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Abstract

While performance information is often used to communi-

cate the importance of public policies and stimulate civic

engagement, we know little about the processes that con-

nect the two. This study proposes a conceptual model that

links performance information to a specific form of public

engagement: coproduction. Drawing on insights from infor-

mation aversion theory, we argue that the effect of perfor-

mance information on engagement in coproduction

depends on levels of policy understanding and the valence

of performance information that individuals are exposed

to. Specifically, we predict that individuals exposed to posi-

tive performance information will understand the policy

better than those exposed to negative performance infor-

mation. Further, we predict that higher levels of policy

understanding will increase coproduction engagement

intentions. These predictions are examined using two

experiments and a representative sample of US residents

(n = 836). Findings indicate that participants best under-

stood positive information and that understanding signifi-

cantly increased coproduction engagement intentions.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Academics, practitioners, and civil society organizations promote performance information disclosure as a means of

improving the quality of democratic governance. At its core, this argument rests on a conviction that public disclo-

sure of performance information is necessary for governments to meaningfully engage the public in processes that

govern the creation, delivery, and evaluation of public services (James and Moseley 2014; Mizrahi and Minchuk

2020). Yet while such advocacy has inspired a number of reform movements that seek to make government more

open and the public more engaged and collaborative, evidence indicates that the relationship between efforts to

increase public access to government information and different forms of civic engagement is, at best, opaque and

unpredictable' (Kosack and Fung 2014, p. 66).

We address this sticking point in public administration theory and practice. Building on research related to framing

effects (Tversky and Kahneman 1981), which shows that individuals respond to positive and negative information differ-

ently, and information aversion theory (Karlsson et al. 2009; Ganguly and Tasoff 2017 ), which shows that individuals

pay more attention to good news than bad, we argue that individuals better understand policies when they are dis-

cussed from the perspective of public service improvements and understand policies less well when they are discussed

from the perspective of preventing public service failures. Further, we argue that when individuals understand policies

and why they matter, they are more likely to contribute to the policy's success by, for example, engaging in coproduction

initiatives. In other words, we predict that using positive performance information to explain the impacts of

coproduction policies will be more effective than negative performance information at triggering intentions to engage in

coproduction, because positive performance information is more effective at increasing policy understanding.

We designed a set of randomized survey experiments and a novel measure of coproduction engagement inten-

tions to test our predictions. As the setting for our experiments, we focused on school improvement plans. School

improvement plans are policies that are created annually to communicate school performance and measures adopted

by individual schools and school districts to address issues related to student performance. As with most policies,

efforts to convey the salience of a school improvement plan involve a choice between emphasizing benefits if the

policy succeeds or the problems encountered if it fails. School improvement plans are relevant to the purposes of

this study because they not only publicly disclose performance information, but also communicate opportunities for

members of the public to engage with public schools.

Our analyses reveal three key findings. First, participants exposed to positive performance information (prospec-

tive improvement to service quality if policy succeeds) understood the school improvement plan better than partici-

pants exposed to negative performance information (prospective deterioration of service quality if policy does not

succeed). Second, they reveal that participants who understood the school improvement plan were more inclined to

engage in coproduction. Third, they show that exposure to negative performance information indirectly increases

coproduction engagement intentions by first increasing policy understanding. These findings narrow the gaps

between theory and practice by shedding light on a causal mechanism responsible for translating exposure to perfor-

mance information into a better informed, engaged, and collaborative public. Whereas past research highlights a neg-

ativity bias in responses to performance information (Nielsen and Moynihan 2016; Belardinelli et al. 2018; George

et al. 2020), our findings intimate that activating this emotional response may cloud an individual's ability to internal-

ize performance information and thoughtfully respond to it. We will revisit these points later in the article.

2 | CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 | Engagement in coproduction

Civic engagement refers to a range of activities where members of the public are afforded opportunities to interact

with a government organization to directly or indirectly affect their own well-being, as well as that of the community
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they live in (Delli Carpini 2000). For example, members of the public can engage with government to assist in the

provision of public services by volunteering at public libraries and participating in litter clean-up programmes, or they

can engage with government in an attempt to hold public officials to account by voicing discontent in town hall

meetings (Roberts 2004).

Our focus is on members of the public engaging with government to assist with the provision of a public service,

which tracks closely onto the notion of public service coproduction (Nabatchi et al. 2017). Coproduction refers to: 'a rela-

tionship between a paid employee of an organization and (groups) of individual citizens that requires a direct and active

contribution from these citizens to the work of the organization' (Brandsen and Honingh 2016, p. 432). Policies targeting

citizen-based coproduction promise to enhance the responsiveness of public service delivery by directly incorporating

unique experiences and information accumulated by citizen service users into the processes of designing, delivering and

evaluating public services (Brudney and England 1983; Osborne et al. 2016).

To understand what citizen engagement in coproduction means for public service delivery, Nabatchi et al. (2017,

p. 773) distinguish between four types of coproduction that can result from individual citizens collaborating with public

organizations—co-commissioning, co-design, co-delivery, and co-assessment. Co-delivery of public services, which is

what we focus on, is a concurrent form of coproduction in that it focuses on improving a service that already exists

(Nabatchi et al. 2017). A common example of this form of coproduction is in public schools (Pestoff 2006). Here, mem-

bers of the public volunteer their time to assist schools in providing education to students by engaging in activities such

as coaching teams, planning school events, or mentoring students in after-school programmes. Given the broad social

benefits of education, as well as the normative value we assign to education (everyone should have equal access to

quality education), there is an incentive for parents, as well as non-parents, to engage in the coproduction of education.

2.2 | Why does exposure to performance information influence engagement in
coproduction?

Performance information disclosure is 'an indispensable element in modernizing the public sector' (Bouckaert and

Peters 2002, p. 359) and is central to government efforts to engage the public in activities that govern the delivery of pub-

lic services, such as coproduction. Efforts to explain the linkage between exposure to different types of government infor-

mation, such as performance information, and engagement frequently draw on insights from expected utility theory

(Bauhr and Grimes 2014). The argument is that public access and subsequent exposure to performance information will

help citizens better understand how and why they can make a difference that, in turn, will lead to greater civic engage-

ment in activities such as coproduction (Thomsen 2017). From the expected utility perspective, exposure to performance

information stimulates engagement in coproduction because it improves understanding of why it matters. That is, policy

understanding mediates the relationship between exposure to performance information and engagement in coproduction.

More recent research suggests that the effects of performance information on outcomes such as understanding

and engagement are not only attributable to exposure, but also to how this information is being communicated

(Olsen 2015; Alon-Barkat 2019). The common theme is that variation in the way governments communicate a mes-

sage to the public carries significant consequences for public decision-making (Porumbescu et al. 2017). We extend

this research to offer a richer understanding of how different features of government information can indirectly and

substantively shape engagement in coproduction. To elaborate on understanding as a causal mechanism, we focus

on differences in the way anticipated performance implications of government policies, such as school improvement

plans, are explained to the public—whether the implications are explained in terms of improving public service provi-

sion (positive performance information) or preventing public service failure (negative performance information).

Both negative and positive performance information can convey a similar message to the public—that the per-

formance implications of a proposed policy are important. Because both types of information can communicate the

importance of public policies, they are frequently used interchangeably. As a clarifying example from a policy domain

outside of education, consider the case of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), where the Obama Administration's
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explanations of the importance of the ACA were often framed in terms of its performance in increasing the number

of insured individuals within a certain timeframe, or in terms of preventing the rapid growth in the number of

uninsured within the same timeframe that would occur if current policies remained in place.

2.3 | Hypotheses: Performance information, understanding, and coproduction

We argue that negative performance information is less effective than positive performance information at stimulat-

ing engagement in coproduction because the latter is easier to understand. That is, policy understanding mediates

the relationship between performance information and engagement in coproduction. The set of relationships that

form the foundation for our conceptual model are illustrated in Figure 1. We elaborate on this below.

2.3.1 | Hypothesis 1: Performance information and policy understanding

Drawing on political knowledge research, this study conceives of understanding as a form of declarative memory

(Prior and Lupia 2008) that reflects individual recall of policy information. An individual's understanding of informa-

tion is a function of the content they are exposed to, their cognitive capacity, and motivation to engage with material

(Sweller 1994). Our interest is in assessing how the content, and more specifically the valence, of performance infor-

mation impacts individual understanding of that information.

Prior work demonstrates that responses to information depend on whether it is negatively or positively framed

(Tversky and Kahneman 1981, 1992). What is more, this difference arises when negatively and positively framed

information is logically equivalent. The effects that are attributed to information frames result from a cognitive bias,

meaning that individuals do not carefully evaluate the information they are exposed to. A main take away from this

research is that framing matters to evaluations and decisions.

In this study, we focus on positive and negative information; however, we are not evaluating the effects of equivalence

framing and related cognitive biases (Druckman 2004) for the following reasons. First, performance information illustrating

how a policy will prevent public service failure (negative performance information) is not logically equivalent to performance

information explaining how a policy will improve public service provision (positive performance information). Second, our

intention is to shed light on how the valence of performance information impacts understanding of government information,

as opposed to assessing how different frames evoke innate cognitive biases. Put differently, we are not focusing on auto-

matic responses to information framing, but rather on how the valence of performance information influences how carefully

an individual pays attention to a message.

As mentioned earlier, governments frequently use positive and negative performance information to communicate pol-

icy importance. However, altering the valence of performance information sends different signals about a government's

underlying administrative capacity to effect change (Bauhr and Grimes 2014). Specifically, disclosing negative performance

information to illustrate how public service provision will continue to decline unless a policy is adopted (i.e., avert public ser-

vice failure) conveys a history of administrative incompetence (Lubell et al. 2007). Conversely, positive performance informa-

tion that projects how a policy stands to improve service provision is forward-looking and highlights optimism and progress

(Valkenburg et al. 1999). In other words, using negative performance information to communicate policy importance high-

lights past problems, whereas using positive information for the same purpose highlights a better future.

Research on information aversion theory (Andries and Haddad 2017) suggests that these different approaches

to communicating policy importance, and the subsequent signals that they send about the underlying administrative

context will determine the extent to which a member of the public is able to recall the performance information they

are exposed to. This is because, as Gul (1991) shows, individuals have innate information preferences—they pay

more attention to positive, aspirational information, and avoid engaging with negative information. Elsewhere, this

tendency is referred to as the ostrich effect (Karlsson et al. 2009) in that people are more active in attending to good news,
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but 'put their heads in the sand' to avoid bad news. To this end, studies have shown that investors pay less attention to

financial forecasts in bear markets (e.g., underlying market conditions are bad), but pay more attention to financial fore-

casts in bull markets (i.e., underlying market conditions are good) (Galai and Sade 2006). Similarly, Sicherman et al. (2016)

find that investors pay less attention to their investments following market declines. Thus, the key implication is that

innate information preferences lead individuals to pay less attention to negatively framed information, even though inat-

tention may adversely impact decision quality, but pay more attention to positively framed information, even when doing

so may be of no benefit to decision-making (Alvarez et al. 2012). Given that attention to information is intimately related

to understanding information, we predict the following:

H1: Individuals exposed to positive performance information will understand the policy information

they are exposed to better than individuals exposed to negative performance information.

2.3.2 | Hypotheses 2 and 3: Policy understanding and engagement in coproduction

Individuals are more inclined to engage in efforts to elicit coproduction when they understand why their engagement

matters (Mees et al. 2017). Work by Bandura (1986, p. 228) on self-efficacy and social cognitive theory speaks to

this point: 'unless people believe they can produce desired effects and forestall undesired ones by their actions, they

have little incentive to act. Whatever factors may operate as motivators, they are rooted in the core belief that one

has the power to produce desired results.' Prior empirical research supports this point. For example, Parrado

et al. (2013, p. 85) examine correlates of coproduction in public safety, environmental, and health issues across five

nations and find that across all sectors and nations self-efficacy is 'an especially important determinant'. Relatedly,

Lo et al. (2015) demonstrate that residents were more likely to engage in flood mitigation efforts when the govern-

ment explained how such efforts would impact their community.

On average, improving an individual's understanding of a policy establishes a basis for increasing self-efficacy by

eliciting the 'core belief' that engagement matters. This is because a better understanding of a public policy such as a

school improvement plan is associated with a greater awareness of (1) the distinct contributions an individual can make

to the success of the policy, and (2) the value of those distinct contributions (cf. Bandura 1977, pp. 198–199). That is,

on average, understanding motivates individuals to engage with government by raising their awareness of why and how

their involvement matters. As Thieken et al. (2007) explain, even if residents want to coproduce, not knowing what to

do and the importance of different measures represents a hard constraint that precludes engagement in coproduction.

Because understanding plays an important role in shaping an individual's engagement in coproduction, we predict that

better policy understanding increases engagement in coproduction. Further, because positive performance information is

expected to, on average, improve policy understanding, we also hypothesize an indirect effect, such that exposure to positive

performance information will increase policy understanding, which in turn will increase engagement in coproduction.

H2: Policy understanding will increase levels of engagement in coproduction.

H3: Exposing participants to positive performance information will indirectly increase individual

engagement in coproduction, by first increasing their levels of policy understanding.

3 | METHOD AND DATA

3.1 | Research setting and design

To examine the effect of performance information valence on policy understanding and engagement in coproduction

we focus on school improvement plans. School improvement plans are well suited to our purposes for the following
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reasons. First, school districts, which are the subject of school improvement plans, are one of the most common forms

of local government in the United States, meaning that all participants will possess a general awareness of the function

that this unit of government serves and its importance. Second, funding for public schools and their performance is a

contentious issue across the country and is a perennial point of discussion. To help schools do more with less, policies

encouraging members of the public to engage with schools and school districts to assist with governance and service

provision issues are popular (Addi-Raccah and Ainhoren 2009). Coproduction-oriented policies are popular because

they represent a flexible, efficient and effective means of improving the quality of education for students. Third, to

inspire members of the public to participate in after-school programmes, school districts rely on tools such as perfor-

mance improvement plans to communicate how the public can play a role in efforts to improve the quality of education

in public schools. To encourage greater diversity in terms of engagement, broad implications (not just for education,

but for the entire community) are communicated to the public.

We modelled our study on a school improvement plan, and all participants were first told that rising costs of

after-school programme provision by public schools meant that the school district might not be able to carry on pro-

viding this service (after-school programmes) to the community. Participants were told that, in an effort to drive

down the high costs and continue providing after-school programmes, the School Board was implementing a policy

that depended on different forms of citizen input.

After reading the same background information, participants were randomly assigned to either experiment

1 or experiment 2 (this is discussed at greater length in the 'estimation strategy' section below). Following random

assignment to an experiment, participants were then randomly assigned to a treatment group. All treatments

began by providing information about what coproduction means in the context of this policy initiative. (Due to

space constraints, online appendix 2 provides illustrative examples of treatments. All materials are available upon

request.) Treatments differed according to whether the effects of the policy to encourage citizen coproduction

were explained using (1) positive performance information (i.e., how the policy was going to improve the quality of

education) or (2) negative performance information (i.e., how the policy was going to avert a decline in public ser-

vice provision). The design of the treatments was such that the positive and negative performance information

treatments spoke of the same performance implications, but in different directions. The performance implications

were balanced to enhance comparability. For example, participants assigned to the positive performance informa-

tion treatment group were told that if the policy succeeded, 230 new jobs were expected as a result of the policy,

indirectly rejuvenating the local economy by attracting new businesses to the community. Conversely, participants

in the negative performance information condition were told that if the policy failed 230 fewer new jobs were

expected, which would have resulted from the policy indirectly rejuvenating the local economy by attracting new

businesses to the community. Similarly, subjects were told that student test scores were expected to be 12.2

points higher or lower depending on whether they were assigned to the positive or negative performance informa-

tion treatments.

Participants were then directed to complete the same survey, where they answered questions assessing their

policy understanding and carried out a series of tasks to measure their levels of engagement with government.

F IGURE 1 Conceptual model linking performance information to engagement in coproduction
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3.2 | Estimation strategy

Our hypotheses predict (1) a direct effect of performance information valence on policy understanding, (2) a positive

relationship between policy understanding and engagement in coproduction, and (3) an indirect effect of perfor-

mance information on engagement in coproduction via policy understanding.

Causal estimates of indirect effects using a single survey experiment are challenging because while participants

are randomly assigned to a treatment (i.e., positive or negative performance information), the mediator (i.e., policy

understanding) and outcome (i.e., intentions to engage in coproduction) are both measured. The lack of randomiza-

tion to the mediator variable means that we cannot rule out the possibility of a confounding variable biasing our esti-

mates of the relationship between the mediator and outcome variables. As a result, causal estimates of indirect

effects can be severely biased in the context of a single survey experiment.1 To reduce this risk we use a parallel

encouragement design. In a parallel encouragement design, participants are randomly assigned to one of two experi-

ments run simultaneously.

The first experiment is a standard between-subjects survey experiment where participants are randomly assigned

to either positive or negative performance information and responses to both the mediator (policy understanding) and

the outcome (engagement in coproduction) are measured. Hypothesis 1 is examined using a univariate analysis of vari-

ance (ANOVA) and hypothesis 2 using ordinary least squares regression. To test hypothesis 3, we use a counterfactual

framework developed by Imai and colleagues (Imai et al. 2011). Here, the indirect effect is estimated using the following

structural equation: Yi = αi + βi Ti + γMi + εi, where Y represents our outcome, engagement in coproduction, T our treat-

ment, performance information valence (t1 = exposure to positive performance information, t0 = exposure to negative

performance information), and M our mediator, policy understanding. We first estimate a value of our outcome, Y, using

the value of the mediator calculated for those exposed to positive performance information (m(t1)). Next, once again

we calculate the outcome for those exposed to positive performance information, but this time use a value of the medi-

ator for participants exposed to negative performance information (m(t0)). The average causal mediated effect is then

identified as: Y1(t1, m(t1) – Y2(t1, m(t0). Estimates from this initial experiment represent a baseline.

The second experiment is also used to test all three hypotheses, but here participants, in tandem with the deliv-

ery of treatment, are randomly encouraged to take high or low values of the mediator. Functionally, the encourage-

ment (explained below) acts as a second treatment, meaning that this experiment uses a 2×2 between-subjects

ANOVA estimation strategy. By using the randomly assigned encouragement to cluster participants into one group

taking higher values of the mediator and a second taking lower values of the mediator we hedge against the prospect

of an unobserved confounding variable biasing the relationship between the mediator and outcome variable (Imai

et al. 2010). We estimate relationships predicted by our hypotheses as carried out in the preceding experiment.

The novelty of the parallel encouragement design is that it allows us to examine direct and indirect effects across

different operationalizations of the mediating variable—high values and low values, which result from the randomly

assigned encouragement, and the measured values, which come from the baseline experiment (Fabrigar and Wege-

ner 2016). In the context of this study, where we predict engagement in coproduction to increase as policy under-

standing increases, we expect to see the indirect effect size larger for participants encouraged to take higher values

of the mediator when compared to participants encouraged to take lower values of the mediator.

3.3 | Participants

We use a representative sample taken from the general United States' population. Participants were 836 adults who

were paid as part of a survey response panel based in the United States, operated and maintained by the online sur-

vey firm Qualtrics. Participants were invited by Qualtrics to participate in the study via email where they could follow

1For a detailed explanation of why, see Imai et al. (2011, pp. 780–781).
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a link leading to the stimuli and subsequent survey. Quota sampling was used to ensure that the sample was repre-

sentative of the American population on parameters of gender, age, income, and education. Characteristics of the

sample by treatment group can be found in online appendix 1. A chi-squared test revealed successful randomization

as none of the differences found across the groups with respect to the aforementioned sampling parameters was sig-

nificant (p > .05).

3.4 | Measures of key variables

3.4.1 | Policy understanding (mediating variable)

Our measure of policy understanding is informed by research from political science and educational psychology.

Studies from these disciplines assess the general construct of understanding by asking study participants to respond

to a series of closed-ended questions about a particular issue or piece of information they have just read (Mangen

et al. 2013). More correct responses indicate greater policy understanding, which in this study refers to participants'

understanding of the school improvement plan they read. Following this procedure, we measure policy understand-

ing by asking participants, irrespective of their treatment group, the same 13 multiple-choice questions related to

the prompt they read. We then summed their responses to create an additive index, where a score of 12 cor-

responded to the highest possible level of policy understanding and a score of zero corresponded to the lowest pos-

sible level of policy understanding. Examples of items can be found in appendix 2. We do not include the full list of

items due to space constraints, but will provide them upon request.

3.4.2 | Time of exposure (encouragement)

Our analyses are informed by two experiments. The first experiment does not include an encouragement, mean-

ing that levels of policy understanding are measured, whereas the second experiment randomly encouraged par-

ticipants to take different levels of policy understanding. Participants in the second experiment were

encouraged to take different levels of policy understanding by fixing the amount of time they were exposed to

the treatment: i.e., short exposure (30 seconds) or long exposure (90 seconds). This was done by programming

the survey such that participants assigned to the short exposure encouragement (or discouragement) had their

survey locked on the treatment for 30 seconds. After the 30 seconds expired, the survey automatically navi-

gated to the next page—participants were not able to navigate back to the preceding page. For participants

assigned to the long exposure encouragement, the survey locked on the treatment for 90 seconds. After the

90 seconds had elapsed, the survey automatically navigated to the next page—participants were not able to nav-

igate back to the preceding page. We find that our encouragement, time of exposure to policy information, has

no direct effect on the outcome (engagement) (F(2, 12) = .469, p = .626). Those assigned to the short exposure,

on average, had lower levels of policy understanding (m = 3.85, SD =1.79) than those assigned to the long expo-

sure (m = 4.82, SD = 2.14). This difference was statistically significant (F(1, 544) = 44.522, p < .000). Participants

assigned to the first experiment, which did not include an encouragement (they were allowed to look at the

treatment for as long as they liked), on average, correctly answered 4.54 (SD = 2.14) policy-understanding ques-

tions. All told, the data suggest that our encouragement worked (Imai et al. 2011).

For ease of interpretation we refer to the group encouraged to assume higher levels of policy understand-

ing as the 'high understanding group', those encouraged to assume lower levels of policy understanding as the

'low understanding group', and those who did not receive the encouragement as the 'measured understanding

group'.
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3.4.3 | Coproduction engagement intentions (outcome variable)

To assess levels of participant engagement in coproduction we use a real effort approach (Brüggen and Strobel 2007).

In real effort experiments participants are assigned tasks that require an investment of resources, such as time or

energy (Rosaz and Villeval 2012). The idea is that asking participants to use resources (time or energy) and exert real

effort will offer a closer approximation to real-life behaviour than evaluating participants' stated intentions (e.g.,

using a Likert scale to evaluate participants' intentions to engage in coproduction).

Based upon the real effort framework, we evaluate participants' intentions to engage in three types of

coproduction. We use three types of initiatives to mitigate external validity concerns that may arise from dealing with

only a single activity. Participants were told that the government was unable to dedicate the administrative resources

needed to launch the after-school programme and that to overcome such constraints, help from the public was needed.

We do not include the full list of items due to space constraints but will provide items upon request. The items were

aggregated and standardized to facilitate interpretation. Examples of items can be found in appendix 2.

In the first initiative, participants were asked to help the school district identify locations for after-school activities.

To do so, they were provided with GPS coordinates and a list of 11 locations, and then asked to enter the GPS coordi-

nates into Google Maps. Based upon what they found using Google Maps, they were then asked to match GPS coordi-

nates to a corresponding after-school activity from the list of locations. For example, if a set of GPS coordinates

corresponded to a library, they would choose chess club from the list of activities. See appendix 2(d) for examples.

In the second initiative, participants were asked to review calculations that form the basis for budgets allocated

to different after-school programmes. Participants were provided with calculations and then asked to choose the

right response from one of four possible answers. Here, 20 items were used. The higher the number of correct

answers, the greater the intention to engage.

For the third initiative, participants had to figure out the price of necessary after-school programme supplies

based on their product numbers. For example, participants would be told to select the price for a math exercise with

the product code XYZG4432118 from a list of 10 similar product codes. Here, 10 items were used. The higher the

number of correct answers, the greater the intention to engage.

Some may question whether we are really measuring intentions to engage in coproduction given that our sample

receives incentives to participate in experiments. While it is a valid concern, in the context of this experiment this

argument is tenuous for two reasons. First, the study explains to all participants that they will receive the same par-

ticipation incentive irrespective of whether or not they engage in the initiatives. Given that the incentive is constant

for those in our sample, we can safely assume that the variation we observe in this measure is due to treatments and

the mediator and not some perceived personal incentive. Second, studies have shown that small financial incentives,

such as those provided to participants in our study, are an ineffective means of bolstering engagement in activities

such as coproduction, when measured both as a stated and revealed preference (Voorberg et al. 2018). That said, we

acknowledge that measuring coproduction engagement intentions within the context of a survey experiment is a

challenging endeavour and we discuss limitations of the measurement approach taken in this article in the concluding

section below.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Hypotheses 1 and 2

Hypothesis 1 predicted that those assigned to the positive performance information will have higher levels of policy

understanding than those assigned to the negative performance information. Findings from a univariate ANOVA sup-

port this hypothesis. Specifically, when examining the entire sample (n = 836), we find that, on average, participants

who were randomly assigned to the positive performance information (m = 4.59, SD = 2.12) had higher levels of
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policy understanding than participants assigned to the negative performance information (m = 4.25, SD = 2.01) by

.34 correct answers. Furthermore, this difference is statistically significant (F(1, 834) = 5.59, p = .018). Mean values

of policy understanding by treatment group can be found in Table 1.

Hypothesis 2 predicts that greater policy understanding will increase participant intentions to engage in

coproduction. To examine hypothesis 2, we use the parallel encouragement experimental design explained earlier.

We begin by reviewing results for experiment 1, which is our baseline, and then discuss experiment 2, where partici-

pants were randomly assigned to take higher or lower levels of policy understanding through the use of an encour-

agement (high understanding versus low understanding).

Recall that for participants assigned to experiment 1, levels of policy understanding were measured

(i.e., measured understanding group) and, on average, levels of policy understanding for participants in experiment

1 fell just below that of the high understanding and above that of the low understanding groups. For participants in

experiment 1, we find a significant positive relationship between policy understanding and intentions to engage in

coproduction (B = .151, SD = .03, p = .010). These findings are also illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2 shows estimates across the high understanding and low understanding groups in experiment 2. As can

be seen, for participants randomly assigned to the low understanding group there is a lack of a significant effect of

policy understanding on intentions to engage in coproduction (B = .035, SD = .04, p = .578). That is, for this group

policy understanding did not increase intentions to engage in coproduction. By contrast, for participants that were

randomly assigned to the high understanding group, we find a significant positive effect of policy understanding on

participants' intention to engage in coproduction (B = .170, SD = .03, p = .004).2 Thus, for the group encouraged to

have higher levels of understanding, we find that policy understanding does indeed increase intentions to engage in

coproduction, as hypothesized.

4.2 | Results from Hypothesis 3

Hypotheses 3 predicts an indirect effect of performance information valence on participant intentions to engage in

coproduction, via policy understanding. As before, we begin by reviewing results for experiment 1, which is our base-

line experiment.

For participants in experiment 1, the measured understanding group, we detect a statistically significant indirect

effect of performance information valence on participant intentions to engage in coproduction, via policy under-

standing (Indirect effect = −0.062, p = .04, CI95% −.159, −.001). That is, exposure to the positive performance infor-

mation improved levels of policy understanding, which in turn resulted in greater intentions to engage in

coproduction. This means that a better understanding of the school improvement plan plays a crucial role in linking

exposure to performance information to coproduction engagement intentions.

For participants randomly assigned to the low understanding group in experiment 2, there is no significant indi-

rect effect of performance information valence on intentions to engage in coproduction (Indirect effect = −.004,

p = .86, CI95% −.049, −.026). This means that, for the group with the lowest average level of policy understanding,

shifting from negative performance information to positive performance information did not increase participants'

understanding of the school improvement plan and, as a result, shifting from negative performance information to

positive performance information did not influence coproduction engagement intentions.

For participants randomly assigned to the high understanding group, there is evidence of a significant indirect

effect of performance information valence on intentions to engage in coproduction, via policy understanding (Indi-

rect effect = −.061, p < .05, CI95% −.140, −.002). That is, when compared to exposure to negative performance

information, exposure to the positive performance information increased policy understanding, which in turn

increased intentions to engage in coproduction. Thus, in contrast to the low understanding group, we find that in the

2The overall effect of understanding on participant intentions to engage in coproduction is also statistically significant (B = .130, SD = .02, p = .000).
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high understanding group, understanding of the school plan was a critical mechanism responsible for linking the posi-

tive performance information to intentions to engage in coproduction.

Using this conceptual replication, we offer convergent evidence of school improvement plan understanding

mediating the relationship between the valence of policy-related performance information and participant intentions

to engage in coproduction.

5 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Before discussing the contributions of this study, it is helpful to review how some of the research design

choices that were made lay a foundation for future research. First, the mechanisms we focus on address inten-

tions to engage in coproduction in a narrow policy initiative: an education programme. However, studies sug-

gest that the public's responses to policy information will vary by domain (de Fine Licht 2014). Therefore,

conceptual replications of this study are needed to explore the extent to which our findings generalize to policy

contexts outside of education. Second, we evaluate intentions to engage in coproduction with a hypothetical

government as opposed to actual engagement with real government. Despite efforts to move beyond stated

intentions to engage by employing a novel real effort measure of engagement intentions, the extent to which

intentions to engage in coproduction with a hypothetical government accurately predicts actual engagement

with an actual government is unclear. To shed light on this issue, field experiments would prove useful in testing

the degree to which our findings generalize to real-world settings. These points notwithstanding, our findings

establish a firm empirical basis for future research to build upon.

Even given the limitations of this study, these findings advance public management scholarship by mapping out

conditions and processes that are critical to translating performance information into coproduction. Below we dis-

cuss three key contributions from our analyses.

First, our findings build upon a growing body of performance information research that demonstrates that evalu-

ations of public sector performance are influenced by framing effects and a negativity bias, that results in perfor-

mance evaluations being more heavily influenced by negatively framed performance information (Olsen 2015;

Nielsen and Moynihan 2016). Our findings complement work on framing effects by demonstrating that, while expo-

sure to negatively framed performance information may have an outsized effect on performance evaluations, individ-

uals appear to understand positive policy performance information better than negative policy performance

information. In line with information aversion theory, one reason for this may be that individuals tend to pay more

attention to positive performance information (Karlsson et al. 2009; Ganguly and Tasoff 2017), individuals might

understand positive policy performance information better because of an aversion to negative information, and

TABLE 1 Tests of between-subjects effects (outcome variable: policy understanding)

Type III
sum
of squares df

Mean
square F Sig.

Noncent.
parameter

Observed
power

Corrected model 24.002 1 24.002 5.591 .018 5.591 .656

Intercept 16340.127 1 16340.127 3806.029 .000 3806.029 1.000

Information

framing

24.002 1 24.002 5.591 .018 5.591 .656

Error 3580.547 834 4.293

Total 19989.000 836

Corrected total 3604.549 835

Note: R Squared = .007 (adjusted R squared = .005).
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individuals do not pay as close attention to negative performance information and therefore do not understand it as

well. This finding is novel because it nuances debates over whether performance information is able to engender a

more informed public by demonstrating that the answer to this question depends, at least in part, upon the way per-

formance implications of government actions are explained. This finding also builds upon recommendations for prac-

tice (e.g., Connolly et al. 2019, p. 473) which stress the importance of keeping government information 'clear' and

'concise' in order to avoid confusing the public. Specifically, communicating in ways that avoid visceral responses,

when possible, may help citizens reflect more carefully on the information they are exposed to and more fully grasp

the meaning of this information.

A second key finding pertains to the relationship between policy understanding and coproduction engagement

intentions. Through two experiments we offer evidence of a causal effect of policy understanding on intentions to

engage in coproduction. This means that, on average, participants who understood the policy better were more

inclined to engage in coproduction than those who understood the policy less well. While the consequences of an

informed public are often the subject of positive speculation, such speculation has, to date, been subject to scant

empirical evaluation. Our findings empirically substantiate arguments pertaining to the benefits of an informed public

by providing preliminary causal insight into the role policy understanding plays in stimulating coproduction engage-

ment intentions. Put differently, our study is the first, to our knowledge, to causally demonstrate that individuals

who understand public policies behave differently from those who do not.

Finally, conceptual discussions of the relationship between performance information and engagement focus on

either accountability or public collaboration. To date, empirical research has focused almost entirely on testing the

effects of information delivery on accountability, demonstrating that disclosure of negative government information,

at least to an extent, mobilizes members of the public to hold government to account (Bauhr and Grimes 2014). We

extend these findings by showing that disclosing information outlining the positive impacts of a public policy can also

lead to a greater, albeit different, form of engagement that is understudied by performance information scholars—

collaboration. In summary, these findings contribute to the research related to performance information research by

offering empirical insight into an often made, yet seldom tested, claim, which is that greater information delivery can

stimulate more collaborative relationships between members of the public and their government.

While extant theory positions performance information disclosure as a critical feature of government moderniza-

tion efforts, it provides little insight into how to leverage it to effectuate a more engaged public. Our findings offer

robust empirical insight into the conditions that underlie the effectiveness of performance information as a tool for

fostering greater public engagement, with an emphasis on coproduction.
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TABLE 2 Effect of policy understanding on engagement

High understanding group
(high exposure)

Low understanding
group (low exposure)

Measured understanding (no
time constraint on exposure)

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Intercept −0.613* 0.043 0.267 0.253 −0.388 0.265

Policy understanding 0.127** 0.028 0.058 0.043 0.114* 0.047

Policy information frame 0.103 −0.322 0.208 0.184 −0.245 0.201

Adjusted R2 0.013 0.002 0.118

*p < .05, **p < .01.
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