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Shaping Political Preferences: 

Information Effects in Political-Administrative Systems 

 

Abstract. Information is at the heart of politics. However, since information is always sent by someone who is 

more or less powerful, it is difficult to disentangle the effect of information from the power of the sender. 

Drawing on a standard model of attitude formation, we argue that presenting information can affect 

preferences of politicians regardless of the power of the sender. We test this proposition in a survey 

experiment with 1,205 Danish local politicians in which the experimental groups were presented with varying 

levels of cost information but where sender remained constant. The experiment shows that even in a setting 

where the information is not disclosed by a powerful sender, information may have a stronger impact on 

political preferences than well-known determinants such as committee and party affiliation. Our findings speak 

to learning theories, knowledge perspectives and the literature on the determinants of politicians’ preferences. 

Introduction1  

Expertise, information, and learning are important factors in politics. Over the past fifty years their role has 

been investigated from a number of knowledge perspectives such as the literatures on epistemic communities, 

agenda setting, ideas, advocacy coalitions, organizational learning, policy transfer and diffusion of innovations. 

                                                           
1 The authors would like to thank Niels Diedrichsen, Municipality of Skanderborg, for help in calculating realistic cost 
information. 
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These perspectives have generated important insights and established that politics is not only about power and 

conflict, but also about making informed decisions. However, demonstrating the exact causal impact of 

information has proven to be a challenge. As argued by Heclo (1974), politics involve both powering and 

puzzling. There is thus a delicate relationship between information and power. The crux of the problem is that 

providers of information are rarely disinterested. Information in politics is often provided for a reason, namely 

to influence the political decision to be made. When politicians appear to be influenced, or not influenced, by 

information, is this because of the information or because of the sender? Establishing the independent effect 

of information by observing the political process is extremely difficult because information and their providers 

are inseparable.  

In this paper, we investigate the causal impact of information on policy makers by experimental methods. To 

understand the impact information may have on politicians, we apply insights from the literature on how 

politicians influence voters by framing issues, but instead of varying frames we vary information (for a review, 

see Chong and Druckman 2007). On this basis we derive two hypotheses which we investigate empirically by a 

survey experiment with responses from 1,205 local politicians. The experiment is designed to test whether 

preferences of politicians are amenable to information. This is accomplished by, just as is common in the 

framing literature, asking a simple question to a treatment and a baseline group of respondents. The two 

questions are identical but (since this is not a classic framing experiment but a test of the effect of information 

provision) the information about costs varies. We find that the treatment has a statistically significant impact 

on political preferences. To evaluate the treatment’s substantive significance we compare it to traditional 

determinants of politicians’ preferences well-known from the literature (party affiliation, committee 

membership, education, gender). Our findings contribute to the public administration literature on expertise, 

knowledge and learning by pointing out how much information may mean to politicians’ preferences. 
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The paper is structured as follows. We first outline approaches to the role of information, expertise and 

learning in politics. We focus on the challenge of demonstrating a causal impact of information. Second, we 

present our argument on why information should matter for political preferences. Third, in our section on 

methods and data, we discuss how to investigate this argument empirically by experimental methods. Fourth, 

we present an empirical analysis based on a survey experiment with two treatments of all local councilors in 

Denmark. The survey experiment is structured similarly to well-known experiments in the framing literature. 

Finally, we conclude and discuss the implications of our findings. 

 

Knowledge perspectives on politics 

The importance of information, knowledge, learning, and expertise for political decision-making has been 

addressed over the last half-century from a number of perspectives commonly referred to as ‘learning theory’ 

or ‘knowledge perspectives’ (Dunlop & Radaelli 2013;  Freeman 2006; Zito & Schout 2009). First, the study of 

‘epistemic communities’ focuses on the role of networks of knowledge-based experts in the policy process. This 

literature argues that experts help policy-makers identify their interests and address problems (Haas 1992). 

Second, the agenda setting literature also places importance on knowledge and information. Proposals, 

alternatives, and solutions – floating around in the policy stream waiting for an opportunity to be connected 

with – stem from policy communities where they have been discussed for years by government specialists, 

academics, consultants, and analysts from interest groups (Kingdon 1984). Third, the literature on ideas 

emphasizes that while structures and power relations can explain a considerable part of the constraints facing 

policy-makers, ideas – doctrines, theories, information, knowledge about causal relationships – are necessary 

to explain the choices that policy-makers ultimately make (Hall 1989). Fourth, the study of ‘advocacy coalitions’ 

stresses that in order to understand policy change we need to focus on the interaction of different sets of 



 

4 

coalitions within policy subsystems. These coalitions are united by their belief systems, that is, their 

understanding of policy problems, causal relationships and the efficacy of policy instruments. Again 

information and knowledge is important (Sabatier 1988). Fifth, the literature on organizational learning holds 

that systems – governments, agencies, task systems – adjust by detecting and reacting to errors in a process 

where information from the environment is fed back to decision-makers (Argyris and Schön 1978). Sixth, the 

study of policy transfer focuses on how knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements and institutions 

is used in the development of policies in other nations, policy areas or time periods. In this process of cross-

boundary lesson-drawing experts act as important couriers of information (Dolowitz and Marsh 1996). Finally, 

a related literature on policy diffusion has studied how ideas, knowledge, and innovations spread across 

political systems (Shipan & Volden 2006). Within the last decade, many of these perspectives – whose first 

contributions lie 40-50 years back in time – have gained renewed interest with several special issues being 

devoted to them.2  

What unites this rather diverse body of literature is a notion that political decision making is not only about 

power and conflict, but also about expertise, knowledge, and information. What also unites it, however, is a 

methodological challenge: How to identify the exact causal impact of information and expertise? Twenty years 

ago Bennett & Howlett (1992; see also Volden, Ting, and Carpenter 2008) identified this problem as a general 

challenge facing learning perspectives: “Methodologically, one of the major problems involves finding solid 

empirical work that unequivocally demonstrates that X would not have happened had ‘learning’ not taken 

place” (ibid.: 290). They considered this problem almost insoluble because learning may be indistinct from the 

agency of learning. If agents are held together because, say, they form an epistemic community or an advocacy 

                                                           
2 For example,  “A Quarter Century of the Advocacy Coalition Framework” (special issue of Policy Studies Journal, 2011, 
vol. 38, no. 3); “Policy Transfer”, (special issue of Policy Studies, 2012, vol. 33, no. 6); “The Role of Expert Knowledge in EU 
Executive Institutions” (special issue of Politics and Governance, forthcoming). 
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coalition, then agency and learning are almost inseparable. If information constitutes a power resource, 

political actors may appear to listen to the information, but in reality they may respond to power pressure. In 

both cases it is challenging to demonstrate the independent effect of information. 

More generally, the problem is that information and learning is provided by someone. It always comes with a 

sender. Information may stem from civil servants, interest organizations, neighboring governments, the media, 

think tanks, consultancy firms, research institutions, universities, and so on. As argued by James and Lodge 

(2003), lessons can be drawn by inspiration, persuasion or coercion depending on the powers of the sender. 

There is thus an intricate relationship between knowledge and power which is not easily disentangled by 

researchers.  

The crux of the problem is that providers of information are rarely disinterested. Information is often provided 

for a reason, namely to influence the political decision to be made. When politicians appear to be influenced, 

or not influenced, by information, is this because of the information or because of the sender? This question 

takes us back to the classic observation made by Heclo (1974) in his study of social policies in Britain and 

Sweden, namely that policy decisions involve both powering and puzzling: 

 

“Tradition teaches that politics is about conflict and power. … [However,] politics finds its sources not 

only in power but also in uncertainty – men collectively wondering what to do. … Governments not 

only “power” … , they also puzzle. Policy-making is a form of collective puzzlement on society’s behalf; 

it entails both deciding and knowing” (Heclo 1974: 304-5). 
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Disentangling the relative importance of powering and puzzling is important, but difficult, since in practical 

politics they are often inseparable.  However, to the researcher wanting to study the political importance of 

information, the challenge is nonetheless to separate them.  

Investigating the political importance of information requires that information is varied while information 

providers are kept constant. This is an almost insurmountable challenge for studies relying on observational 

data because in the real world information and information providers are inseparable entities. But the problem 

is amenable to experimental analysis. The empirical investigation of knowledge perspectives and learning 

theories may therefore benefit from experimental methods. Experiments can address tricky questions such as 

whether information and knowledge have any independent effect on policy-makers, or whether information 

and knowledge only has an effect in conjunction with power resources. In the following we take a first step in 

this direction. We have designed an experiment where cost information to policy makers is manipulated so 

that its independent effect can be gauged. This experiment is, like any experiment, set up as a highly simplified 

version of the complexities of the real world. But we have sought to maximize the experiment’s external 

validity by using real policy makers as experimental subjects and realistic and policy-relevant information as the 

experimental intervention. Before turning to the experiment, however, we need to argue exactly why 

information should matter to politicians. We do this in the next section by applying insights from the literature 

on framing effects on voter attitudes. 

 

Shaping political preferences by providing information 

The idea that the presentation of information can have real effects is, of course, not new. In 1948, Harold D. 

Lasswell (1948: 216) formulated the question: “Who Says What In Which Channel To Whom With What 
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Effect?”. A message is typically intentionally transmitted to have an effect on the receiver. According to Chong 

and Druckman’s (2007: 105) account of the framing literature, attitudes can be modelled in the following way: 

𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒 =∑𝑣𝑖 × 𝑤𝑖  

where 𝑣𝑖 is “the evaluation of the object on attribute i, and 𝑤𝑖 is “the salience weight” associated with that 

attribute (2007: 105). Hence, the attitude of a voter depends on the evaluation of different attributes of an 

object and on how much this attribute is weighted. If an individual does not consider or overlooks an attribute 

j, 𝑤𝑗 is zero, and the attribute does not affect the attitude of the object even though the individual may have 

strong feelings on j (𝑣𝑗 is large). Hence, attitudes can be manipulated if the salience weight can be changed, or 

as Chong and Druckman (2007: 106) go on to say, “politicians attempt to mobilize voters behind their policies 

by encouraging them to think about those policies along particular lines. This is accomplished by highlighting 

certain features of the policy, such as its likely effects or its relationship to important values”. For example, 

Nelson et al. (1997) study the tolerance for the Ku Klux Klan (KKK). The attitude towards a KKK rally can depend 

on several attributes. Two of the important ones are the right to free speech (which should lead many to 

believe that a KKK rally would be acceptable) and the risk of public disorder (which should lead many to be 

critical of a KKK rally). Nelson et al. show that tolerance for the KKK depends on how the rally is presented. In 

an experimental design, some subjects were randomly assigned to a group that was shown a news story on the 

rally with a focus on free speech, while subjects in the other group were shown a news story with a focus on 

public order. As expected, subjects in the first group expressed more tolerance for KKK rallies. In other words, 

attitudes of subjects depend on how the news story is presented. The effects are typically measured very soon 

after subjects have been exposed to the information.  

Take cost information as an example (which is also the basis for the experiment).  Suppose that an individual’s 

attitude to a policy proposal to offer an extra bath per week to senior citizens encompassed by the public 
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elderly care depends on two attributes, 𝑣1and 𝑣2. 𝑣1is the evaluation of the degree to which offering an extra 

bath to the senior citizens is desirable, and 𝑣2 is the costs of providing this extra service. 𝑤1 and 𝑤2 are, 

respectively, the salience of the desirability of the service and of the cost of the service. If a voter, as is 

probably true of the greater part of the population, finds that providing an extra bath is desirable (𝑣1 is 

positive) but that paying for the service is not attractive (𝑣2 is negative), we should expect that this voter would 

definitely support the proposal if he or she fails to consider the fact that the proposal is costly (𝑤2 = 0). If the 

voter pays equal attention to the two attributes (𝑤1 = 𝑤2 = .5), we should only expect support among voters 

that feel that the value of offering the service outweighs the costs (or only if 𝑣1 > 𝑣2). According to the model, 

politicians affect the preferences of voters by, for example, strategically highlighting certain features of the 

policy.  

Chong and Druckman (2007: 110) conclude that such framing effects have been found for many different types 

of issues (from government spending to affirmative action) and in different research designs (in addition to 

experiments, also in surveys and case studies). Hence, we know with great certainty that framing has quite 

large immediate effects on preferences. Less research examines the endurance of these effects. Iyengar and 

Kinder (1987: 25) found that effects of differently framed news stories persisted for at least a week. However, 

Druckman and Nelson (2003: 741) show that framing effects were no longer statistically significant after 10 

days. Hence, framing effects seem to fade quite quickly. Nevertheless, the literature shows that politicians can 

and do shape the preferences of voters by carefully presenting information. The argument has the following 

fundamental elements: 

i. Attitudes are products of the evaluation and salience of a number of attributes 

ii. Politicians can to some extent choose how to present policy proposals to voters 

iii. How policy proposals are presented affects the salience weight of attributes among voters 
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iv. Therefore, the attitudes of voters are sensitive to how policy proposals are presented  

Nothing in this argument is restricted to the relationship between politicians and citizens. Indeed, the original 

focus in the framing literature was on how mass media, not politicians, affect voter preferences (Iyengar and 

Kinder, 1987; Nelson et al., 1997). Or, according to the entirely general prospect theory (Kahneman and 

Tversky, 1979), individuals, not only voters, evaluate outcomes differently, depending on whether they are 

understood (or framed) as gains or losses. For example, in a well-known simple experiment, subjects are asked 

to choose between a risky strategy in dealing with an outbreak of an “Asian disease”, in which a great number 

of people will probably die, and a less risky strategy, in which fewer people will die but with certainty. The 

choice of subjects depends heavily on whether the options are described in terms of lost lives or saved lives 

(Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). Hence, there is no reason to believe that the model cannot be applied to 

relationships other than those between politicians and voters. We argue that politicians are vulnerable to a 

taste of their own medicine; that is, the exact same argument applies to the influence of information on 

politicians: 

i. Attitudes are products of the evaluation and salience of a number of attributes 

ii. Actors can to some extent choose how to present information to politicians 

iii. What information is presented affects the salience weight of attributes among politicians 

iv. Therefore, the attitudes of politicians are sensitive to the provision of information  

In a straight-forward generalization of the model for attitude formation among voters, we therefore 

hypothesize that the preferences of politicians for a policy proposal depend on what information is presented to 

them. Below, we test in a survey experiment whether the preferences of politicians are in fact amenable to the 

provision of cost information.  
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However, while the effects are often strong, they are also heterogeneous. In particular, prior opinions are 

important. In his Dual-Process Model of Issue Framing Effects, Slothuus (2008) argues that frames matter for 

opinion in two ways, by affecting the content and importance of considerations. For individuals with moderate 

prior values, frames are more likely to affect opinion (2008: 9-10). In an experimental study of the effect of 

“job” and “poor” frames on the opinion on social benefits, he finds that subjects with moderate values were in 

fact more amenable to frames (2008: 18). Similarly, Chong and Druckman (2007: 111) conclude that there is a 

tendency for individuals with strong values to be “less amenable to frames that contradict those values”. Again, 

this is a general argument, and there is no reason to expect that these effects only apply to voters. We 

therefore hypothesize that information effects among politicians are stronger for those with more moderate 

prior preferences. 

 

Identifying the effect of information: A survey experiment of 1,205 politicians 

Three methodological issues need to be addressed in order to assess the effect of information on politicians’ 

preferences. The first challenge is how to validly measure the presentation of information. In order to do so, 

we need data that allows us to clearly distinguish between cases where politicians are presented with different 

kinds of information. Moreover, data should cover the same kind of information in order to assure 

comparability across individuals. This is a non-trivial requirement as real-world data on information presented 

to politicians concerns widely different and non-comparable topics. Second, we need data that allows us to 

disentangle information effects from information provider effects. Third, we similarly face the challenge that 

responsive providers of information will presumably present different information depending on their 

assumptions about the preferences of the political incumbent (see, for instance, Wood and Waterman 1991). 
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Exogenous variation in the level of information presented to politicians is therefore needed in order to account 

for the fact that information is, in many instances, presumably endogenous. If not, findings may be biased.  

In order to solve these challenges, we again turn to the literature on framing and public opinion (cf. Chong and 

Druckman 2007; 2010; Druckman et al. 2013). In recent years, this literature has developed and refined 

randomized survey experiments, which is exactly what we need for our purposes. We therefore designed a 

survey experiment in which we divided respondents into two groups that were asked to state their opinion on 

the very same question, the only difference being that one of the groups received a piece of additional 

information, which means that one group effectively served as a baseline when comparing their responses to 

the ones of the group that received the additional information. The politicians were assigned to either the 

baseline or the treatment group using a purely random selection process. Random assignment assures that the 

two groups are on average similar apart from the information provided to the treatment group entailing that 

differences in outcomes can be ascribed to the difference in this piece of information alone. The randomization 

was tested in a multiple logistic regression. No statistically significant differences (p > 0.4 in all cases) were 

found between the two groups on the variables investigated, which included gender, age, length of education, 

party affiliation, city council seniority, affiliation to the committee working with elderly care, and population 

size of the municipality. 

The survey experiment was conducted in the late spring 2012 in 98 similar political systems: Danish 

municipalities. Testing the hypothesis in this setting enables us to carry out a large-scale examination of our 

research question as it was possible to present the very same questions to all respondents. Moreover, Danish 

municipalities are multi-purpose entities responsible for a variety of different policy areas (e.g., day care, 

elderly care, public schools, local environmental protection, roads, etc.). About 50 per cent of their expenses 

are financed through local taxes. This fact makes prioritization across policy areas and balancing cost and 
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service considerations a main task for local politicians. The survey experiment was nested in a survey sent to all 

elected local politicians in the municipalities. 52.9 per cent responded to the survey, which is more than 

acceptable bearing in mind that the politicians receive several questionnaires from various sources each week.  

The survey experiment was designed to test whether preferences of politicians are amenable to cost 

information. In contrast to a framing experiment, we do not vary how a particular issue is framed. Instead, we 

vary the information respondents receive. Politicians in the baseline group were asked to state their opinion on 

the following hypothetical question: “Imagine that a proposal is made that senior citizens serviced by the 

municipal elderly care is offered an extra bath each week. To what extent do you agree or disagree with this 

proposal?” The treatment group was asked to state their opinion on the same question but additionally 

received the following cost information: “According to calculations, the yearly costs will correspond to 5,500 

Danish kroner per senior citizen benefitting from the proposal”. As can be seen, the only difference was that 

politicians in the treatment group were presented with information on the costs of the proposal. In order to 

identify the pure information effect we deliberately did not specify a source of this information. All 

respondents could choose between six different responses: “fully agree”, “partly agree”, “neither agree nor 

disagree”, “partly disagree”, “fully disagree”, or “don’t know”. 

It is unreasonable to expect that politicians will think that providing an extra bath will have no costs. Hence, 

also politicians in the baseline group should be expected to have some notion that there will be costs 

associated with the proposal. If we had chosen an extremely large value for the costs, a finding that providing 

the information decreases support would of course be trivial. Likewise, if the cost estimate were extremely 

low, it would be quite trivial to find that providing information would increase support. However, by presenting 

a cost information which is realistic, and confronting this, in the baseline group, with a version where cost 

information is not provided, we get an estimate of the effect of presenting this information. Therefore, the cost 
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level of 5,500 Danish kroner was chosen to be as realistic as possible. The amount is based on a calculation 

made in a Danish municipality of average size and thus fairly reflects real costs, although real costs will of 

course vary somewhat across municipalities. 

This policy proposal has two important attributes. First, if the idea of providing an extra bath is seen as 

desirable, 𝑣1 is positive. The issue of senior citizens’ rights to be treated decently by the public authorities has 

hit the media agenda several times in recent years, and hardly anyone has challenged the value of doing so. We 

expect that politicians will generally favor this attribute of the policy proposal. The idea to provide this extra 

service is, in other words, likely to be a valence issue. Second, the extra bath is costly. This attribute of the 

policy is of course typically seen as undesirable (𝑣2 is negative). Each attribute has a salience, 𝑤1 and 𝑤2 

respectively. We expect 𝑣1, 𝑣2, 𝑤1, and 𝑤2 to vary among politicians according to party affiliation, committee 

membership, and so on. We also expect that these factors can be affected by providing information. 

The treatment group received information on costs. We expect that this information can affect the preferences 

of politicians. First and foremost, explicitly mentioning costs will increase the salience of this attribute of the 

policy (𝑤2 increases). Second, the information may also affect 𝑣2 if politicians tend to over- or underestimate 

the costs of providing a bath. Taken together, if bureaucrats can shape political preferences, we should be able 

to detect differences in politicians’ preferences on the policy proposal in the treatment and baseline group. 

Overall, we assess internal validity to be high as we test the effect of an important mode of information (cost 

information) in a randomized survey experiment. Moreover, our examination – in contrast to laboratory 

settings where, for instance, college students participate – focuses on the preferences of real elected 

politicians. There is thus no reason to believe that the external validity is lower than in other single-country 

survey studies of politicians. 
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However, as the question wordings above illustrate, the randomized survey experimental design comes at a 

price as our examination is based on a very specific topic and mode of information, entailing that the findings 

do not necessarily apply to other topics. Nor can we say anything about how information is actually presented 

to politicians and with what effects. What the findings do tell us, however, is whether information on costs can 

affect politicians’ preferences and, hence, whether it is possible to affect politicians’ preferences by providing 

information. Moreover, both the treatment and baseline group were confronted with the proposal in a setting 

in which they are unlikely to have felt any pressure from the sender of the information (the researchers). In this 

sense, the experiment allows for a test of whether information can affect politicians’ preferences even when it 

is not pushed forward by an influential agent.  

 

The impact of information on preferences 

The analysis is conducted in three steps. First, we examine the raw effect of cost information on politicians’ 

preferences. Second, we compare the effect of the information to the effect of other known determinants of 

politicians’ spending preferences. Finally, we test whether the impact of cost information is moderated by how 

extreme the attitudes of the politicians were towards the topic prior to the experiment. The distribution of 

answers on the dependent variable is shown in Table 1: 

 

Table 1 about here 

 

In support of the first hypothesis, cost information provision has a major impact on politicians’ preferences. 48 

per cent of the respondents in the baseline group partly or fully agree with the proposal while only 32 per cent 
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do so in the treatment group. The mean values differ considerably between the two groups as the mean of the 

baseline group is 3.5 while the mean of the treatment group is 3.0. This is a considerable difference bearing in 

mind that a five-point scale is used. The difference is highly statistically significant (p < .001; t = 7.8) and 

corresponds to 44 per cent of the standard deviation in the preference variable. Also, it is worth noting that the 

share of politicians who do not know what to answer increases considerably when the cost information is 

added to the hypothetical scenario, thus giving the impression that more balanced information increases doubt 

among politicians. Again, the difference is statistically significant (p = .02; t = 2.3).  

In Tables 2 and 3, we compare the effect of the treatment with other known explanations of politicians’ 

preferences. Importantly, the new variables are not introduced as control variables, since the randomization 

assures that the estimated relationship between providing cost information and preferences is not biased due 

to omitted confounding variables. Rather, the new variables are introduced to gauge the substantial 

significance of this relationship by comparing its impact with known determinants of political preferences. 

Three clusters of individual-level variables are often mentioned in the literature about politicians’ policy 

preferences: socio-economic variables, party affiliation, and institutional affiliation (Sørensen 1995; Serritzlew 

2003; Baekgaard 2011). We will briefly sketch the main arguments related to these variables. First, different 

aspects of politicians’ socio-economic backgrounds may affect their preferences (Jacobsen, 2006). The main 

mechanisms at play are socialization and self-interest. Young people are expected to favor less spending on this 

particular policy area because they have less to gain from spending here than elderly people. For a similar 

reason, people with relatives serviced by the municipal elderly care are expected to prefer higher spending 

than others. Generally, women (Howell and Day 2000) and public employees (Sørensen 1995; Serritzlew 2003) 

are expected to prefer larger welfare services. Finally, length of education and political seniority are sometimes 

included in analyses of politicians’ policy preferences although the expectations regarding the effects of these 

variables are ambiguous. Party affiliation may matter in different ways. Members of left-wing parties are 
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expected to be proponents of welfare services to a higher extent than others. Conversely, members of 

incumbent parties (in the Danish system this would correspond to the mayor party although the city council as 

a whole rather than the mayor party coalition constitutes the executive) to a higher extent than others need to 

show an economically feasible policy, and hence, we expect that they have preferences for less spending than 

others. In particular, this would apply to the mayor, who is by far the most powerful politician in Danish 

municipalities.  

Several studies have shown that the institutional affiliation, and in particular the committee affiliations of 

politicians, affect their preferences (Sørensen 1995; Jacobsen 2006). Politicians who are members of 

committees responsible for financial coordination across policy domains are generally thought to act as 

spending guardians (Wildavsky 1964), while members of committees responsible for specific policy areas are 

hypothesized to be in favor of increased spending in those areas. In this particular case, we expect that 

politicians who are members of the finance committee prefer less spending, while members of the committee 

responsible for elderly care prefer more spending than other politicians. Moreover, we add four municipal-

level controls in order to examine whether systematic differences in preferences can be found across different 

types of municipalities. In addition to population size, we include the tax base and expenditure needs of 

municipalities in order to account for differences in wealth across municipalities. Finally, we also include the 

effective number of parties to account for differences in the level of competition across municipalities. Since 

our dependent variable is measured on an ordinal scale, the multivariate analysis uses ordered logistic 

regression.  

 

Table 2 about here 

Table 3 about here 
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Model 1 reproduces the test of the effect of providing cost information on preferences. As in the t-test, we find 

strong and statistically significant differences between the treatment and the baseline group. Model 2 includes 

the alternative explanations. We find that women, senior citizens, people without a university degree, 

politicians from left-wing parties, and non-incumbents favor more spending than others. This largely accords 

with the findings in previous research (Serritzlew 2003; Vabo 2005; Jacobsen 2006). In order to get a better 

impression of the size of the effect, we have calculated changes in predicted probabilities associated with each 

of the significant independent variables presented in Table 2, Model 2. These predicted probabilities are for all 

other variables than the experimental one calculated for the baseline group. The probabilities are presented in 

Table 3. Evidently, the effect of the treatment is of about the same size as being a mayor or and of having 

relatives encompassed by the municipal elderly care while it is even stronger than other known determinants, 

suggesting that providing cost information does indeed affect preferences and that information can potentially 

affect preferences more than variables that are often thought to be strongly correlated with politicians’ 

preferences, such as gender and party affiliation. Table 2, Model 3, contains the findings from a fixed effects 

specification, which has the advantage of effectively leveling out differences across municipalities. This 

alternative specification is a robustness check of Model 2. It basically reproduces the findings in Model 2. 

 

Testing the moderating effect of prior preferences 

Table 2, Model 4, tests whether the effect of cost information is moderated by politicians’ preferences prior to 

the experiment. According to the second hypothesis, information to a lesser extent affects preferences the 

more extreme their preferences were regarding the issue (in either direction) prior to the experiment. The 

hypothesis was tested by including a variable describing the preference for spending on elderly care in general 



 

18 

and an interaction term between this variable and the information cue dummy. The preferences for spending 

on elderly care in general was measured on a five-point scale running from “preferring much less spending” to 

“preferring much higher spending”. We collapsed this five-point scale into a three-point scale. Politicians who 

either responded that they prefer much higher or much less spending were coded 3. Politicians who responded 

that they prefer somewhat higher or somewhat less spending were coded 2. Finally, politicians who responded 

that they prefer about the same level of spending were coded 1. This strategy is similar to the one used in the 

framing literature when investigating whether the strength of political values moderates the effect of frames 

on attitudes (Slothuus 2008: 15). The interaction term coefficient is positive and statistically significant (p<.05). 

Figure 1, which is based on the calculations in Table 2, Model 4, illustrates the moderated effect: 

 

Figure 1 about here 

 

As predicted by the hypothesis, Figure 1 reveals that the strength of prior preferences curbs the effect of 

information and that the effect even disappears when politicians’ initial preferences for change are strong. 

When respondents have no prior preferences for changes in the expenses on elderly care, the difference 

between the treatment and the baseline group is .61. This effect is quite large substantially speaking as the 

absolute effect size runs between 0 and 4. When prior preferences for change are moderate, the difference 

between the treatment and the baseline group is .35 and hence only a little more than half the effect size 

among those with no prior preferences for change. In both cases, cost information has a significant and 

negative effect on support for the proposal. Finally, a negative but strongly insignificant effect is found when 

respondents have strong preferences for change prior to the experiment. In conclusion, the findings suggest 

that providing cost information affects politicians’ preferences but that the effect depends on politicians’ initial 
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preferences. This also suggests that bureaucrats and others interested in shaping politicians’ preferences may 

not always be able to do so solely by providing information. In cases where politicians have very strong 

opinions, the power of presenting information is limited.  

 

Conclusion 

Information is at the heart of politics, and it plays a vital role in different theoretical perspectives such as, for 

example, the literatures on epistemic communities, agenda setting and policy diffusion. However, information 

in politics is almost always associated with power. Information is sent by someone, and senders can be more or 

less powerful, and will typically have their own goals and agenda. The information may have an effect, and the 

power and agenda of the sender may have an effect. The methodological problem is that these two effects are 

difficult to separate. Since information in real political processes is always sent by someone, it is difficult by to 

identify the independent effect of information. 

If information provision has in fact an independent effect on preferences of politicians, senders of information 

can shape the preferences of politicians by strategically presenting information to politicians. This gives 

leverage to individuals and groups (such as civil servants, interest organizations, neighboring governments, the 

media, think tanks, consultancy firms, research institutions, universities, and so on) who get the attention of 

politicians. 

Drawing on a standard model of attitude formation from the framing literature (Chong & Druckman, 2007), we 

argue that presenting information can affect preferences of politicians. According to the framing model, 

attitudes to an object can be understood as the sum of the product of the evaluation and salience of a number 

of attributes of the object. In a straight-forward generalization of the model, we argue that information can 
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change the salience of attributes. We therefore hypothesize that (1) preferences of politicians for a policy 

proposal depend on what information is presented to them and (2) information effects among politicians are 

stronger for those with more moderate prior preferences.  

We use experimental methods to address the methodological problem in separating the effect of information 

provision from the effect of the sender. A survey experiment shows that political preferences are, as expected, 

shaped by cost information provision. When cost information is provided on the realistic costs of a policy 

proposal, the preferences of politicians change dramatically. In our case, the effect is of the same size or 

stronger than the differences caused by other well-known determinants of political preferences, such as 

committee affiliation, gender, and party affiliation. We take this as evidence in favor of the hypotheses: 

information provision can in fact shape political preferences. It also turns out that the effects are strongest for 

politicians with weak preferences. This is further evidence that the standard framing model can be applied to 

understand the effect of providing information to politicians. We also think this is an important substantive 

finding, since local governments often operate under fiscal strain. Our findings show that informing local 

councilors of the costs of providing services may dampen their expenditure desires. 

Since the empirical evidence in this paper builds upon a single survey experiment on one particular kind of 

issue, it is difficult to say much about the limits of information effects. However, the framing literature offers 

some interesting ideas. First, the experiment is manipulating information about costs. Other types of 

information might have other effects. Second, empirical studies of voters show that framing effects can fade 

quite quickly (Druckman and Nelson 2003: 741). The implications for the effect of information provision are, 

however, not clear at all. On the one hand, it could suggest that information may not cause permanent changes 

in preferences. On the other hand, information is something different than framing. Since information is 

presented as facts, they could potentially by very persistent. For instance, if politicians learn from the 
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information provision, preferences may be changed permanently. It will, or course, require more detailed 

empirical work to establish how different sources, ways of presenting information, or levels of costs may affect 

the persistence of changes in preferences. Third, providing information may also affect how political issues are 

processed. For instance, evaluation of proposals might be more emotionally driven in low-information 

environments. Fourth, by showing that the effects are stronger for politicians with moderate preferences, we 

have only scratched the surface of a much wider question. The effect of information provision could also differ 

between politicians with, for example, more and less knowledge or longer and shorter experience. Fifth, it is 

misleading to assume that information asymmetry is constant across issues (Waterman & Meier, 1998: 184). 

Information effects may, for example, be stronger for highly technical issues. Sixth, and related to this, the 

issue elderly care cannot readily be generalized to all types of issues. We deliberately chose a valence issue. 

The question, however, is whether information effects are equally strong when opinions are more divided. It is 

also probably fair to say that elderly care is currently of moderate saliency in Danish politics, and that the issue 

of providing an extra bath is of somewhat low complexity. Gormley (1986) distinguishes between four types of 

policies, depending on whether saliency and complexity is high or low. It is, for example, quite possible that 

information effects are stronger in so-called Board Room Politics, where complexity is high and salience low 

than in Hearing Room Politics, where complexity is low and salience high.  

To sum up, we conclude that information provision can in fact shape preferences of politicians. However, it is 

unclear to what extent this effect is contingent. More research is required to establish the limits of these 

effects, and how the effects may depend on the type of issue and politics. 

 

Appendix 
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Table 4 about here 
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Tables and figures 

 

Table 1: Distribution of answers on the dependent variable 

 Fully 

agree 

Partly 

agree 

Neither 

agree nor 

disagree 

Partly 

disagree 

Fully 

disagree 

Don’t 

know 

N 

Baseline 

group 

132  

(20.5) 

178 

(27.7) 

209 

(32.5) 

73 

(11.4) 

25 

(3.9) 

26 

(4.0) 

643 

(100) 

 

Treatment 

group 

 

61 

(9.7) 

 

138 

(21.8) 

 

190 

(30.1) 

 

156 

(24.7) 

 

43 

(6.8) 

 

44 

(7.0) 

 

632 

(100) 

Notes: Entries are number of respondents; row percentages in parentheses. 
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Table 2: Explanations of elderly care preferences (ordered logistic regression with clustered 

robust standard errors). 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Information treatment (1 = treatment 

group; 0 = baseline group) 

-0.805** 

(0.115) 

-0.795** 

(0.118) 

-0.818** 

(0.131) 

-1.544** 

(0.292) 

     

Prior preferences    0.158 

(0.145) 

     

Information treatment * prior 

preferences 

   0.513* 

(0.220) 

     

Relatives in elderly care in the 

municipality (dummy) 

 0.528** 

(0.111) 

0.505** 

(0.128) 

0.504** 

(0.113) 

     

Gender (male =1)  -0.314* -0.451** -0.285* 

  (0.144) (0.170) (0.145) 

     

Age (years)  0.015* 0.016* 0.016* 

  (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 

     

Long education (dummy)  -0.427** -0.390** -0.417** 

  (0.124) (0.138) (0.124) 

     

Employed in public sector (dummy)  0.071 

(0.143) 

0.032 

(0.164) 

0.091 

(0.144) 

 

Seniority in city council (years) 

  

-0.000 

(0.008) 

 

0.001 

(0.008) 

 

-0.001 

(0.008) 

     

     

Representing left-wing party 

(dummy) 

 0.378** 

(0.111) 

0.429** 

(0.121) 

0.400** 

(0.116) 

     

Finance committee member 

(dummy) 

 0.094 

(0.128) 

0.142 

(0.139) 

0.088 

(0.126) 

     

Elderly care committee member 

(dummy) 

 0.068 

(0.156) 

0.081 

(0.172) 

0.051 

(0.154) 

     

Mayor (dummy)  -0.878** -0.847** -0.831** 

  (0.289) (0.286) (0.305) 

     

Member of mayor party (mayors not 

included) (dummy) 

 -0.519** 

(0.122) 

-0.612** 

(0.129) 

-0.478** 

(0.125) 

     

Population size (ln)  -0.021 -- -0.041 

  (0.069)  (0.068) 

     

Tax base per 10,000 inhabitants  -0.019 

(0.037) 

-- -0.026 

(0.038) 
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Expenditure needs per 10,000 

inhabitants 

 0.059 

(0.181) 

-- 0.035 

(0.182) 

     

Number of effective parties  0.078 -- 0.047 

  (0.105)  (0.103) 

N 1205 1151 1151 1138 

Nagelkerke’s R2 0.05 0.12 0.23 0.14 

Notes: Entries are ordinal logistic regression coefficients; Clustered robust standard errors (municipal level) in parentheses 

apart from Model 3, where a fixed effects specification is used; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01. Higher values on the dependent 

variable correspond to agreeing to a higher extent with the proposal. 
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Table 3: Predicted probabilities of either agreeing or disagreeing with the proposal. 

 Predicted probability: 

Strongly disagree/ 

disagree  

(per cent)1 

Predicted probability: 

Strongly agree/agree 

(per cent)2 

 

 

Information treatment 36 27  

No information treatment 20 45  

Difference 16 -18  

    

Relatives in municipal elderly care 13 58  

No relatives in municipal elderly care 20 45  

Difference -7 13  

    

Male 20 45  

Female 16 53  

Difference 4 -8  

    

Long education 20 45  

No long education 14 56  

Difference 6 -11  

    

Member of left-wing party 20 45  

Member of other party 27 36  

Difference -7 9  

    

Mayor 38 26  

Not mayor 20 45  

Difference 18 -19  

    

Member of mayor party 30 33  

Not member of mayor party 20 45  

Difference 10 -12  

    

Age (1/2 std.dev. below mean) 22 43  

Age (1/2 std.dev. above mean) 19 47  

Difference 3 -4  

Notes: Entries are predicted probabilities. 1. The categories “Strongly disagree” and “Partly disagree” 

have been collapsed in the presentation. 2. The categories “Partly agree” and “Strongly agree” have 

been collapsed in the presentation. The calculations of the predicted probabilities are based on Table 2, 

Model 2. Dummies were held constant at their mode value and continuous variables at their mean.  
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Figure 1: The moderated effect of information on preferences 

 
Notes: The graph shows the effect of information provision on the mean agreement (measured on a 

five-point scale) with the proposal for three different levels of prior preferences. 95 per cent confidence 

intervals shown. The calculation of effects are based on 677 cases with neutral, 428 with moderate, and 

38 with strong prior preferences. 
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Table 4: Descriptive statistics of explanatory variables used in Table 2 

Variable N Mean Std. dev. Min Max 

Prior preferences 1138 1.441 .560 1 3 

Relatives encompassed by 

municipal elderly care 
1151 .584 .493 0 1 

Gender 1151 .685 .465 0 1 

Age 1151 54.196 11.335 21 79 

Long education 1151 .703 .457 0 1 

Public employee 1151 .383 .486 0 1 

City council seniority 1151 10.195 8.361 0 46 

Member of left-wing party 1151 .503 .500 0 1 

Finance committee member 1151 .317 .466 0 1 

Member of committee 

responsible for elderly care 
1151 .250 .433 0 1 

Mayor 1151 .037 .190 0 1 

Member of mayor party 1151 .316 .465 0 1 

Population size (ln) 1151 10.790 .725 7.548 13.216 

Tax base (per 10,000 inhabitants) 1151 16.103 2.428 13.750 28.855 

Expenditure needs (per 10,000 

inhabitants) 
1151 6.036 .396 5.092 7.547 

Number of effective parties 1151 3.853 .688 2.240 5.880 
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