavioral public administration which is defined by 

“the micro-level perspective of individual behavior and attitudes by drawing on recent 

advances in our understanding of the underlying psychology and behavior of individuals and 

groups.” (Grimmelikeuisen et al., 2017, p. 46). This was not always the case as James and 

John (2007, p. 568) where the some of the first to note: “The connection between public 

management and political behavior has been largely neglected because the literatures have 

mostly been developed as separate areas of endeavor.” In terms of methods, this literature has 

become predominately experimental and has thus been one of the leading topics behind the 
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spread of experimental methods in public administration (Margetts, 2011, Blom-Hansen et 

al., 2015). Performance measurement research is hereby moving closer to the theoretical and 

methodological tradition in political communication which has been closely integrated with 

political psychology. Also, with the rise of “big data” and its increased importance for 

government affairs all possible questions about communicating public performance becomes 

increasingly pressing (Lavertu, 2016, Mergel et al., 2016). It calls for a view of the external 

role of performance information as an interdisciplinary study of communication to citizen 

which will help foster further theoretical and methodological integration.  

In the reminder of this chapter defines the concept of performance information. Then the state 

of the art of the current research is outlined and some of the major themes. Finally a future 

agenda for communication research and performance management is discussed with an 

emphasis on the limits and future potential of this research – in particular the need for 

theoretical integration and connecting evidence from micro to macro level studies (and back). 

 

The Study of Performance Information as a Study of Numbers 

Conceptually “performance information,” “performance indicator,” and “performance 

measurement” have been used interchangeably in the field which also will be the case in this 

chapter (Olsen, 2015c). According to Pollitt (2006, p. 39) performance information is defined 

as “systematic information describing the outputs and outcomes of public programs and 

organizations whether intended or otherwise generated by systems and processes intended to 

produce such information.” Van Dooren et al. (2010, p. 6) offers the simple definition that 

“measuring performance means systematically collecting data.” Along the same lines Martin 

and Kettner (1997, p. 18) define performance measurement as, “the regular collection and 

reporting of information on the efficiency, quality, and effectiveness of government 
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programs” and Wang (2000, p. 104) highlights “the measuring of levels of activities and 

achievements through a range of indicators.” Many stress that performance information 

should be a repeated and regular exercise. Hatry (2006, p. 6) sees it as the “regular tracking is 

a key characteristic of performance measurement”. Thomas (2006, p. 1) defines performance 

measurement as “the regular generation, collection, analysis, reporting and utilization of a 

range of data related to the operation of public organizations and public programs, including 

data on inputs, outputs, and outcomes.” James (2011, p. 400) also includes a broader range of 

public sector information as he defines performance information as “[...] the inputs, 

processes, outputs, and outcomes of public services and organizations providing them and 

their value for money, efficiency, and effectiveness.”   

A unifying feature of these definitions and many more is the view of performance 

information as fundamentally numerical data (Davies, 1999, Hood, 2007, Moynihan, 2008, 

Perrin, 1998, Van Dooren, Bouckaert, & Halligan 2010, Olsen, 2015c). As Radin (2006, p. 

27) notes: “There is perhaps no element within the performance measurement process that is 

more important than the reliance on numbers and quantitative presentation of 

accomplishments”. This feature allows us to connect performance measures with the broader 

debate on quantification in politics (Espeland & Sauder, 2007, Herbst, 1992, Stone, 1997). It 

has also allowed research to draw on existing studies in other fields that study how humans 

draw inferences from quantitative data about the social world (Olsen, 2017a). This 

interdisciplinary turn can be seen in the recent experimental and behavioral performance 

measure research.   

State of the Art: Behavioral and Experimental Research 

A natural point of departure is to consider how citizens respond to “hard” statistical 

performance data compared to others ways obtaining information about performance (Olsen, 
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2017a). In their everyday lives citizens have numerous casual encounters with public 

services. They interact with public employees and are exposed to local news on services. 

Such exposure is often high on vividness and can be emotionally engaging. Hard 

performance data, on the other hand, is often pallid packages of thematic information and dry 

statistics – low vividness input which has been found to be less emotionally engaging in other 

setting (Slovic, 2007, Gross, 2008). This effect has also been noted by communication 

scholars (Zillerman, 2003). Similarly, exposure to simple descriptions of individual 

experiences with public services elicit stronger emotional response and shift evaluations of 

public service more than numerical performance information describing the very same 

performance level (Olsen 2017a).  

These findings actually correspond with some of the first ever evidence of what citizens learn 

from government performance information.  In the early 1940s a graduate student named 

Miriam Roher ran a number of surveys to understand how citizens are affected by being 

exposed to performance information via government reports and local news media (Lee 

2006). She fielded a number of surveys asking citizens of Palo Alto California about their 

knowledge on government services and performance (Roher 1941a, Roher 1941b).  One of 

them was fielded prior to the circulation of a multi-page government report which was being 

distributed to all households. Another survey was fielded just after the reported was 

distributed. By comparing responses across the two samples she could estimate how the 

dissemination of statistical performance data affected citizens’ knowledge on the subject. 

Much to her surprise the reports did not have any detectable effect on citizens’ knowledge. 

Later she fielded a third wave of the same survey. It followed a period of eight weeks in 

which the local news paper ran a weekly add on page one which highlighted city performance 

data. The data in the newspaper was often depicted with a drawing or cartoon. In the 

subsequent survey Roher could detect improvements on citizens’ knowledge on a number of 
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performance dimensions. One possible interpretation of the finding is that performance 

information must be made more vivid and easily digestible for it to have an impact on 

citizens. Unfortunately, at the time her findings were largely ignored and governments 

continued to rely on dry government reports to communicate about performance with the 

public (Lee, 2006).  

In summary, from the onset, those communicating performance information to the wider 

public have a very difficult task at hand: The very characteristics (i.e., factual and numerical) 

of the information they disseminate are not psychologically well suited for the recipient. It 

raises the natural question of how citizens then interpret performance numbers when they 

actually engage with them.  In the following three themes of research which tackles this 

question are highlighted. 

 

The Dominance of Negative Performance Information 

The first dimension is the valence of the information. In psychology there has been extensive 

research on the asymmetrical effect of negative and positive information. It is captured by the 

concept of the negativity bias which denotes an asymmetrical response to positive and 

negative information yielding the effect that “negative events are more salient, potent, 

dominant in combinations, and generally efficacious than positive events” (Rozin & 

Royzman, 2001, p. 297).  This insight has provided important afterthought for some of the 

key assumptions underlying performance management. Here the implicit assumption has 

been that positive and negative information carry equal weight in the eye of citizens. Ideally 

then good and bad performance leads citizens to respond with equal amounts of praise and 

blame for organizations performing in either way. Prewitt (1987) captures the ideal: “When 

economic and social indicators are moving in politically popular directions, political credit is 
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claimed; when they are moving in unpopular directions, political blame is assigned. Here, 

then, is a contribution of public statistics to the workings of democracy.” At the same time 

the negativity bias underpins the theory of blame avoidance which often has been linked to 

managerial response to poor performance (Weaver, 1986, p. 373).  If citizen weight negative 

performance more than positive information then it becomes a lot more important for policy 

makers and managers to avoid blame rather than get praise (Marvel, 2014, Moynihan, 2012, 

Hood 2007, Hood 2010, Dixon & Hood 2010; Charbonneau & Bellavance 2012; George et 

al., 2017; James et al. 2016; Olsen 2017c). The negativity bias has therefore become a central 

object of research in the response to performance information because it both changes our 

naïve assumptions about the symmetry of information effects and at the same time help 

explain some of the behavior and response that can be observed among managers.  

Drawing on a broader political science literature on voting behavior (Bloom & Price, 1975, 

Kinder & Kiewiet, 1979, Mueller, 1973), a number of studies have looked at how  incumbent 

politicians are punished for bad public service performance but are not rewarded for good 

performance (James & John, 2007, Boyne et al., 2009). These studies provide a clear 

skewness towards negative performance information in citizens’ responses. To get a closer 

look at the mechanism, studies have tried to disentangle the negativity bias from potential 

confounding effects. For instance, it may not be possible to observe negative and positive 

information of the same magnitude in the real world. Maybe negative information is more 

extreme and observed less frequently because public service often is moderately good or 

about average (Stipak, 1979). If that is the case then voters are not just responding to negative 

information but to a range of other relevant aspects of the information.  

One solution to this has been to rely on equivalence framing, where “two logically equivalent 

(but not transparently equivalent) statements of a problem lead decision makers to choose 

different options” (Rabin, 1998, p. 36) are presented to citizens in an experiment. For 
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instance one might expose one group to the performance data showing that “10% of kids at a 

school fail their exam”, while others are being told that “90% of kids at a school pass their 

exam”.  The two pieces of performance information are obviously logically equivalent: they 

refer to the same underlying level of performance. However, the former stresses negative 

aspects (“fail rate”) while the other one highlights positive aspects of performance (“pass 

rate”). One hereby makes sure that positive and negative information are not any different in 

extremity or some other aspect – only difference is the valence of the label. At a theoretical 

level, the valence shift in labels changes the encoding that the recipient makes of the 

information. A negative label leads to a negative encoding which increases the probability 

that negative associations are produced. For instance, if citizens are exposed to a certain “fail 

rate” at a school it becomes more likely that other negative aspects about school performance 

become salient. The opposite then happens when exposed to a positive frame. For instance, 

Olsen (2015a) exposes citizens to a patient satisfaction measure as well as a patient 

dissatisfaction. They were then asked to rate a hospitals performance based on the 

information. Their evaluation of a hospital with a 90% satisfaction was one standard 

deviation better than if told the hospital had a 10% dissatisfaction rate. This difference was 

comparable to very large changes in the actual performance of the hospital. Specifically, 

changing the valence of the labels was equivalent to changing the satisfaction rate with 22 

percentage points.  

By adding a neutral treatment than combines both negative and positive information, one can 

more carefully estimate the asymmetry between negative and positive performance 

information. Using these methods confirms a strong negativity bias in citizens perception of 

public organizations based on performance data (Olsen 2015b). Citizen rate organizations at 

about the same level if exposed to neutral or positive performance information and only 

negative information drags down their ratings. 
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In sum, communication of performance to citizens will be largely contingent on the valence 

of the information. Negative information will have a larger impact and just changing the label 

while holding constant the level of performance will change perceptions of an organization 

dramatically. More generally, evaluations are highly asymmetrical in the sense that negative 

information leads to negative evaluations while neutral and positive information render very 

similar responses. Overall, it indicates that performance management will be affected by 

strong incentives to avoid blame while less attention should be diverted to get praise   

(Nielsen & Moynihan, 2017).  

 

The Role of Performance Comparisons and Reference Points 

Performance information provides great detail and often carries implicit cues of precision and 

objectivity. As Stone (2012, pp. 191-196) noted this observation as well since “numbers, by 

seeming to be so precise, help bolster authority of those who count…numbers impart an aura 

of expertise and authority to the people who produce and use them.” At first hand, 

performance information swipes away the ambiguity and provides a sense of reliable 

information about an important topic: the performance of public organizations. However, a 

closer look reveals that even the most seemingly unambiguous and simple numerical 

performance information requires interpretation from the recipient. The previous section 

highlighted saw how the valence of the label attached to performance numbers can be a 

powerful cue when citizens interpret performance. Next attention is turned to how the 

communication of performance numbers is interpreted. That is how do citizens approach the 

task of making sense of performance numbers? 

Psychology points to how individuals tend to focus on round numbers – or certain focal or 

symbolic values. For instance, powers and multipliers of 10 are found most frequently in 
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written material across time and cultures (Dehaene & Mehler, 1992, Dorogovtsev, Mendes, & 

Oliveira, 2006). These round numbers serve as “cognitive reference points” (Rosch, 1975). 

Studies also suggest that humans can be motivated to achieve results that satisfy symbolic 

values (Pope & Simonsohn, 2010). This indicates that individuals are likely to simplify 

numerical information whenever they rely on it for judgment and decision making. One way 

of approaching the numbers is by relying on the leftmost digit, that is, the first digit in the 

performance number. Studies of communication of prices show that consumer rely on a 

leftmost-digit-bias implying that consumers neglect or down weight digits that follow the left 

most digit (Thomas & Morwitz, 2005).  For performance information, a similar effect has 

been indentified for the case of school performance data. If citizens are offered simple two 

digit grade averages they will almost completely ignore the second digit and solely base their 

evaluation of a school on the first digit (Olsen, 2013). A similar finding has been found for 

citizens’ attitudes about budgetary decision based on numerical information about budget 

proposals (Malhotra & Margalit, 2010). 

Often citizens are offered more than a single value of performance information that they will 

need to consider. Benchmarking and the use of comparative data has been a key issue since 

the early works of Herbert Simon who stressed that comparisons were needed for both 

citizens and managers to make valid inferences about the data. Comparisons have the upside 

of reshaping a question about absolute value (e.g., is X level of performance high or low?) 

into a relative question (e.g., is X level of performance better or worse than Y level for 

performance?). In short, comparisons allow citizens to substitute a difficult question with a 

far easier one. 

For Simon (1939, p. 106) there was two main ways of doing performance comparisons: “The 

only sound basis for decisions about numbers is numerical factual information about past 

experiences or the experiences of others–nothing more nor less than comparative statistics.” 
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This way of comparing matches later psychological research on how individuals can rely on 

either historical comparisons in time or social comparisons with others (Albert, 1977, 

Festinger, 1954). Social comparisons are comparisons to other similar units (e.g., 

comparisons with other municipalities, organizations, countries etc), while historical 

comparisons are comparisons over time for the same unit (e.g., comparisons with last year, 

previous quarters, or past decades etc.).  In public management the research has focused on 

how citizens respond to relative vs. absolute performance comparisons and what type of 

comparisons has the most impact on impressions of a service (James 2011, Hansen, Olsen, & 

Bech, 2015, James & Moseley, 2014). Using actual performance reports, James (2011) social 

shows that comparisons of performance across units raise citizens’ perceived performance 

and satisfaction with the services. If compared directly, studies find that both absolute and 

relative performance measures affect citizens’ perceptions (James & Moseley, 2014). 

However, relative performance comparisons allow citizens to make more certain judgments 

without spending more time (Olsen, 2017, Mussweiler, 2003). Also, when directly compared, 

social comparisons have a larger effect on service perceptions than historical comparisons 

(Charbonneau & Van Ryzin 2015, Olsen, 2017). 

 

Motivated Reasoning and Performance Information 

The final set of studies turn attention to something else than the performance information 

itself. It focuses instead on the interaction between the recipients’ dispositions and beliefs and 

how they correspond to beliefs about the organization being evaluated (Kahan et al., 2013, 

Taber & Lodge, 2006, Petersen et al., 2012, Leeper & Slothuus, 2014). Even in the early 

studies of performance information we find the notion that citizens differ in the knowledge, 

interest and abilities to comprehend and rely on numerical data (Beyle, 1928, Roher, 1941a, 
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Roher, 1941b). However, with the theoretical work on motivated reasoning the idea is 

introduced that prior attitudes and predispositions can be a primary source of differences in 

information processing among citizens. The concept of motivated reasoning highlights that 

citizens’ motivations, when confronted with performance data, can take many forms. 

Specifically, they can take the form of accuracy goals or directions goals (Kunda, 1990). Up 

until this point the assumption has been that citizens care about accuracy – they aim to arrive 

at a conclusion about the data which reflects the true state of performance. That is, focus has 

been on how various biases systematically skew these accuracy goals. However, with 

motivated reasoning the alternative  hypothesis can also be that citizens are motivated to 

protect their prior beliefs, or what here is denoted “directional goals”. That is, citizens are 

motivated to interpret the data in a way that is consistent with the direction of their prior 

beliefs. The interest in this questions has only been strengthened by the fact that politicians 

have been found to strongly rely on prior attitudes when evaluating performance data and that 

the effect of these attitude are amplified even more when more data is provided (Bækgaard et 

al. 2017).  

The most straight forward example is how citizens ideological beliefs about how private or 

public provision affect performance. Citizens’ views on this topic have been found to vary 

widely and across many different performance dimensions (Andersen & Hvidman, 2016). 

The question then becomes how these predispositions filter the impression or performance 

evaluation derived from performance data that either go against or support prior beliefs about 

public or private provision.   

Bækgaard and Serritzlew (2016) randomly assign citizens to performance information 

showing that either a public or private hospital is doing best in terms of avoiding 

maltreatment in operations. The performance data is communicated as frequencies and 

require that the recipient calculate maltreatment rates in order to answer the question of if the 
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private or public hospital is doing best (se also Kahan et al. (2017)). Interestingly, in a 

placebo condition the very same data is presented without any indication of whether the 

hospitals are private or public. The results show that citizens’ prior beliefs about public and 

private provision affect their calculation of complication rates. However, the effect of prior 

beliefs vanishes when the data no longer indicates if the hospital is public and private. Along 

a similar line of argument, James and Van Ryzin (2016) look at how providing citizens with a 

prime to encourage party political thinking  affects interpretations of data relative to a prime 

about their needs as service users. Using the case of Obamacare in the US, they show that 

under the political prime, Democrats rate evidence favorable to the healthcare program’s 

performance more strongly than Republicans. If Democrats are given a choice of various 

performance information to inform their assessment of the program’s performance, they tend 

to choose indicators that report more positive performance than those chosen by Republicans. 

On a more general level, studies have highlighted that research needs to take citizens’ general 

beliefs about public services into account when understanding how they process new 

information. For instance, using psychological implicit association test, Marvel (2015) has 

found that US citizens rely on unconscious and often negative attitudes towards public 

services. These can serve as a difficult filter for performance information without citizens 

making selective choices about what information to pay attention to and rely on. One 

example of this is provided by James and Van Ryzin (2015) who find that citizens who were 

exposed to information about good performance on a measure of customer satisfaction with 

the US Veterans Affairs and Citizenship and Immigration departments, evaluated the 

information as more credible when it was provided from the independent American Customer 

Satisfaction Index than when it came from the government agencies themselves. It clearly 

highlights the importance of understanding interactions between citizens’ prior beliefs and 
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how they are supported or rejected by the content of the communicated performance data and 

the source of the data.       

Conclusion and Future Research 

Performance management highlights the importance of communicating performance 

information to citizens. It hereby also highlights the need for performance management to 

engage in very direct dialogue with communication science. In recent years this interchange 

has unfolded with behavioral and experimental research on how performance information 

affects citizens’ perception of public organizations and their attitudes towards different 

services. These studies help disentangle the different psychological cues that citizens draw 

when confronted with performance data.  

However, it not only provides a more complete view of how citizens actually make sense of 

performance data; it also helps our understanding of how managers and politicians respond to 

performance measures. Examples include how the negativity bias in citizens’ response to 

performance information increases the incentives of managers to use blame avoiding 

strategies. Ideally, the aim should be a research program in which micro-level studies of 

citizens are mirrored in meso-level studies of managers and organizations which in turn 

reflect macro studies on how performance information regimes change over time and vary 

between countries. Importantly, with a common psychological foundation for the study of 

citizens we can arrive at a unified global research agenda that draws on human cognition and 

emotions to understand the effects of performance data. As we then move on to the meso- 

and macro-level we can increasingly emphasize local context and variations.  

This being said, the modern experimental and behavioral research on performance 

information also has a number of blind spots and leaves certain questions unanswered: 
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 First, these studies provide a clear micro-level perspective by studying the cognitive 

processes that shape how citizens make sense of performance data. This view has the 

advantage of providing clear information about the implications for how certain ways of 

communicating performance will affect citizens’ perceptions. It hereby provides 

correspondence between information content and effects among recipients. However, the 

question is how to integrate these insights with macro-level studies of how performance 

management. Much of the existing research stresses differences in performance management 

and measurement practices between countries and sectors. The experimental and behavioral 

approach to performance information stresses similarities across contexts stemming from the 

fundamental cognitive processes that are studied. The key question moving forward should 

therefore be: How can micro- and macro-level studies of performance measurement be 

integrated?  

Second, the behavioral and experimental agenda in performance information research is to 

date a collection of loosely coupled facts about how citizens make sense of performance 

information. These are all very appealing individually as they provide clear predictions 

effects and guidance to practitioners that want to understand how performance information 

works. However, apart from a common grounding in social and cognitive psychology, the 

different core findings do not refer to a unified or coherent theoretical model. It raises some 

questions about how these various biases fit together and how they might boost or cancel out 

each other. Model building aimed at integrating these different insights should therefore have 

a high priority. Here may neighboring fields like communication studies and political 

psychology become handy, as they both have taken aim at building more elaborate models of 

human information processing which combines insights from a diverse set of theories. The 

motivating question moving forward should therefore be: How can findings in behavioral 

performance information studies be refined in a comprehensive theoretical model?   
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Third, a potential way forward for both theoretical and methodological integration is to view 

the reception of performance information as an interdisciplinary study where scholars outside 

of public management have a relevant contribution to make. Today performance information 

is mainly studied by scholar with a background in public administration and political science. 

However, in other disciplines highly relevant studies can be found that clearly speaks to the 

topic of public sector communication of performance. Examples include studies of hospital 

performance data in medicine (Hibbard et al., 2003, Hibbard et al., 2005), studies of 

campaigns and media in political communication and political psychology (Gross, 2008), and  

the study of economic voting or performance voting in political behavior (Lau 1982, Lau 

1984).  There is at task at hand for future research to cut across disciplinary boundaries and 

embrace outside insights. Here lies a leapfrog potential that allows scholars in public 

administration to benefit from strong evidence derived in other fields. The motivating 

question moving forward should therefore be: What existing evidence does other fields 

already possess that is not currently recognized as a potential contribution to the study of 

performance information?   

Fourth, most of the studies reviewed here rely on survey or lab experiments in which 

respondents are exposed to real performance data or hypothetical vignettes. These methods 

impose restrictions on the external and ecological validity of our knowledge of performance 

information. For instance, how do the different effects play out in settings where citizens are 

exposed to multiple and potentially ambiguous sources of information about government 

performance? The natural response is to conduct more field experiments in which citizens are 

exposed to government performance information in their natural environment. The 

motivating question moving forward should therefore be: What is the external and ecological 

validity of the recent behavioral and experimental research on citizens’ inferences from 

performance data? 
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Fifth, the final unanswered question is about the ethics of studying the communication of 

performance information to citizens. A methodological move to field experiments also 

increases the importance of clear ethical guidance. Many of the insights obtained from these 

studies can potentially be used to manipulate and skew the presentation of performance data 

in order to highlight certain aspects of performance. For instance, managers can choose to 

present performance with comparative benchmarks that make their own performance look 

more favorable, or they might rely on insights from equivalence framing and use labels that 

shed their organization in a positive light. It raises a question about the ethics and misuse of 

experimental and behavioral research on communication performance information. Many 

ways of presenting performance information can seem very subtle and will often pass as 

technical details, but they can indeed have a powerful impact. This calls for more observation 

studies into manipulation and gaming of performance data. It also highlights a need for 

update bureaucratic values and norms to take into account that a lot of communication with 

citizens today takes the form of numerical performance data.  The motivating question 

moving forward should therefore be: What are the ethical concerns of studying the details of 

how performance information affect citizens and how professional norms be developed for 

the communication of performance data?  
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