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Welcome!
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Our agenda

• Welcome and housekeeping rules
• Recap of the SOC23 Big Picture session 
• Academic Perspective on behavioural public 

performance
• A practitioner's example of the use of real-time data
• Q&A
• Closing remarks

The session is being 
recorded. Please post 
questions throughout 
the chat.
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Recap of the SOC23 Big Picture session:
Putting the puzzle together
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Performance data:

a) outcome achievements

b) outcome payments



Outcome achievements
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Outcome payments
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The Skill Mill’s payment plans

The Skill Mill’s actual payments



Outcome payments
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Skill Mill’s first payment plan against 
actual payments

Skill Mill’s final payment plan against 
actual payments



Impact Bond Dataset

8



What is in (performance) numbers? 
How do we use them?
Insights from Behavioural Public
Performance

Professor Oliver James
Politics, University of Exeter
https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/politics/staff/james/

https://socialsciences.exeter.ac.uk/politics/staff/james/


Numerical performance information about public
services and public policy outcomes

• Useful evidence about public services (eg police, fire, education.. ) or policy outcomes (eg air quality, deprivation)

• Information about: inputs (eg. budget level, staffing), outputs, throughputs, efficiency, equity, and outcomes

• Different users: politicians, mangers, citizens or public service users

• Numbers be incorporated in text reports, comparisons (especially comparisons over time and with relevant 
others -including league tables)

• BUT: How are the numbers searched for, processed, and understood by different user groups?

• How does the information affect their perceptions, attitudes, intentions and actions?



Behavioural insights about
performance information

• Not simply ‘rational’ reception and use, 
behavioural/psychologically informed research shows:
• perception of numbers influenced by context, many 

cognitive limits
• numeracy: only around one in four working-aged adults are 

functionally numerate –GCSE Maths or above; about half adults 
have primary level maths skills

• time costs/lack of interest
• biases and misunderstandings

• left digit bias -eg 4.99 compared to 5, negativity biases, difficulty 
in using numbers to inform evaluative judgements

• motivated reasoning about numbers
• ignoring numerical evidence not consistent with existing beliefs

or evidence threatening recipients’ values or identities

• Public services and policy outcomes are often
politically contested -this promotes motivated
reasoning



The behavioral public performance
approach:

Source: James, O., Olsen, A. L., Moynihan, D. P., & Van Ryzin, G. G. (2020). 
Behavioral public performance: How people make sense of government 
metrics. Cambridge University Press.



Partisan motivated reasoning and citizens’ rating of
evidence quality: The US Affordable Care Act

Source: James, O., & Van Ryzin, G. G. (2017). Motivated reasoning about public performance: 
An experimental study of how citizens judge the affordable care act.
Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 27(1), 197-209.



Suggestions from behavioural research about 
performance data

1. Present information graphically
2. Embed numbers in narratives
3. Prime users for shared values, accuracy, and accountability
4. Use credible sources, highlight source credibility
5. Celebrate success, proactively manage poor performance
6. Protect against positivity bias and groupthink
7. Regulate to prevent the gaming of frames
8. Compare to motivate
9. Provide autonomy, link it to performance
10. Build learning forums
11. Separate discussion on performance from broader biases about government

Also consider:
-Nature of the data, recipients’ characteristics, context
-Performance data about outcomes is only one part of policy evaluation (i.e. working out a policy 
or organisation’s effects on outcomes). Often difficult to estimate such effects...



@golaboxford

golab.ox.ac.uk

A practitioner's example of the use of real-time 
data!
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AUDIENCE Q&A



Stay tuned for upcoming sessions…

Sign up to our monthly newsletter
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THANK YOU!


