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Are managers susceptible to framing effects? An experimental
study of professional judgment of performance metrics
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aUniversity of Chile; bRutgers University; cUniversity of Copenhagen

ABSTRACT
Evidence suggests that citizens evaluate government performance differ-
ently when equivalent performance information is presented with either a
positive or negative framing—but do experienced public managers also
suffer from this framing effect? To address this question, we conducted an
experiment with 191 public service professionals in the U.S. in which we
experimentally varied the framing of performance information about cus-
tomer satisfaction, job satisfaction and goal achievement for various fed-
eral government agencies. Our findings show that public service
professionals—just like ordinary citizens—are susceptible to framing
effects. Specifically, they tend to evaluate federal agency performance
more negatively when percentages of “job dissatisfaction” and “targets not
met” were presented, as opposed to logically equivalent percentages of
“job satisfaction” and “targets met.” The pattern is the same for “customer
dissatisfaction” versus “customer satisfaction” rates, although the results
are not statistically significant. These findings provide a deeper under-
standing about the use of government performance information, as well as
how such information is comprehended and perhaps misunderstood by
decision makers.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 21 July 2018
Accepted 2 April 2020

Introduction

A growing emphasis on performance management has emerged around the globe during the last
two decades. Various public management reforms have fostered the measurement and reporting
of government performance, and a large body of research and expert advice has advocated this
agenda (Holmes and Shand 1995; Van Dooren, Bouckaert, and Halligan 2015). A key assumption
of this performance movement holds that the tracking of metrics will help public managers make
better informed decisions and can help them improve organizational performance (Poister,
Aristigueta, and Hall 2014). But the performance movement entails several critical yet largely
untested assumptions. One is the belief that managers indeed use such metrics, which some stud-
ies suggest happens only occasionally and is contingent on factors like their ownership and per-
ceived social impact by officials, and their link to strategic goals, budget allocations and learning
styles of agencies and individuals (Ammons and Rivenbark 2008; Kroll 2014; Kroll and Vogel
2014; Moynihan, Pandey, and Wright 2012; Taylor 2011). The demands for external accountabil-
ity faced by public organizations are also a factor, as well as the level of available resources and
technical expertise (de Lancer Julnes and Holzer 2001; Taylor 2009). A second key assumption is
that performance information is objectively and appropriately interpreted by decision makers, an
idea also questioned by several authors (Moynihan 2008; Van Dooren and Van de Walle 2008).
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Although some attention has been paid to how performance information should be reported
(Hatry 2006), relatively little is known about how the presentation of performance information
influences public managers’ decision making. This gap in knowledge is important because psych-
ology and decision science have shown that decisions can be influenced by how information is
presented or framed (Tversky and Kahneman 1981). Understanding these framing effects is thus
an important consideration in the design and implementation of performance measurement and
reporting systems. Without an understanding of framing effects, the design and use of perform-
ance measurement and reporting systems might result in misguided policy and management deci-
sions, detracting from the promise of the performance movement in public administration
(Behn 2002).

Moreover, there is recent evidence to suggest that framing effects matter in the interpretation
of government performance information (Boyne et al. 2009; James 2011; James and Moseley
2014). In particular, previous work by Olsen (2015a) demonstrated that presenting citizens in
Denmark with a patient dissatisfaction measure led to more negative views of public hospitals, in
contrast to exposing them to a logically equivalent satisfaction metric. The purpose of this article
is to examine whether public servants are prone to the same kind of bias. Thus, this article aims
at answering the following research question: Are experienced public managers and professionals,
when evaluating performance information, susceptible to framing effects? Knowledgeable public
policy and management professionals may be less prone to framing effects because they are likely
to be much more familiar with performance metrics than the general public, and also more expe-
rienced at making rational decisions based on quantitative information. To address this question,
we conducted an experiment with 191 public service professionals in the U.S. in which we experi-
mentally varied the framing of performance information about customer satisfaction, job satisfac-
tion and goal achievement for various federal government agencies.

The next section discusses the theoretical underpinnings of equivalence framing and the judg-
ment of performance information. Next, the experimental design and the participants of the study
are characterized, followed by the analysis and presentation of results. Finally, we conclude with a
discussion of our findings and their implications for understanding the use of performance infor-
mation in public administration.

Equivalence framing and managerial assessment of performance

While performance information is celebrated as an “objective,” “hard,” or “unambiguous” way of
communicating the efforts and accomplishments of government, there are considerable degrees of
freedom in how exactly to package and show this information. Often it is assumed that these
superficial differences in the mere presentation of data have little consequence. However, a core
insight from psychology has been that framing exerts powerful effects on how individuals evaluate
information and in turn form judgments or make substantive decisions (Baumeister et al. 2001;
Tversky and Kahneman 1981; Rozin and Royzman 2001). Although there are various types of
framing that affect decision making, one of the most basic and influential is equivalence framing.

Equivalence framing denotes the fact that we can construct “objectively equivalent descriptions
of the same problem” (Levin, Schneider, and Gaeth 1998:150). The simplest way of varying the
description, while holding constant the informational content, is by changing the valence of the
information. Specifically, valence in this case refers to whether the information is presented with
a positive or negative frame. Valence is fundamental to how individuals process information.
Thus, we would expect that an equivalence framing effect will occur when “two logically equiva-
lent (but not transparently equivalent) statements of a problem lead decision makers to choose
different options” (Rabin 1998:36).

Equivalence framing effects are driven by the initial encoding of the information by the recipi-
ent, which is affected by the valence of the information. The encoding in turn affects the
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cognitive associations that are most likely to become available to the recipient (Levin and Gaeth
1988). That is, for negative valence labels, more negative associations become available in a per-
son’s thought processes; and for positive valence descriptions, more positive associations are
recalled. In the end, these associations are reflected in the overall assessments, judgments or deci-
sions made by the person based on the information (Levin et al. 1998).

As a response to the plethora of operational definitions of valence framing effects, Levin et al.
(1998) propose a taxonomy and distinguish three types, which mainly differ on what is framed,
the reaction to the frame, and how such consequences are examined. First, they identify the risky
choice framing, where subjects are presented with a set of options varying in their risk levels.
Usually a hypothetical scenario is exhibited, and two alternatives are given for each frame: one is
the sure prospect, while the other implies an all-or-none risky option with clear probabilities
assigned. Then, the risk inclination of people is estimated by comparing the choices for risky
prospects. Likewise, the goal framing looks at the effects on persuasion of people and frames the
implication or suggested goal of a behavior to be adopted. This form generally shows subjects the
benefits of taking a specific action (positive frame) or exposing them to the loss of not perform-
ing it (negative frame). In this case, the persuasive power of the messages is measured by con-
trasting the rates of adoption. Finally, the attribute framing considers how information processing
is affected by the descriptive valence of objects or events’ characteristics. People are typically pre-
sented with frames containing evaluation data, either a percentage of success or the complemen-
tary percentage of failure. Subsequently, they assess the object or event trough scales of
favorability or yes/no judgements, and the biases produced are estimated by comparing these
assessments. Differently from the risky choice framing and the goal framing, this latter type does
not stress personal or collective consequences in the frames.

Thus, when evaluating performance information, we are most often concerned with how the
information shapes managerial assessments of or judgments about an organization or a unit.
From an equivalence framing perceptive, we can think of this as an attribute framing. As such,
we manipulate the descriptive valence of performance information in order to capture how it is
reflected in the overall evaluation of an organization given the data at hand (Levin et al. 1998). In
short, we would expect that the valence of the performance information will lead to a valence
consistent shift in the evaluative judgments about the organization and its accomplishments.

For instance, Olsen (2015a) relies on attribute equivalence framing by randomly assigning citi-
zens to either a patient satisfaction or a dissatisfaction rate, which are logically equivalent; and
then asking citizens to evaluate a hospital given this information. He finds that the two-opposing
framings produce very different evaluations for an equivalent level of (dis)satisfaction. In accord-
ance with his expectations, the negative label of dissatisfaction provides a negative rating of the
hospital, whereas the positive label of satisfaction produces a much more positive rating. The
average difference in ratings due to framing is similar to a 20-point change in the underlying citi-
zens’ (dis)satisfaction score. The finding of a strong valence framing effect has been replicated in
other large samples of nationally representative citizens and with other types of performance data
(Olsen 2015b).

The work by Olsen (2015a, 2015b) focused on ordinary citizens, who presumably are not regu-
lar or sophisticated consumers of government performance information. Thus, the main question
of this study is: Are public managers, who generally have specialized experience interpreting per-
formance information for decision-making purposes, susceptible to the attribute equivalence framing
effect? We should note that in the context we define public managers broadly, including profes-
sionals in both the public and nonprofit sectors as well as other professionals involved in the
increasingly complex networks responsible for providing public services in most advanced, post-
industrial democracies.

On one hand, we might expect that public managers (being human) would generally remain
susceptible to the same cognitive heuristics and biases as citizens. On the other hand, due to their
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professional expertise, we might expect public managers to be more reflective and counter such
biases when using government performance information to make decisions. Indeed, Moynihan
(2008) acknowledges such expertise as one of the basic premises of the performance management
movement, particularly in the context of New Public Management (NPM). NPM advocates for
business-type managerialism in the public sector, and therefore for increasing the discretion of
managers through a reduction of their limitations to reorganize human and fiscal resources from
traditional bureaucratic systems (Hood 1991; Osborne and Gaebler 1992). Furthermore, public
professionals and managers regularly receive specialized training on performance management
and are continuously exposed to interpreting performance metrics and making rational decisions
based on this information (Holzer and Yang 2004; Behn 2005).

Research by public management scholars has confirmed the relevance of cognitive and behav-
ioral factors when interpreting performance information. For example, Kroll (2015) shows that
cognitive and behavioral factors are relevant for performance information use by public managers
and for the organizational circumstances affecting decision making. Moynihan and Pandey (2010)
employ survey data from municipal managers in the U.S. to confirm the importance of public
service motivation rather than extrinsic motivations in driving the use of performance data. A
study from Italy by Bell�e, Cantarelli, and Belardinelli (2018) finds that public servants are suscep-
tible to framing effects as well as to other cognitive biases. And in another experimental study of
Italian municipal officials, evidence suggests that framing effects may be higher in ex-ante uses of
information than in ex-post uses of information (Belardinelli et al. 2018). Our study builds on
this evidence of cognitive biases and framing effects in the decision-making of public service pro-
fessionals and extends it to a U.S. context and to the interpretation of realistic performance indi-
cators for actual American federal agencies. Thus, based on the available evidence, we offer the
following hypothesis:

H: Public service professionals and managers are susceptible to equivalence framing effects

Although Olsen (2015a) confirms a strong valence framing effect on citizens when judging
performance metrics, he found little evidence that the underlying level of performance influenced
the magnitude on such biases. In other words, differences in the numerical rates of (dis)satisfac-
tion shown to citizens under the logically equivalent positive or negative valences did not inten-
sify or diminish their framing effect. Although we have no clear expectation of how this may
differ (or not) for public managers, we nevertheless explore how varying the level of performance
influences the equivalence framing biases of public managers and professionals when they inter-
pret performance information.

Experimental design and participants

To probe this hypothesis, we designed an online survey experiment that both replicates and
extends Olsen’s (2015a) study but applied to a sample of U.S. public service professionals
(n ¼ 198). Given the large magnitude of effects found in previous research, we expect that this
sample size should be sufficient for identifying potential framing effects. As shown in Table 1, we
presented participants with three vignettes describing different performance indicators for U.S.
federal agencies. Specifically, the vignettes referred to customer (dis)satisfaction in the Internal
Revenue Service (IRS), job (dis)satisfaction in the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and
performance targets (not) met in the Social Security Administration (SSA). Although at different
levels, in general these measures are familiar to U.S. public managers and related professionals
who work with these or similar agencies. For instance, since 2002 federal employees are regularly
asked about their job satisfaction on the annual Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey conducted by
the Office of Personnel Management (U.S. Office of Personnel Management [OPM] 2016). Also,
federal, state and local public agencies systematically prepare annual performance plans and
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reports that contain specific performance targets and their accomplishment (Melkers and
Willoughby 1998; Latham, Borgogni, and Petitta 2008; Poister and Streib 2005; Joyce 2011).
Likewise, the concept of customer satisfaction and its measurement have become increasingly
important across government agencies, especially at the federal level after the National
Performance Review initiative in the early 1990s (Fountain 2001). Finally, we used specific and
well-known U.S. public agencies for each vignette, trying to resemble a real-world manager-
ial context.

Respondents were randomly assigned to either a positive or negative frame for all three-per-
formance metrics chosen for this study (again, see Table 1). For example, for the SSA, some par-
ticipants were told that the latest results showed that “83% of its performance targets were met
last year,” while others were told that “17% of its performance targets were not met last year.”
The percent of targets meet, we should note, is a key feature of the federal government’s
Performance and Accountability Reports (PAR) program. The values of the indicators (percen-
tages) shown were randomized, as described shortly. After reading each vignette, respondents
were asked to rate the performance of each agency–in the specific area the information exhibited
was about–using a horizontal slider ranging from 0 (very bad) to 100 (very good).

We should note that we considered including a third “control” arm of the experiment that
would be presented with both the positive and negative frames for all metrics (e.g., “83% of SSA’s
performance targets were met last year, while 17% of its performance targets were not met”), but
for reasons of sample size decided against it. Moreover, this additional arm would have implied
its own complications, such as the word-order of the performance data shown (whether

Table 1. Experimental design and vignettes.

Framing Vignette wording Percentage

Positive (np ¼ 87) The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) conducts an ongoing
national survey of citizen satisfaction with various government
agencies. Suppose the latest results for the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) show that Xp percent of its customers are satisfied. How would
you rate the performance of the IRS in this area?

Xp 2 U½75, 95�

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) conducts an annual survey
of all federal government workers. Suppose the latest results for the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) show that Xp percent of its
employees are satisfied with their job. How would you rate the
performance of the EPA in this area?

Xp 2 U½75, 95�

Federal agencies are required to report progress on their performance
goals and targets each year in their Performance and Accountability
Reports (PARs). Suppose the latest report on the Social Security
Administration (SSA) shows that Xp percent of its performance
targets were met last year. How would you rate the performance of
the SSA in this area?

Xp 2 U½75, 95�

Negative (nn ¼ 103) The American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) conducts an ongoing
national survey of citizen satisfaction with various government
agencies. Suppose the latest results for the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) show that Xn percent of its customers are dissatisfied. How
would you rate the performance of the IRS in this area?

Xn 2 U½5, 25�

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) conducts an annual survey
of all federal government workers. Suppose the latest results for the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) show that Xn percent of its
employees are dissatisfied with their job. How would you rate the
performance of the EPA in this area?

Xn 2 U½5, 25�

Federal agencies are required to report progress on their performance
goals and targets each year in their Performance and Accountability
Reports (PARs). Suppose the latest report on the Social Security
Administration (SSA) shows that Xn percent of its performance
targets were not met last year. How would you rate the performance
of the SSA in this area?

Xn 2 U½5, 25�

Note: The column “Percentage” shows the ranges of the uniform random variables for the negative frame [Xn� and the positive
frame [Xp�:
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presenting the positive and then the negative frame, or vice versa, or even randomizing the
order). As a result, we decided to just rely on the positive and negative framing conditions, as
was done in Olsen’s (2015a) original study as well as many other studies of framing effects
(Chong and Druckman 2007).

Three randomized elements were used for the experiment. First, the positive or negative fram-
ing was randomly assigned (at the respondent level). Hence, some participants received positively
framed information for the EPA, the SSA and the IRS (np ¼ 87), while others received negatively
framed information (nn ¼ 103). In addition, we utilized a random variable Xi (i ¼ n, p) to repre-
sent various percentages for the performance metrics in each vignette. Xi follows a uniform distri-
bution, with every value in the interval being equally likely to occur. As shown in Table 1, the
random variable for the negative frame (Xn) ranged between 5 to 25%, and the one for the posi-
tive frame (Xp) fluctuated between 75 and 95%. Finally, the order of the three vignettes was
also randomized.

To be sure, based on the taxonomy proposed by Levin et al. (1998), the three vignettes of this
experiment correspond to the features of attribute framing effects. First, the framing impact on
risk preferences of public service professionals is not a concern here, neither the effect on the per-
suasive power of messages for their adoption of certain behavior. Thus, the frames in the
vignettes did not stress individual or collective implications. Rather, in all of them the descriptive
valence of performance information representing specific managerial areas of public agencies
were manipulated by showing percentages of success in the positive frames (i.e., satisfaction, tar-
gets met), or their complementary percentages of failure in the negative frames (i.e., dissatisfac-
tion, targets not met). Moreover, subjects were thereafter requested to rate the agencies in such
managerial areas.

Participants were respondents to an emailed survey sent to members of the Public Service
Research Panel (PSRPanel), a university-affiliated online panel (see PSRPanel.org). The PSRPanel
continuously recruits public managers and related professionals working for the public and the
nonprofit sectors via professional networks such as mailing lists of relevant professional associa-
tions, social media, and advertising at professional conferences, as well as recruiting from gradu-
ate programs that specifically train public and nonprofit managers. The Panel includes mainly
U.S. public service professionals of diverse sociodemographic characteristics and from various
geographic regions.

We implemented the survey experiment in two waves about a year apart, largely because we
were growing the panel at the time and wanted to include new panelists to have more statistical
power. First, we sent 572 email invitations to all existing members of the PSRPanel during May
2015, requesting them to answer a survey about judgment of performance information and a few
related topics in public service. Then, a year later, we sent an additional 69 email invitations to
new panel members. A total of 198 panelists responded to the survey, representing a 31%
response rate. Since the vignettes focused on U.S. government agencies, 7 non-U.S. respondents
were excluded from the analytical sample. Descriptive statistics for the resulting 191 eligible
respondents are shown in Table 2. In general, participants are predominantly females (59%) and
white (72%) with most falling into the 40–59 age category (55%). The majority have a graduate
degree (77%), work for the public and nonprofit sectors (80%) and hold a managerial position
(75%). The 25% of subjects who are not managers or supervisors are either graduate students (in
training for public and nonprofit managerial jobs), people in technical jobs (e.g., specialists or
analysts), self-employed (consultants), or retired (from professional jobs). Similarly, the 20% who
do not work for the public or nonprofit sectors are mostly professionals who work for consulting
firms, universities, or are self-employed. We decided to keep this diverse group of professionals
in our sample for statistical reasons but also because of our broad definition of public managers
as including public, nonprofit, and even private-sector professionals involved in the modern pro-
vision of public services.
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Analysis and results

Our analytical approach will proceed as follows. By using kernel density estimates, we will first
examine the distribution of responses and contrast it in the positive and negative frames for each
vignette. We then conducted t-tests for each vignette comparing the means of performance rat-
ings for both frames. Finally, we used a set of regression models for each vignette: one includes
just the framing variable assigned to public servants (Model 1), while the others add the percent-
age level shown to them (Model 2), and the interaction between these two variables (Model 3).
All the analyses were conducted using Stata 14.

The density plots in Figures 1–3 represent the distributions of performance judgments made
by participants. The x-axis depicts their evaluative judgments, from 0 (very bad) to 100 (very
good). In Figure 1, showing the results for the IRS and customer satisfaction, the pattern suggests
a greater density of high ratings when the agency’s performance is framed in terms of the per-
centage of satisfied customers (the positive frame), compared with a logically equivalent percent-
age of dissatisfied customers (the negative frame). Similarly, in Figure 2 for the EPA, the positive
framing in terms of job satisfaction results in higher assessments of the agencies performance,
relative to the logically equivalent level of job dissatisfaction. And again, in Figure 3, the framing

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Percentage n

Gender
Male 40.8% 62
Female 59.2% 90

Age
20-29 10.6% 16
30-39 17.9% 27
40-49 27.2% 41
50-59 27.8% 42
60-69 14.6% 22
70 or older 2% 3

Race
White 71.9% 110
Black 15.7% 24
Hispanic 5.9% 9
Asian 2.6% 4
Other 3.9% 6

Education
Graduate degree 76.6% 118
College 22.1% 34
Less than College 1.3% 2

Position
Top manager 22.8% 29
Middle manager 32.3% 41
Team leader 12.6% 16
Supervisor 7.1% 9
None (not a manager or supervisor) 25.2% 32

Employment
Public sector 61.4% 97
Non-profit sector 18.4% 29
Private (for-profit sector) 3.8% 6
Independent consultant or self-employed 3.2% 5
Student/retired/unemployed 11.4% 18
Other 1.9% 3

Geographic location
Northeast 39.9% 61
South 23.5% 36
Midwest 16.3% 25
West 20.3% 31
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of SSA’s performance in terms of targets met (the positive frame) leads respondents to rate the
agency as doing better, compared with the logically equivalent information presented in terms of
targets not met (the negative frame). These three graphs clearly show a framing effect in how
public service professionals judge the performance of these three federal agencies.

Figure 4 shows the differences in means obtained for each performance rating—by public ser-
vice managers and professionals—comparing the positive and negative frames. The average for
goal achievement is 67.8, for job satisfaction is 67.0, and for customer satisfaction is 68.6. The
mean assessment for goal achievement is 73.2 when participants are exposed to positively framed
performance information (percentage of targets met), but only 62.8 when they are presented with
logically equivalent performance metrics that are negatively framed (percentage of targets not met).
This represents a statistically significant difference of 10.4 points between both frames
(p ¼ 0:006 < 0:01). Similarly, the mean assessment for job satisfaction is 71.5 when participants are
shown positively framed performance information (percentage of job satisfaction), but only 62.7
when they are exposed to the corresponding performance data that is negatively phrased (percentage
of job dissatisfaction). This difference of 8.9 points is also significant (p ¼ 0:017 < 0:05). For cus-
tomer satisfaction, the mean assessment of 71.3 points under the positive frame (percentage of cus-
tomer satisfaction) and 66.0 points under the negative frame (percentage of customer dissatisfaction)
are in the expected direction and follow the pattern of the other two performance measures,
although the difference in means is not statistically significant (p ¼ 0:189).

To further test the statistical significance of these patterns, Table 3 shows a set of regression
models for each vignette. Model 1 includes just the main effect of the framing
(1 ¼ negative frame; 0 ¼ positive frame). Model 2 adds the level of the performance metric
shown to respondents, that is the level of customer satisfaction (for the IRS), job satisfaction (for
the EPA), and targets met (for the SSA). It should be noted the value of this variable was coded
consistently in the positive direction; for example, the 10% level of “dissatisfied” customers in the
IRS vignettes was coded as 90 (its equivalent level had it been positively framed). Model 3 consid-
ers the interaction of the framing and the level of the performance metric, and thus captures
whether any framing effect varies with the underlying level of performance.

The first set of regressions in Table 3 are for the IRS and customer satisfaction, and they show
a framing effect in the expected direction, but not statistically significant.1 Specifically, as model 1
shows, the framing of performance information in terms of dissatisfaction produces an average
decline of about five points in the performance evaluations of the IRS given by respondents. The
treatment effect is slightly larger in models 2 and 3 and fairly close to being statistically signifi-
cant. As expected, the level has a positive effect, meaning that respondents gave higher (lower)
evaluations to vignettes showing more satisfaction (less dissatisfaction) by IRS customers. There is
no evidence of an interaction effect of the treatment (framing) and the level of satisfaction.

The next set of regressions in Table 3 refer to the EPA and job satisfaction. In all three mod-
els, the impact of the framing is negative and significant. Indeed, when respondents are exposed
to the dissatisfaction frame instead of the corresponding satisfaction frame, their evaluations of
the EPA decrease on average by nearly nine points. This framing effect is statistically significant
in all three models, and also substantively large (a 13% decline) relative to the constant (which in
Model 1 is the average rating of the EPA’s performance under the positive job satisfaction fram-
ing). Turning to the level, the effect is again positive–as expected–and significant in both models
1 and 2. However, the interaction of the framing and the level is close to zero and nonsignificant.

The final set of regressions in Table 3 are for the percentage of targets met by the SSA accord-
ing to its Performance and Accountability Report. When this metric is framed as goals not met,
contrasted with logically equivalent goals met, respondents evaluated the SSA 10–11 points lower
on the 0–100 performance rating scale. This negative framing effect is highly significant statistic-
ally and also substantively large relative to the constant, representing about a 14% decline on
average in the performance evaluations. The level effect is again positive and significant, which
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suggests that when more targets are being met (or fewer unmet), the SSA is rated as performing
better (or worse). As in with the other vignettes, the effect of the interaction term is negligible
and not significant.

Discussion and implications

Our study contributes to a growing body of evidence that framing effects matter in the interpret-
ation of government performance information (Boyne et al. 2009; James 2011; James and Moseley
2014). Building on work by Olsen (2015a) with citizens, we find similar framing effects shape the
evaluative judgments of presumably more sophisticated and experienced professional public man-
agers. Thus, our study helps confirm recent emerging evidence about how cognitive biases and
framing effects, in particular, shape how public managers interpret and use performance informa-
tion (Bell�e et al. 2018; Belardinelli et al. 2018). More broadly, our findings support the growing
understanding of how cognitive factors affect the uses of performance information by decision
makers in public organizations (Moynihan and Pandey 2010; Kroll 2014, 2015). But before dis-
cussing our results and their implications for public management, it is important to acknowledge
several key limitations of our study.

To begin with, we relied on an online panel of public managers and related professionals who
voluntarily signed up and therefore are self-selected. They were mainly recruited from relevant
professional networks and from public affairs graduate programs, and therefore they are likely to
have higher research interests and better analytical training than a broader cross-section of public
workers. In addition, although we tried to use authentic and widely known U.S. agencies and per-
formance metrics, for practical reasons we did not adapt the experiment to each person’s actual
work context. Thus, naturally, the tasks requested in the vignettes lacked meaningful consequen-
ces and realism for participants. This raises the external validity concern about how our findings
translate into participants’ actual work settings and decision making. Likewise, it is possible that
some indicators we used, especially customer satisfaction and job satisfaction, may not have been
clearly interpreted as dichotomous. Specifically, 75% satisfaction may not necessarily signify an
equivalent 25% dissatisfaction if respondents imagined a middle category like “neither satisfied
nor dissatisfied.” But our experimental design was modeled on Olsen’s (2015a) study, and indeed
one of our main motivations was to replicate and extend this prior research. Moreover, the stron-
gest framing bias found was for targets met, versus targets not met, which is clearly a more
dichotomous performance metric.

Overall, our findings support our hypothesis and are consistent with the equivalence framing
effect, which is well documented in psychology (Levin et al. 1998) and more recently in public
administration research involving citizens (Olsen 2015a) and public service professionals (Bell�e
et al. 2018; Belardinelli et al. 2018). We add to this body of research by testing experienced public
service managers and professionals and find that, like regular citizens, they are prone to being
influenced by superficial changes in the valence of performance information when asked to read
and interpret it. More precisely, results from two out of three metrics used in our experiment
confirm equivalence framing effects (targets met and job satisfaction). The results for customer
satisfaction are in the expected direction, although they are not as strong as the other two
vignettes performance and therefore marginally insignificant. These non-significant results would
probably be significant for a larger sample size.

Moreover, customer satisfaction is a metric directly relevant for respondents’ own experiences, as
most of them are undoubtedly taxpayers who themselves may be satisfied or dissatisfied with the
Internal Revenue Service (IRS). Thus, they might have rated the performance of the IRS partially
based on their own interactions with this agency or their feelings about it, and not just the informa-
tion offered in the vignette. Furthermore, people tend to have strong (often partisan) feelings about
the IRS, which tends to receive low favorability ratings in public opinion surveys.2 In short, for the
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customer satisfaction metric, respondents’ personal views about the IRS may have had a larger influ-
ence on their performance judgments and thus attenuated the framing effect.

Taken together, our results suggest that the negative framing of performance information of well-
known federal agencies lead public service professionals to judge performance less favorably, while
positive framing leads them to form more favorable evaluations of these same organizations.3

The main framing effects in our study, however, are only about half the size as found among
citizens in Olsen’s (2015a) study. This finding is consistent with the hypothesis that public man-
agers may be at least somewhat more reflective and less susceptible to framing effects. Moreover,
this result is consistent with Olsen’s (2015a) finding that the framing effect on citizens in his
study was reduced by their current or previous work experience in public organizations. This
potential reduction in bias from equivalence framing may be attributable to the training of public
managers, as well as perhaps their professional experience with using performance information.
In an attempt to probe for an explanation, we tried various interactions between the treatment
(framing) and several background variables, such as years of experience, position, and employ-
ment (see Table 2). We also tried interactions with self-perceptions of expertise in several man-
agement and technical areas (such as strategic planning, performance management and data
analysis) as proxies of their familiarity with the performance indicators used in the vignette. The
results for these interaction tests in general were not consistent and reliable—especially consider-
ing the sample size of our study—and thus we do not present them here. Certainly, this topic
deserves more research and may lead to a better understanding of what types of training or pro-
fessional experiences lead public managers to overcome framing effects when interpreting per-
formance metrics, at least in part.

In any case, the results highlight the value of explicitly unifying the study of how two
types of end-users of performance information, namely citizens and public service managers
and professionals, process these metrics. Their motivation for engaging with performance data
might be very different, as—for instance—framing can be used or even abused to influence
decision making. In any event, they still share a common human cognition that helps them
to process the information. Moreover, by explicitly comparing citizens and managers, we can
learn some very fundamental principles of performance information use and effects. These
will be stressed as we find strong similarities in how very different users process information.
At the same time, any differences in effects are worth studying to find the underlying rea-
sons. It might be motivations, professionalism, institutional roles, incentives, or some other
factors that set citizens and managers apart in the way that performance information
affects them.

These findings may be helpful in the design and implementation of performance management
systems. One main agreement on the performance management literature is the huge challenge
its effective adoption poses for public agencies (Behn 2002; Moynihan 2008). Hence, once per-
formance information is actually used by public managers and professionals as well as by other
stakeholders, the next step should be to prevent them from unintended consequences of framing
so that they engage in better decision-making. This study might help in this purpose since the
findings suggest possible interesting venues of research aimed at de-biasing or minimizing fram-
ing effects. For instance, we might ask if certain types of performance information can help reveal
potential framing effects before managers interpret or act on the information.

Notes

1. The p-values for customer satisfaction are p ¼ 0:189 (model 1), p ¼ 0:127 (model 2) and p ¼ 0:126
(model 3).

2. For instance, survey results by the Pew Research Center in 2019 reflected this unfavourability of the IRS—
along with the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the Department of Education, the
Department of Veteran Affairs and the Department of Justice—compared to other federal agencies such as
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the U.S. Postal Service, the National Park Service, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). For further information, please visit
https://www.people-press.org/2019/10/01/public-expresses-favorable-views-of-a-number-of-federal-agencies/.

3. Although more specific subgroup analyses are difficult due to sample size limitations, as a robustness
check, we examined these results for the sub-group of people who specifically declared to work in the
federal, state, or local government. The results hold for this sub-group as the equivalence framing effect is
statistically significant for all performance metrics used in the experiment. They are even slightly higher
than the effects obtained for the broader sample of public servants.
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