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What Goes in Must Come Out? Frontline Workers Factor in

Production Attributes when Assessing Organizational Performance

Lawmakers define formal policy goals and the methods by which goal attainment
is measured. However, frontline workers may hold their own perspectives on
what constitutes the formal goals of their organization. Although these implicit
considerations can significantly influence the extent to which agreed-upon
policies are put into practice, little is known about the attributes frontline workers
factor in when assessing performance. We contribute to the existing literature by
developing hypotheses suggesting that when assessing the attainment of
organizational goals, frontline workers take into account not only the formal
goals but also two attributes of the service production: (1) the peer efforts exerted
to achieve these goals and (2) the clientele needs. To test our hypotheses, we
conducted a conjoint survey experiment involving 1,200 public high-school
teachers from 131 organizations. Our research provides evidence in support of
our hypotheses, shedding light on the goal attainment considerations made at the

street-level of public service delivery.
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Introduction

Although lawmakers have the discretion to define the formal goals of policies,
programs, and public service, the frontline workers putting them into practice often
have their own ideas about those goals, including what they should be and when they
are meet (Lipsky, 2010). However, the effective execution of public policies depends on
at least some degree of alignment between higher-level decision-makers and those at the
street-level (Destler, 2017; Hood, 2012; May & Winter, 2009).

While we have numerous studies on how citizens and politicians make sense of
performance (Baekgaard & Serritzlew, 2016; Christensen et al., 2018; James &
Moseley, 2014; Moynihan et al., 2017; Olsen, 2017), much less is known about
frontline workers (N. B. G. Petersen, 2020; N. B. G. Petersen et al., 2019). This remains
problematic because frontline workers play a special role with regard to public service
performance: they produce it.

Building on this premise, this study seeks to explore how frontline workers
evaluate and consider the attainment of organizational goals. More specifically, it posits
that frontline workers do not solely base their assessments on formal goals set by
lawmakers; they also factor in two key attributes associated with service production: the
peer efforts exerted in achieving these goals and the perceived external pressures facing
these formal objectives. We ask the following research question: How do public service
production attributes affect frontline workers’ performance evaluations?

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a conjoint survey experiment involving
1,200 public high-school teachers 131 high schools. In brief, we asked teachers to
assess the formal goal attainment on a number of fictive high schools. For each high
school we randomly assigned information on both outcomes explicitly defined as formal

goals by lawmakers and production attributes concerning peer effort and external



pressures (specifically, clientele needs). Our findings offer empirical evidence in
support of our hypotheses.

Our study reveals three significant implications for research and practice.
Firstly, it highlights a critical aspect of democratic accountability: while lawmakers
articulate goals as promises to the electorate (Christensen et al., 2018), discrepancies in
understanding between frontline workers and policymakers can obscure the
implementation of these intentions (Meyers & Nielsen, 2012). Secondly, the potential
lack of alignment between formal goals and perceived criteria by frontline workers may
affect the effectiveness of service delivery, posing challenges to organizational learning
(Behn, 2003). Lastly, our findings emphasize focal points for public managers, pointing
to peer efforts and clientele needs as pivotal areas for communication regarding goal
attainment. Recognizing and incorporating production attributes into daily interactions
with workers, often overlooked in formal goal-setting, becomes imperative for effective
public management.

The remainder of this article comprises five sections. In the following section,
we will present a novel theoretical account on why and how frontline workers
incorporate production attributes when assessing organizational performance.
Afterward, we will present our test case, before moving on to discussing our
experimental research design. In the subsequent section, we will present our findings
before. The article ends with a discussing of limitations and implications of our

conclusions.

Theory

How do frontline workers factor in production traits when assessing performance? We

begin our theoretical account by briefly sketching a stylized production of public



service (depicted in Figure 1). At its most basic form, the production of public service
can been seen as consisting of three sequential steps. This line of thinking is sometimes
termed the IOO or Input-Output-Outcome model (Andersen et al., 2016). As a running
example, consider the IOO chain of a ‘people-changing’ organization such as a public
high school. The outcome(s) are the changes made in students, such as learning or
wellbeing. Preceding outcome(s) is the production process: the inputs and what is done
to these inputs to produce the desired outcome(s). For example, outputs may be the
various efforts made by teachers such as teaching in certain ways or implementing other
initiatives to better teaching quality. Finally, the inputs are the available resources.
Resources may be concrete, such as particular books or access to IT facilities, or they
may concern the students meant to ‘change’ as a result of the production process. For
instance, in the case of achieving a fixed test score on reading abilities (as an outcome),
a school with a high share of students with dyslexia or other disadvantages can be said

to have fewer resources, all other things being equal.

Production process attributes

Inputs Outputs § Outcomes
Resourcesdedicated to —_—h Actions performedin the ——— | Changes inexternal units, e.g.
producing a given service production process : students

Figure 1. Sketch of a public service production

Although frontline workers produce the public service in question, lawmakers

hold the discretion to define the formal goals of that service. Most often, goals will



center on outcomes (Andersen et al., 2016; Moynihan et al., 2011). One reason for this
is that policy goals serve to explicate policy intentions, laying out the direction for the
policy and specifying its aims (May & Winter, 2009). By extension, policy goals
communicate to voters what lawmakers aim to achieve through their policies, hereby
establishing a measure against which promises and objectives can be evaluated. And
goals can then serve to holding elected officials accountable to the electorate
(Christensen et al., 2018).

Against that backdrop, performance assessments have received wide attention in
public administration research. Broadly, research has tended to focus on citizens and
decision-makers with four pervasive themes having dominated the literature (James &
Olsen, 2017): (1) the reception of performance indicators and how this is affected by
motivated reasoning (e.g. Baekgaard & Serritzlew, 2016; Hvidman & Andersen, 2016),
(2) how numerical factors influence citizens performance perceptions (e.g. Olsen,
2013), (3) the role of reference points (e.g. James & Moseley, 2014; Olsen, 2017) and
(4) the valence of performance information, such as being relatively positive or negative
(e.g. James, 2011).

To frontline workers, formal goals signal in which direction their organization
should move (Meyers & Nielsen, 2012). These signals are important because without
expressing goals in salient ways, “street-level bureaucracies will perform with internally
generated objectives.” (Lipsky, 2010, 46). Alongside citizens, managers, and
politicians, frontline employees actively engage in an ongoing struggle to determine
which goals should take precedence within their organization (N. B. G. Petersen et al.,
2019). Without at least some degree of goal alignment, there can be detrimental

consequences for both performance and democratic efficiency since the successful



execution of policies heavily relies on the support and commitment of those responsible
for delivering public services at the street-level (Destler, 2017; Hood, 2012).

Frontline workers differ from citizens and decision-makers because they
themselves are producers of the public service receiving evaluation. One implication of
this is that frontline workers may want to protect or enhance their self-image depending
on whether performance measures show thayt they are doing well or not. For example,
Petersen et al., (2019) showed that teachers are more likely to consider performance
measures as valid, legitimate, and useful when performance measures showcase
relatively high performance than relatively low performance. In addition, teachers in
high-performing schools were more likely to take causal responsibility for their schools’
performance.

By extension, we propose that when assessing organizational outcome
performance, frontline workers will be prone to factoring in considerations related to the
production process. In the subsequent section, we explain how this can be understood

as a type of ‘halo’, and we present our two main hypotheses.

Which production attributes do frontline workers factor in? Peer efforts,

clientele needs, and the role of the halo effect

A consistent discovery within the extensive literature on performance assessments is the
tendency to evaluate everything about someone positively or negatively (Kahneman,
2011). This means that our assessment of one attribute often spills over into our
judgment of all other attributes, magnifying the consistency of judgments to maintain
straightforward and coherent explanatory narratives. This phenomenon is commonly
known as the 'halo effect' (Belle et al., 2017). It is widely established that these halo
effects systematically bias performance ratings, aligning ratings across different

dimensions, sometimes disregarding or conflicting with available information. For



instance, raters might allow a rating on one criterion (e.g., punctuality) to influence
ratings on subsequent criteria (e.g., task completion, customer communication) (Belle et
al., 2017). Furthermore, these mechanisms not only influence our perceptions of
individuals but also shape our perspectives on organizations

At least two major types of mechanisms drive the halo effect. From a cognition
perspective, the halo effect allows individuals to simplify complex information and
make quick judgements, serving as a cognitive shortcut. In addition, for many types of
judgements, we have only incomplete information; employing a halo helps us extend
existing information to fill information gaps. From an emotion perspective, the halo
works because when we feel positively about something due to a specific trait, that
emotion can spill over and influence our judgment about other qualities (Sinclair, 1988;
see also Slovic et al., 2007).

In brief, we expect two production attributes to spill over, inflating or deflating

frontline workers’ performance assessments:

o Peer efforts

e External pressures, specifically, clientele needs

First, we expect that frontline workers will factor in peer efforts’. Generally, taking
action or observing someone else doing so is often seen as inherently better than
inaction. (Patt & Zeckhauser, 2000). For example, experimental research has shown that
people prefer antibiotics even when told it will have no effect and could possibly do
harm (Thorpe et al., 2020). This ‘action bias’ is also sometimes used to explain why the
goalkeeper in soccer too often dives to either the left or the right, when standing still

would sometimes be preferable (Bar-Eli et al., 2007).



The same taste for ‘doing something’ is echoed in the deservingness literature where
taking action may be a sign that someone is willing to put in the effort (M. B. Petersen,
2012). Noticing that someone is hardworking or effortful prompts us to think of them as
deserving of our help (Jilke & Tummers, 2018)

Our basic argument here is that the same mechanism will cause frontline workers to
think of a high school (consisting of peers) in positive ways, and that this will then spill
over into their performance assessment. Thus, the ‘peer effort halo’ may be summed up

as: “You work hard, you must be doing well.” In sum, we hypothesize the following:

H1: Frontline workers will assess organizational performance higher when peer

effort is higher (as opposed to lower)

External pressures offer an alternative source of inflating frontline workers’
performance assessments. One particularly important source of external pressures are
the needs of the clientele (May & Winter, 2009; Meyers & Nielsen, 2012).
Organizations dealing with 'challenging clients'—where achieving outcome goals is
notably difficult—are considered to face greater external pressures compared to those
for whom achieving these goals is easier.

Again, we may look the deservingness literature which has shown that even
subtle cues of need will trigger a sense of compassion (M. B. Petersen et al., 2012) (M.
B. Petersen, 2015; M. B. Petersen et al., 2012). By extension, we expect this sense of
compassion to spill over, affecting the overall performance assessment.

In the education context, schools with a significant proportion of socio-
economically disadvantaged children face increased external pressures, as meeting
policy-defined student outcomes becomes relatively more challenging. Specifically,
minority students often face low academic performance expectations, particularly from

White teachers (Gershenson et al., 2016). Additionally, racial minorities are often



structurally disadvantaged in the allocation of opportunities and resources (Jilke &
Tummers, 2018).

To summarize, concerning clientele needs, we hypothesize that:

H2: Frontline workers will assess organizational performance higher when

clientele needs are greater (as opposed to lower)

Test case: Organizational Performance in Danish high-schools

To gauge the extent to which frontline workers factor in production attributes in their
overall performance assessment, an ideal test case should meet three criteria. First, it
should comprise a policy, program, or public service with clearly defined formal goals
set by lawmakers. These goals should be widely communicated to stakeholders
(specifically, frontline workers). Second, the test case should involve a considerable
number of frontline workers who possess the autonomy to both adhere to and diverge
from these formal goals. This discretionary power is crucial in understanding how the
formal goals are interpreted and applied at the operational level, offering insights into
the decision-making processes of frontline workers. Lastly, frontline workers’
performance assessments should have some real-world consequences for the citizens in
question.

In essence, a suitable test case should encapsulate a public performance
management initiative, involve a substantial number of frontline workers with decision-
making autonomy, and have discernible consequences for the citizens involved. In that
way, the test case will provide valuable insights into the translation of policy goals into
actionable outcomes at the operational level.

Based on these criteria, we chose to examine the Danish high-school reform,

initiated in 2017/2018 ("Gymnasiereformen"). Central to this reform were three specific
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goals outlined in table 1. This case serves as an ideal study subject as it allows us to

assess how much emphasis teachers place on each of these goals. Furthermore, we can

also evaluate the extent to which teachers permit production criteria to influence their

overall assessments of goal attainment (Ministry of Children and Education, 2019).

As it is key to be clear about the conceptual space of performance (Andersen et

al., 2016), we note a few things here. Performance as understood in the context of our

test case is first of all defined top-down by lawmakers. Although teachers, students,

parents, and others may be considered stakeholders in the sense that they can affect

performance, they have no pre-defined say in how performance is defined in the reform.

Second, performance is defined by three formal goals (or ‘guiding objectives’ in the

terms of the reform) and all three are to be measured using quantitative metrics.

Concerning the focus of performance, all goals relate to an outcome rather than inputs

(such as due process or student participation).

Table 1. Guiding objectives for the upper secondary education programs

Guiding objective

Performance indicator

Objective 1:
Socioeconomic mobility

Objective 2: Transition to
higher education

The high schools must
challenge all students
regardless of their social
background, so they
become as skilled as they
can.

A larger proportion of
students should start a

higher education program.

11

Annual assessment of the
development in students'
grades concerning the

following parameters:
e Primary school
grades
o Parents' highest
completed
education
e Origin
e Gender

Annual registration of
transition rates to
education on a national
level.



Objective 3: Student The well-being in upper Annual well-being

wellbeing secondary education assessments.
programs must be
strengthened.
Methods and Data

Our experimental protocol comprised five steps. First, we began the study by sending
out email invitations to all Danish high-school teachers with publicly available contact
information. Among them, 1,250 teachers completed at least some sections of the
survey, yielding an approximate XX percent response rate. Table 1 presents descriptive
information regarding the sampled participants.

Second, as part of the survey, we incorporated a novel conjoint experiment. We
presented teachers with a series of tables displaying profiles of fictional Danish high
schools. For each set of profiles, we posed questions related to organizational
performance. We aimed to gauge the teachers' perceptions of performance through two
specific questions. Firstly, we asked respondents to make a choice between the two
fictional high schools by asking, "Which of the two high schools do you believe best
fulfils the formal goals of the gymnasium?" (emphasis in the original'). Additionally, to
enhance the accuracy of these measurements and guard against potential errors (such as
choosing Profile A when one actually preferred Profile B, see Clayton et al., 2023), we
also asked respondents to rate the performance of each presented high school profile.

Specifically, we asked, "How would you assess the fulfilment of the formal goals for

! We emphasized ‘formal goals’ in the query using bold font to make explicit that we were
interested in the formal goals and not, say, the individual teachers’ idea of what should be

the goals of the gymnasium.
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each of the gymnasiums?" (emphasis in the original) For the rating-based outcome, we

used a ten-point scale ranging from "1: Does not meet the formal goals of the

gymnasium at all" to "10: Completely fulfils the formal goals of the gymnasium." An

example table from the experiment is shown in Figure 2.

High school A

High school B

Socioeconomic mobility

Transition to higher
education

Student wellbeing

Teaching development

Working conditions

Exam grades are far above
what can be expected from
student backgrounds

Far fewer enrolled in
higher education compared
to the national average.
Same as the national
average

Have implemented many
initiatives to improve the
quality in the past year.
Has a high proportion of
students with a non-

Western background.

Exam grades are as can be
expected from student
backgrounds

Slightly more enrolled in
higher education compared
to the national average.
Far better than the national
average

Have not implemented
initiatives to improve the
quality in the past year.
Has a low proportion of
students with a non-

Western background.

Figure 2 An Example Conjoint Table from the Experiment. The full set of possible

attribute values are provided in Table Al.

Third, to assess the individual impact of specific pieces of information regarding

the performance of high school profiles, we randomly assigned five different pieces of

information. Among these, three directly addressed the formal goals of the reform—

socioeconomic mobility, transition to higher education, and student wellbeing—while

the remaining two focused on peer efforts and clientele needs. For the three aspects

linked to the reform's formal goals, we selected values aligning with the reform's
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objectives. Hence, for socioeconomic mobility, each level was put in relation to what
could be expected from student backgrounds. For example, an attribute level could read
“Exam grades are far above what can be expected from student backgrounds”. For the
attributes concerning transition to higher education and student wellbeing, attribute
values were instead put in relation to ‘the national average’.

Fourth, to gauge the particular impact of production attributes on performance
evaluations, we assigned information regarding peer efforts and clientele needs.
Regarding peer effort, we employed two distinct sets of wording—one focusing on past
efforts (e.g., 'Have implemented many initiatives to improve quality in the past year.")
and the other on future efforts (e.g., ‘Significant focus on developing the teaching in the
future.”). Concerning clientele need, we similarly utilized two sets of wording—one tied
to student origin (e.g., 'Has a high proportion of students with a non-Western
background.') and the other linked to parents’ educational background (e.g., 'Has a high
proportion of parents without higher education."). For both types of production
attributes, we included two subgroups of wordings to reduce the likelihood of one
comparison unduly influencing the overall performance evaluation. In particular, our
concern was that repeatedly asking respondents to assess multiple pairs related to
student origin might lead them to believe the study primarily focused on that aspect,
potentially introducing bias into our estimates. Importantly, despite variations in
wording, all align with the core theoretical constructs under scrutiny. Table A1 provide
a full list of attributes and their corresponding values.

Finally, regarding research ethics, we assured all respondents that their
responses would remain anonymous, without any personal identification, and would not

be shared, for instance with high school managers. Furthermore, we included contact

14



information at the survey's conclusion, inviting respondents to reach out for any

concerns, questions, or clarifications they might have.

Table 2. Sample Descriptives

Mean Std. Dev.

Age 46.0 10.6
Work Experience 15.5 9.5
Tenure 12.1 8.8
N Pct.
Origin Danish 1132 90.6
Non-
118 9.4
Danish

n = 1,250 respondents with a least one entry on the

outcome variable.

Findings

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate our main findings. In both figures, we use dots to show the
marginal means of performance ratings for each attribute level with horizontal lines
displaying the corresponding 95 percent confidence intervals. These confidence
intervals are computed in reference to the null hypothesis positing that the performance
rating equals the overall mean rating, which, in our context, is 6.45. That is, we estimate
whether the presentation of specific performance information leads respondents to
deviate from the overall mean. As an example, consider the initial line in Figure 1,
which illustrates that when exam grades are ‘far beyond what can be expected from
student backgrounds’, teachers give an average performance rating of approximately
6.85 (with a 95 percent confidence interval ranging from 6.75 to 6.95). This rating
significantly differs from the average performance rating (6.45), as evidenced by the
confidence band not intersecting with the vertical dashed line.
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Teachers Align with Lawmakers on Performance, Agreeing with All Three

Formal Goals of the Reform

Figure 1 presents the results for the first three dimensions of our conjoint analysis, all of
which concerned the formal goals of the reform. We find, that all three dimensions
appear to influence teachers' performance ratings. In terms of socioeconomic mobility,
schools with exam grades far above what can be expected from student backgrounds
receive higher performance ratings, while those that underperform receive lower
ratings.

Further, teachers also take into account student wellbeing when evaluating the
organizational performance of schools. For instance, when student wellbeing is far
better than the national average, schools receive ratings of 6.95 or about half a point
higher than the sample average. Conversely, when wellbeing falls well below the
national average, schools receive performance ratings of 5.73 or 0.72 points below the
sample average.

Finally, Figure 1 affirms that teachers also factor in students' transition to higher
education in their assessment of organizational performance. When far more students
are enrolled in higher education compared to the national average, schools receive
performance ratings that are, on average, 0.48 points higher than the sample average.
Similarly, but in the opposite direction, when a significantly lower number of students
are enrolled, schools receive average performance ratings approximately 0.58 points
below the sample average.

Interestingly, consistent with prior research on negativity bias (e.g. Nielsen &
Moynihan, 2017; Olsen, 2017), schools appear to face more severe penalties when any
of the three outcome goals fall below the reference point compared to the gains in
performance received when exceeding expectations (socioeconomic mobility) or
national average (wellbeing and transition to higher education).
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In summary, there is substantial evidence supporting that teachers align with
lawmakers on all three formal reform goals.

Socioeconomic mobility

Exam grades are far above what can be expected from student backgrounds. ——
Exam grades are slightly above what can be expected from student backgrounds. ——
Exam grades are as can be expected from student backgrounds. ——
Exam grades are slightly below what can be expected from student backgrounds. ——

Exam grades are far below what can be expected from student backgrounds. —

Student wellbeing

Far better than the national average ——
Slightly better than the national average ——
Same as the national average ——
Slightly worse than the national average ——

Far worse than the national average ——

Transition to higher education

Far more enrolled in higher education compared to the national average. ——
Slightly more enrolled in higher education compared to the national average. ——
Same proportion enrolled in higher education as the national average. ——
Slightly fewer enrolled in higher education compared to the national average. ——
Far fewer enrolled in higher education compared to the national average. ——
6.0 6.5 7.0

Marginal Means

Figure 1. Marginal mean performance rating for the three performance dimensions

concerning high school outcomes. Dashed line marks the sample average rating.

Production Attributes Cause Teachers to Inflate/Deflate Performance Ratings

Figure 2 shows the results for the remaining dimensions, all concerning service
production. We draw three major conclusions. First, teachers put emphasis on peer
effort. Concerning past effort, teachers tend to reward schools that have implemented
many initiatives to improve the quality in the past years (marginal mean 6.87) but
punish schools who have not implemented any initiatives (marginal mean 6.05).
Similarly, teachers value future efforts: when schools have a significant focus on

developing teaching in the future, they are rewarded by about 0.45 points. In contrast,
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having no focus on developing teaching in the future, results in an average penalty of
0.59 points.

Second, teachers also emphasize clientele needs when evaluating performance.
For student origin, schools are rewarded about 0.16 points when they have a high
proportion of students with a non-Western background. Moreover, schools receive a
penalty in their performance rating when having a low proportion of students with non-
Western backgrounds (marginal mean is 0.16 points lower than the sample average).

Third, the impact of students’ socioeconomic backgrounds is less clear.
Although a high proportion of parents without higher education causes higher
performance ratings (0.13 above the sample mean), a low proportion does not cause any
penalty—at least not to a degree that is statistically significant. However, the overall
pattern does follow the expected dose-response relationship.

To summarize, we believe our findings provide clear evidence in favour of the
hypotheses stating that peer effort will lead to higher performance ratings. Concerning
clientele need, results are more mixed. Our findings show robustness across both forms
of production attributes, demonstrating a clear dose-response relationship with
consecutively higher levels of deservingness corresponding to elevated performance

ratings.

18



Past effort

Have implemented many initiatives to improve the quality in the past year. —_—
Have implemented some initiatives to improve the quality in the past year. —_—
Have implemented a few initiatives to improve the quality in the past year. ——

Have not implemented initiatives to improve the quality in the past year. —

Future effort
Significant focus on developing the teaching in the future. et
Moderate focus on developing the teaching in the future. ——
Limited focus on developing the teaching in the future. —_—

No focus on developing the teaching in the future. ——

Need origin
Has a high proportion of students with a non-Western background. ——
Has an average proportion of students with a non-Western background. ——
Has a low proportion of students with a non-Western background. ——

Need socioeconomic

Has a high proportion of parents without a higher education. —
Has an average proportion of parents without a higher education. —
Has a low proportion of parents without a higher education. ——
6.0 6.4 6.8

Marginal Means

Figure 2. Marginal mean performance rating for the performance dimensions

concerning organizational deservingness. Dashed line marks the sample average rating.

Discussion and Conclusion

More than forty years ago, Lipsky (2010) noted that lawmakers and frontline workers
do not always see eye to eye on what should be factored in when assessing
performance. Building on this premise, we have argued that because the performance
assessments centre on the frontline workers themselves, workers will consider
production attributes in their performance evaluation, irrespective of whether these
attributes are included in lawmakers' formal goals. Using a conjoint experiment
embedded in a large-scale survey among Danish high school teachers, we find evidence
that frontline workers do factor in production attributes considerations when assessing

organizational performance.
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First, we find that organizations demonstrating peer effort tend to receive
elevated performance ratings. When teachers consider information regarding formal
goal attainment, they allow details about peer effort to influence their overall
perceptions of high schools' performance. For instance, schools implementing
‘numerous initiatives’ to enhance performance received higher ratings.

Second, we find that teachers also factor in information about high schools'
external pressures, systematically attributing higher performance ratings to schools with
challenging clienteles such as students from minority backgrounds or parents with
limited higher education.

Using a conjoint experiment design allowed us to empirically disentangle the
individual effect of several pieces of information about organizational performance.
Further, leveraging a real-world sample of frontline workers bolsters the credibility of
these findings. However, our study should be interpreted in light of certain limitations.
One limitation is our use of a restricted set of information. While we incorporated data
on the attainment of the three reform-identified essential goals and two hypothesized
service production attributes, our survey did not include other potentially important
pieces of information. For instance, we refrained from asking respondents about other
implicit goals that frontline workers might deem significant, such as legality or
transparency (Lipsky, 2010). Omitting these aspects does not bias the effects of the
production attributes estimated in our study but it does leave in the dark what other
types of considerations frontline workers may rely when assessing performance. Future
studies should try to untangle these issues further. Still, given the limited existing
evidence on the influence of service production attributes in performance assessments,
we believe our study stands as a timely and valuable contribution pushing the field

forward.
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Second, to what extent do our conclusions apply to other settings—frontline
workers, organizational contexts, countries, and so on? Naturally, our study is limited
in that we only test our theoretical propositions on a particular sample. Echoing the
advice of Bryan et al., (2021), we call for scholars to map out the heterogeneity inherent
in the effects we have proposed here. One starting point for studying heterogeneity is
the type and degree of goal ambiguity. As noted by Lipsky (2010), frontline workers
will fill in the blanks when lawmakers refrain from xxx. When more is left, more is to
be filled in. Our case of the Danish high school reform comprised three clear outcome
goals, which were widely communicated and concretized using specific metrics for
each. But this may not always be the case. We can make the prediction that for cases
with more goal ambiguity, production attributes will have more leverage in frontline
workers’ overall performance assessments.

While acknowledging its limitations, our study yields three significant
implications for public managers and future research. Firstly, it underscores a critical
aspect of democratic accountability. Lawmakers set goals that serve as promises to the
electorate, articulating desired achievements. However, if frontline workers hold
implicit notions of goal attainment, the alignment between lawmakers' intentions and
actual implementation at the ground level becomes ambiguous.

Secondly, the effectiveness of frontline work delivery relies on some level of
coherence between formal goals set by policymakers and those perceived by frontline
workers. Yet, the integration of implicit performance criteria by frontline workers poses
a challenge to organizational learning and improvement (Behn, 2003).

Finally, our findings highlight focal points for public managers. While
acknowledging that the divergence in perspectives between policymakers and frontline

workers may represent a Gordian knot, our study identifies two pivotal points—peer

21



efforts and clientele needs—that managers must address when communicating about
goal attainment. Although lawmakers' might tend to overlook production attributes in
formal goal-setting (Andersen et al., 2016; Moynihan et al., 2011), recognizing and
integrating these attributes into daily interactions with workers becomes imperative for
public managers.

In summary, our study sheds light on the considerations frontline workers
prioritize when evaluating the fulfillment of formal goals. Notably, our findings reveal a
'halo effect' among the sampled teachers, where service production attributes
significantly influenced their perception of achieving formal outcome goals. Despite
these production attributes not being explicitly part of performance metrics, teachers
factor in peer efforts and clientele needs. We believe further research in this realm holds
substantial promise for scholars and practitioners seeking deeper insights into this

crucial intersection.
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Al. Political Agreement on Guiding Objectives and Strengthened Quality

Development?

Guiding Objectives and Strengthened Quality Development

The negotiating team agrees that the work related to quality assurance and development
in the upper secondary education programs should adhere to guiding objectives. The
work should be supported to achieve uniform, high educational quality and effective

implementation of the reform of the upper secondary education programs.

Guiding Objectives

In collaboration with teachers, the management at individual institutions should have
better opportunities to develop schools and teaching in line with local conditions. In the
implementation of the agreement, emphasis should be placed on removing unnecessary
requirements and process regulations, allowing schools greater flexibility in organizing
their teaching.

Guided by the purposes of upper secondary education programs, guiding
objectives for the programs are introduced. These objectives should be unburdened by
bureaucracy and provide guidance for quality development while promoting a general
reduction in bureaucracy within the programs. This includes simplifying the
requirements for schools' quality work and obliging schools to work toward the guiding
objectives. The reduction in bureaucracy will be carried out in a process that includes
input from the sector.

The guiding objectives should set the direction for students' learning and

academic level. The aim is for schools to challenge all students to reach their full

2 https://dpt.dk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/160603-Styrkede-gymnasiale-uddannelser.pdf
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potential, ensuring that all students, regardless of their social background, realize their
potential to the fullest, including through high-quality educational offerings.

Building upon the current well-being surveys conducted in accordance with the
Education Environment Act, the objectives should also guide efforts to enhance
students' well-being with the goal of improving student well-being in upper secondary
education programs.

In accordance with the purpose of upper secondary education programs, the
guiding objectives should also encompass the use of upper secondary education
programs as a basis for higher education, including the involvement of a panel of
stakeholders from higher education to assess the quality of the programs. The goal is to
enhance the quality of upper secondary education programs in relation to higher
education and increase the number of students who use their upper secondary education
as a basis for higher education.

As a starting point, the concretization of the guiding objectives should be based
on existing data, except for new well-being surveys and data collection from the
stakeholder panel.

An investigation will be launched into the development of the academic level of
students in the subjects of Danish and mathematics, with a focus on the past
approximately 30 years, with the aim of increasing knowledge for the work of ensuring
that all students reach their full potential.

The negotiating team will be involved in shaping the guiding objectives, with

ongoing monitoring through measurable specific goals.

Continuous Monitoring through Measurable Specific Goals

Concrete goals will be linked to each of the guiding objectives, allowing for national

and institutional-level tracking of progress. Each institution will determine its specific
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goals, primarily based on data already used for school quality assessment. Goals related
to student well-being will involve the introduction of annual well-being measurements.

These specific goals will be delineated based on factors such as dropout rates,
educational potential, academic performance, examination results, transition to higher
education, and well-being. The concretization of the goal to reduce the impact of
students' social background on their results will be achieved by using the same data
categorized by socioeconomic background and academic prerequisites.

Furthermore, a stakeholder panel, consisting of representatives from higher
education and other relevant parties, will be established to monitor progress with the
aim of increasing higher education and providing recommendations to enhance goal

fulfillment.
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Table A2. Full List of Performance Information Cues

Performance dimension

Performance attribute

Exact wording in Danish

Socioeconomic mobility

Exam grades are far above what can be
expected from student backgrounds
Exam grades are slightly above what can
be expected from student backgrounds
Exam grades are as can be expected
from student backgrounds

Exam grades are slightly below what can
be expected from student backgrounds
Exam grades are far below what can be
expected from student backgrounds

Provekarakterer langt bedre end det forventede ud
fra elevernes baggrund

Provekarakterer lidt bedre end det forventede ud fra
elevernes baggrund

Provekarakterer samme som det forventede ud fra
elevernes baggrund

Provekarakterer lidt dérligere end forventede ud fra
elevernes baggrund

Provekarakterer langt ddrligere end det forventede
ud fra elevernes baggrund

Transition to higher education

Far more enrolled in higher education
compared to the national average.
Slightly more enrolled in higher
education compared to the national
average.

Same proportion enrolled in higher
education as the national average.
Slightly fewer enrolled in higher
education compared to the national
average.

Far fewer enrolled in higher education
compared to the national average.

Langt flere 1 gang med en uddannelse end pa
landsplan

Lidt flere i gang med en uddannelse end pa
landsplan

Samme andel i gang med en uddannelse som pa
landsplan

Lidt ferre i gang med en uddannelse end pa
landsplan

Langt feerre 1 gang med en uddannelse end pé
landsplan

Student wellbeing

Far better than the national average
Slightly better than the national average

Langt bedre end landsgennemsnittet
Lidt bedre end landsgennemsnittet
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Same as the national average
Slightly worse than the national average
Far worse than the national average

Samme som landsgennemsnittet
Lidt dérligere end landsgennemsnittet
Langt darligere end landsgennemsnittet

Organizational effort

Future effort

Significant focus on developing the
teaching in the future.

Moderate focus on developing the
teaching in the future.

Limited focus on developing the
teaching in the future.

No focus on developing the teaching in
the future.

Past effort

Have implemented many initiatives to
improve the quality in the past year.
Have implemented some initiatives to
improve the quality in the past year.
Have implemented a few initiatives to
improve the quality in the past year.
Have not implemented initiatives to
improve the quality in the past year.

Future effort

Stort fokus pa at udvikle undervisningen
fremadrettet

Moderat fokus pa at udvikle undervisningen
fremadrettet

Begranset fokus pa at udvikle undervisningen
fremadrettet

Intet fokus pé at udvikle undervisningen
fremadrettet

Past effort

Har gennemfort mange initiativer for at forbedre
kvaliteten det seneste ar

Har gennemfort nogle initiativer for at forbedre
kvaliteten det seneste ar

Har gennemfort enkelte initiativer for at forbedre
kvaliteten det seneste ar

Har ikke gennemfort initiativer for at forbedre
kvaliteten det seneste ar

Organizational need

Need - origin

Has a high proportion of students with a
non-Western background.

Need - origin

Har en hej andel af elever med ikke-vestlig
baggrund

31




Has an average proportion of students
with a non-Western background.

Has a low proportion of students with a
non-Western background.

Need — socioeconomic

Has a high proportion of parents without
a higher education.

Has an average proportion of parents
without a higher education.

Has a low proportion of parents without
a higher education.

Har en gennemsnitlig andel af elever med ikke-
vestlig baggrund

Har en lav andel af elever med ikke-vestlig
baggrund

Need - socioeconomic

Har en hgj andel af foreldre uden en videregdende
uddannelse

Har en gennemsnitlig andel af foraldre uden en
videregaende uddannelse

Har en lav andel af foreldre uden en videregdende
uddannelse
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Table A3. Full list of maginal means (as reported in Figures 1 and 2)

Attribute Level Marginal CI CI
mean lower upper
Student Far worse than the national average 5.73 5.64 5.83
wellbeing
Slightly worse than the national average = 6.22 6.12 6.32
Same as the national average 6.64 6.54 6.73
Slightly better than the national average 6.73 6.63 6.83
Far better than the national average 6.95 6.84 7.05
Transition to Far fewer enrolled in higher education 5.87 5.77 5.97
higher compared to the national average.
education
Slightly fewer enrolled in higher 6.19 6.09 6.3
education compared to the national
average.
Same proportion enrolled in higher 6.63 6.53 6.73
education as the national average.
Slightly more enrolled in higher 6.64 6.54 6.73
education compared to the national
average.
Far more enrolled in higher education 6.93 6.84 7.03
compared to the national average.
Socioeconomic Exam grades are far below what can be 5.73 5.63 5.84
mobility expected from student backgrounds.
Exam grades are slightly below what can ~ 6.29 6.19 6.38
be expected from student backgrounds.
Exam grades are as can be expected from 6.6 6.5 6.7
student backgrounds.
Exam grades are slightly above what can ~ 6.78 6.68 6.88
be expected from student backgrounds.
Exam grades are far above what can be 6.85 6.75 6.95
expected from student backgrounds.
Past effort Have implemented a few initiatives to 6.56 6.45 6.68
improve the quality in the past year.
Have implemented many initiatives to 6.87 6.75 6.99
improve the quality in the past year.
Have implemented some initiatives to 6.75 6.63 6.87
improve the quality in the past year.
Have not implemented initiatives to 6.05 5.93 6.18
improve the quality in the past year.
Future effort Limited focus on developing the teaching 6.12 6 6.23
in the future.
Moderate focus on developing the 6.49 6.38 6.61
teaching in the future.
No focus on developing the teaching in 5.86 5.74 5.98

the future.
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Significant focus on developing the 6.9 6.78 7.03
teaching in the future.

Need Has a high proportion of parents without  6.58 6.48 6.68
socioeconomic  a higher education.
Has a low proportion of parents withouta 6.36 6.25 6.47
higher education.
Has an average proportion of parents 6.46 6.36 6.56
without a higher education.
Need origin Has a high proportion of students witha  6.61 6.5 6.71
non-Western background.
Has a low proportion of students with a 6.29 6.19 6.4
non-Western background.
Has an average proportion of students 6.42 6.32 6.53

with a non-Western background.

! Are peer efforts not performance? Because efforts relates to the activity undertaken to reach a
desired output or outcome, they are the means to and end and thus, by definition, not

performance (Andersen et al., 2016).
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