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Abstract : The purpose of this study is to apply framing concepts to decision-making behaviors in capi-

tal budgeting and to examine information cues voters use. Certain types of project information, i.e. pro-

ject benefit and funding availability, are more useful as an anchor for the decision-makers than others 

(i.e. project accomplishment certainty) since they can reduce the uncertainty and complexity the voters 

face. An experimental study with random assignment of the subjects was conducted. Statistical results 

confirm the framing effect occurs in public capital budget decisions and project benefit and funding 

availability tend to drive the decision-makers to frame their decision-making.   
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I. Introduction  

Public capital projects such as local road construc-

tion and maintenance, sewerage system upgrading 

and installation, school facility construction and 

major bridge repair are big ticket spending items 

in government budgets. Spending on these capital 

projects results in a physical environment for at-

tracting new businesses and residents, yielding 

new jobs and tax base expansion. Based on this 

logic, public capital spending can have an impact 

on social and economic conditions of a jurisdic-

tion. However, despite the size and importance of 

capital projects, public capital spending decisions 

are not well understood. For this reason, this study 

seeks to understand how capital budget decisions 

are made, using framing and anchoring-and-

adjustment concepts as theoretical frameworks for 

the study.  

The framing concept, making some aspects of re-

ality more salient in a text in order to promote a 

particular issue (Entman, 1993), is used in various 

social science disciplines, ranging from policy and 

political sciences, to psychology and administra-

tive sciences. In policy and political science, fram-

ing is used to understand the impacts of ballot 

language on votersô decisions and policy out 

 

comes on same-sex marriage and public funding 

of abortion (Burnett & Kogan, 2015; Hasting & 

Cann, 2014), media coverage on the national debt 

crisis perception (Jasperson, Shah, Watts, Faber, 

& Fan, 1998), and information disseminated by 

government on the populationôs preference and 

actions (Salamon, 1989).  The anchoring-and-

adjustment heuristic refers to a cognitive process 

in which a decision-maker chooses a reference to 

understand a situation or to frame a problem and 

then compares possible solutions with alternatives 

to make a decision (Mussweiler, Englich, & 

Strack, 2012).   In administrative sciences and 

psychology, the anchoring-and-adjustment heuris-

tic is used to understand how a decision is made 

under some certain complex situations (Perrow, 

1986; Simon, 1976; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, 

as cited by Epley & Gilovich, 2005; ).  Both the 

anchoring-and-adjustment heuristic and framing 

concepts are common in sofar as to the decision-

makers, some information is more salient than 
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others and the decision makers use such 

information as a frame to make their decisions.   

This study introduces the framing concept to 

public capital budgeting literature. The main 

purpose is  to fill in the literature gap by applying 

the framing concept to understand whether 

additional information (i.e. a framing message) 

can influence votersô decisions to accept a public 

project; and if so, are there any differences for the 

types of framing messages affecting votersô 

decisions? This study departs from the existing 

literature in two ways. First, it applies the framing 

concept to public capital budgeting. Second, it 

tries to explain the types of message or content 

affecting decisions to adopt a capital project.  

The studyôs findings are useful to academics and 

practitioners in two aspects. First, for direct de-

mocracy, the findings suggest that for a capital 

project, some specific types of information or 

message can be more useful than others in mediat-

ing the framing effects of the ballot language. Se-

cond, for administrative processes, due to hu-

mansô limited cognitive capacity in making deci-

sions to maximize benefits (Lindblom, 1959; Si-

mon, 1976), some information cues regarding pro-

ject performance can be useful tools for the deci-

sion-makers in central administration, including 

budget directors, city, county or state chief execu-

tive officers and representative voters, in anchor-

ing their budget allocation decisions. Public man-

agers use technical knowledge and skills to select 

a project, but such information may be useless to 

citizens, voters and the decision-makers in central 

administration, unless they are framed in a specif-

ic way. With framing knowledge, public managers 

should be able to frame the message to help the 

public understand why the project is selected. 

The remainder of the paper is organized as fol-

lows. The next section presents the framing litera-

ture. The following section describes the research 

design and analytical approaches. The fourth sec-

tion presents the results and discussion. The last 

section provides the conclusions, implications and 

limitations of the study.   

II.  Literature  

Framing occurs in the ballot measure process 

when small changes in the presentation of some 

information, words or phrases can change the vot-

ersô opinion and behaviors (Chong & Druckman, 

2007; Druckman, 2001; Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981). Strategic selection of the presentation 

styles and wording can bias an individualôs cogni-

tive process by reordering the importance of the 

beliefs he or she holds (Druckman, 2001). This 

framing effect is important in both direct democ-

racy administrative processes given that it can be 

very powerful in influencing a public choice lead-

ing to different social outcomes.  

For direct democracy, twenty-seven states in the 

United States have some form of ballot measure 

(National Conference of State Legislatures, 2016). 

This direct democratic process allows citizens to 

bypass the representative process in creating 

various policies ranging from abortion and 

humans rights to taxation and budget (National 

Conference of State Legislatures, 2016). The 

major concern is that voters may be manipulated 

by ballot languages crafted by political elites 

(Karp, 1998; Lupia, 1994; Matsusaka, 2004), and 

as a result, the votersô true preference is 

unrevealed. This  is possible if the voters are not 

well informed and the ballot measures relate to 

some complex issues such as a decision to finance 

a capital project. The impact of framing in this 

aspect is important given that the decision to 

reject or adopt a project may result in an 

unattractive physical environment or rigid fiscal 

condition, respectively.  

Empirical evidence suggests that framing effect 

due to ballot title wording is powerful in 

influencing votersô decisions even in relatively 

simple topics such as same-sex marriage,  

although the effect is less pronouced in well-

educated groups (Armstrong, Schwartz, 

Fitzgerald, Putt, & Ubel, 2002; Hasting & Cann, 

2014). In setting public agendas, Jassperson et al. 
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(1998) use an uncontrolled experimental design to 

show that all types of framed messages are not 

equally important in influencing public opinion. 

For the national budget deficit, conflict among 

policymakers or the ñfighting frameò (e.g. the 

President and Republican leaders are 

confrontational in balancing the budget) is more 

powerful than other framing types ( Jassperson et 

al.,1998). The other types in Jassperson et al.ôs 

(1998) study include the ñtalking frameò (e.g. 

Republican leaders trying to make a deal with 

middle-of-the-road Democrats), the ñpolicy 

impasse frameò (e.g. a political standoff has 

turned fiscal policy tighter), and the ñnational 

crisis frameò (e.g. the current budget crisis once 

again proves that inside the Beltway is corrupt). 

Smith (1996) finds that in consumer psychology, 

education level has a mediating effect on 

consumersô decisions to purchase products, and 

that for those who have bachelor degrees and 

above, positive framing language is more 

powerful than negative framed langauge.  

Kraft, Lodge, and Taber (2015) assert that the 

framing effect is very pronounced and is difficult 

to overcome when votersô cognitive decisions are 

biased by an intensive political environment 

where political elites control public agendas.  This 

suggests that the most susceptible to framing 

effects are not only the uninformed groups, but 

also those who are highly aroused by political 

environments. In such situations, additional 

information that is scientifically related or appears 

to be objective may counteract framing effects in 

ballot measures (Bolsen, Druckman & Cook, 

2014; Lundgren & Prislin, 1998). Burnett and 

Koganôs (2015) found that the voters, especially 

those who considered themselves politically savvy 

and policy knowledgeable, use campaign infor-

mation as a cue to anchor their decisions; and as 

such, the cue moderates the framing effect of the 

ballot language. Thus, cues can act as powerful 

anchors for opinion, significantly reducing the ef-

fects of potentially deceptive language used to de-

scribe political issues to voters (Burnett & Kogan, 

2015, p.121).  

For the administrative process, performance data 

and information (i.e. output and outcome data and 

descriptive information) are encouraged to be 

used in program development, implementation 

and budgeting. However, the literature is unclear 

in explaining how information is processed by the 

decision-makers in central administration and oth-

er policymakers.  Van Hulst & Yanow (2016) ar-

gue that all policy actors, including central admin-

istrators (i.e. chief executive officers and budget 

directors), bureaucrats, elected officers, corpora-

tions and citizens are involved in the policy-

making process; at times, the line between poli-

cymakers and targeted policy stakeholders such as 

citizens is less prominent due to policy discourses. 

In such situations, the framing process can help 

policy actors to understand a complex situation, 

and hence reframe the problem definition to come 

up with potential solutions based on their new in-

sights (Rein & Schon, 1977; Van Hulst & Yanow, 

2016). In this aspect, framing is useful in generat-

ing meaningful policy discourse among the ad-

ministrators, bureaucrats, citizens and elected of-

ficials. Examples of using framing in policy de-

bates include understanding competing framings 

for contraception as preventive care (Rasmussen, 

2011).   

Moynihan (2015; 2008) argues that performance 

information and decision-making by policy actors 

(citizens, administrators and representatives) are 

not automatically connected; some types of in-

formation are powerful in a certain context while 

being powerless in another context. Thus program 

managers should be aware that presentation of 

performance data and information offers different 

cues to the audiences regarding program values. 

In order to obtain funding support based on pro-

gram merits, public managers should understand 

how framing can influence targeted audiences (i.e. 

budget directors, chief executive officers and 

elected officers). Moynihanôs empirical results 

suggest that programs with performance data and 
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their narrative description that reflect goal ambi-

guity
1
 (e.g. performance output) receive lower 

funding support by the decision-makers compared 

to outcome data and information.  

Fort and Christianson (1981) found that program 

outcome benefits stated in terms of increased 

shares of employment in retail and wholesale sec-

tors enhance votersô support for a healthcare ex-

penditure referendum.  Brink (2004) also found 

that in 24 Swedish cities, specific types of mes-

sages, such as expected change in tax base, have 

positive impacts on the votersô decision to adopt a 

partition policy. This suggests that program man-

agers and bureaucrats should choose to present 

performance data and information that can reduce 

goal ambiguity. For example, instead of present-

ing job training program output and activity (e.g. 

number of graduate degrees awarded), the pro-

gram managers should present program outcomes 

(e.g. number of job placements for graduates.) 

This is because the program benefit is more pow-

erful than program activities in altering the audi-

encesô perception of the value and meaning of the 

program, thereby affecting their willingness to 

support the program (Moynihan, 2015). 

This study applies framing concepts to public cap-

ital project funding to help program managers bet-

ter understand what types of public work program 

information can alter the audiencesô perceptions 

regarding the program merits, thereby affecting 

their willingness to support the program funding.  

The audiences of this study include voters in the 

direct democratic process since local governments 

often rely on referenda to approve local public 

projects and long-term bonds. The audiences also 

include central administrators, such as budget and 

finance directors, chief executive officers and oth-

er decision-makers in administrative processes.  

                                                           
1
 Goal ambiguity refers to a situation in which an organiza-

tional goal allows leeway for interpretation (Moynihan, 

2015). For example, a stateôs job training program has goal 

ambiguity in that performance outcomes could be the num-

ber of job placements or the number of trainees who have 

acquired professional skills valued by job markets.  

A decision to fund a capital project involves rela-

tively higher levels of uncertainty as more years 

of potential revenues and expenditures must be 

estimated and relatively large budgets are commit-

ted to the future. In addition, in reality, decision-

makers including voters and central administrators 

face limited alternatives: either funding or not 

funding the project. In such situations where un-

certainty is relatively high and choice is limited, 

the decision-makers are likely to employ some 

information cues or use the anchoring-and-

adjustment heuristic to choose a reference and 

then compare that reference with alternatives to 

find the optimal decision (Mussweiler et al., 2012; 

Blankenship, Wegener, Petty, Detweiler-Bedell, 

& Macy, 2008.) Similar to the framing concept in 

which humansô decisions are affected by some 

message particularly highlighted in ballot 

measures, the anchoring-and-adjustment heuristic 

is a process in which a decision-maker will anchor 

on information that comes to mind and adjust until 

a plausible estimate is reached under uncertainty 

and complexity (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974, as 

cited by Epley & Gilovich, 2005). Thus, using the 

framing or anchoring heuristic, a decision-maker 

chooses a reference to understand a situation or to 

frame a problem and then compares possible solu-

tions with alternatives to make a decision (Muss-

weiler et al., 2012).   

There are three types of information usually found 

in capital project proposals: (1) the benefit of a 

public project; (2) the likelihood of the proposed 

project being accomplished; and (3) the project 

funding availability. Based on the framing litera-

ture, the first hypothesis is that the decision-

makers will tend to accept the project when addi-

tional information is presented. However, not all 

types of information cues are beneficial for the 

decision-makers (Jasperson et al., 1998). Accord-

ing to Moynihan (2015), when goal ambiguity ex-

ists, project outcome (e.g. net benefit of the pro-

ject, number of jobs created) is more beneficial 

than project output (e.g. project activity and ac-

complishment). Thus, the second hypothesis is 

that the decision-makers who are exposed to tan-
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gible benefits of the project will tend to accept the 

project more than those who are not.  Finally, cues 

can act as powerful anchors to counteract the 

framing effect due to opinions and attitudes (Bur-

nett & Kogan, 2015). The third hypothesis is that 

the decision-makers will tend to accept the project 

when they are exposed to some objective infor-

mation that can help reduce uncertainty (e.g. fund-

ing availability) .  

 

III. Research Design 

An experimental study was employed to test the 

above three hypotheses. An experimental study is 

a standard methodology used in theory testing and 

extending, especially for studies involving human 

behaviors (Singleton & Straits, 2010). In social 

sciences fields, experimental studies are consid-

ered the most rigorous research design for observ-

ing causality between a program (or treatment) 

and the outcome (or the effect) of the treatment if 

the design is implemented well to enhance internal 

validity (Singleton & Straits, 2010; Trochim, 

2012). Trochim (2012) suggests that in order to 

obtain rigorous findings, a researcher needs to 

conduct a random assignment of the subjects to 

treatment and control groups in order to achieve 

probabilistic equivalence. Random assignment 

ensures that the characteristics of the subjects in 

the two groups are similar on average in all re-

spects except for the treatment or program inter-

vention. Other factors that must be controlled in-

clude historical background, especially for cogni-

tive capacity, and knowledge. If the outcomes of 

the two groups in an experimental study are sig-

nificantly different, the treatment (program) can 

be said to have caused effects on the subjects in 

the treatment group, despite validity threats that 

can probabilistically occur (Trochim, 2012).  

To test which heuristic process is employed by 

individuals evaluating capital projects, we exper-

imentally manipulated the information provided to 

individuals in a capital budgeting decision-

making. If the varying types of additional infor-

mation influence decision-making, then the cue is 

likely to anchor the decision and framing effects 

occur. We randomly selected 268 graduate stu-

dents from MPA and MBA programs. We then 

randomly assigned the subjects to four different 

groups: a control group and three groups receiving 

different treatments. The subjects were randomly 

assigned sequentially through a random draw 

from set 1 to 4; those who received a 1 were 

placed in the control group A, and those who re-

ceived 2, 3, and 4 were in treatment groups B, C, 

and D, respectively. The three treatment groups 

(B, C, and D) differ only in terms of the types of 

information presented. 

Each of the four groups has 67 subjects. Graduate 

students in MPA and MBA programs are an ap-

propriate sampling frame for a research audience 

in the administrative process because the gradu-

ates in these programs are professionally trained 

to manage organizations and resource allocation is 

among several required management skills. Most 

of the graduate students sampled are working full 

time at city or county offices or working for pri-

vate sector companies while taking MPA or MBA 

courses in the evening. Given that these students 

are training for management skills and knowledge 

in the graduate schools, the discrepancy in terms 

of the subjectsô cognitive capacity, management 

knowledge, interest and specialization should be 

relatively minimal. These samples also reflect the 

characteristics of central administrators in the ad-

ministrative offices.  For direct democracy, 

Iyengar (1991) and Hiscox (2006) suggest that 

those who have college degrees are affected by 

framing to a lesser degree than those who do not 

have college degrees. We choose to control this 

validity threat by holding educational level 

constant across the subjects, allowing only 

information types to vary.  

 

Figure 1: Survey Form A, B, C, and D Containing Different Information Regarding Proposed Capital 

project  

Form A: Pinellas County Capital Budget Proposal, FY2015ïFY2017 
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Department: Public Work  

Service Function: Transportation  Activity : Road & Street Facility 
Category: Arterial 

Roads  

Project No. 1618 Project Title: 118th Avenue Expressway 

Cost Center: 8414018 

Project Description: Construction of a four-lane elevated roadway over 118th Avenue that would connect 

U.S. 19 and Interstate 275. The proposed amount for project cost includes project design, land purchase 

and construction costs. The project duration is 2 years, starting from Fiscal Year 2015 through Fiscal Year 

2017. 

Proposed Budget: $18,000,000 

 

Form B: Pinellas County Capital Budget Proposal, FY2015ïFY2017 

Department: Public Work  

Service Function: Transportation  Activity : Road & Street Facility Category: Arterial Roads  

Project No. 1618 Project Title: 118th Avenue Expressway 

Cost Center: 8414018 

Project Description: Construction of a four-lane elevated roadway over 118th Avenue that would connect 

U.S. 19 and Interstate 275. The proposed amount for the project cost includes project design, land pur-

chase and construction costs. The project duration is 2 years, starting from Fiscal Year 2015 through Fis-

cal Year 2017.  

Project Benefit: The elevated road would run above 118th Avenue N, serving as the cross-town connect-

or. If commuters travel from I-275 they'll be able to go westbound and connect with northbound U.S. 19; 

if the commuters come from U.S. 19 southbound, they'll be able to go down the proposed state road over 

to I-275. The project would allow traffic to flow more freely and quickly through one of the most congest-

ed areas in the county. It is estimated that once the project is completed, commuters will reduce their 

commuting time by about 15ï20 minutes.  

Project Impact: Given that the new expressway is the cross-town connector, it will attract new residential 

and commercial developers to locate their housing and commercial businesses within the towns across Pi-

nellas County. It is estimated that as a project impact there will be new jobs created for at least 75ï125 in 

professional positions.   

Proposed Budget: $18,000,000 

 

Form C: Pinellas County Capital Budget Proposal, FY2015ïFY2017 

Department: Public Work  

Service Function: Transportation  Activity : Road & Street Facility Category: Arterial Roads  

Project No. 1618 Project Title: 118th Avenue Expressway 

Cost Center: 8414018 

Project Description: Construction of a four-lane elevated roadway over 118th Avenue that would connect 

U.S. 19 and Interstate 275. The proposed amount for the project cost includes project design, land pur-

chase and construction costs. The project duration is 2 years, starting from Fiscal Year 2015 through Fis-

cal Year 2017.  

Estimated Probability that the Project Will Be Completed on Time: 100%   

Proposed Budget: $18,000,000 
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Form D: Pinellas County Capital Budget Proposal, FY2015ïFY2017 

Department: Public Work  

Service Function: Transportation  Activity : Road & Street Facility 
Category: Arterial 

Roads  

Project No. 1618 Project Title: 118th Avenue Expressway 

Cost Center: 8414018 

Project Description:  Construction of a four-lane elevated roadway over 118th Avenue that would connect 

U.S. 19 and Interstate 275. The proposed amount for the project cost includes project design, land pur-

chase and construction costs. The project duration is 2 years, starting from Fiscal Year 2015 through Fis-

cal Year 2017.  

Revenue Capacity: 100% capacity of funding based on the following factors: 

1) The county has seen an annual average growth rate of 3% increase per year for the countyôs tax revenue 

that is specifically earmarked for road projects within the last five years.  

2) The countyôs previous transportation bonds are expected to be matured by FY 2015, and thus, the capi-

tal resource for road projects will be 100% freed up by FY 2015. 

3) There are no other competing projects in other service functions since the funds for transportation pro-

jects is only for the transportation service function.  

Proposed Budget: $18,000,000 

 

Figure 1 above presents survey forms A, B, C and 

D and information presented to each group. Each 

group was given a different form of a self-

administered questionnaire. Form A (provided to 

Control Group A) provides basic information usu-

ally presented in a state-local government budget 

document. The information in this form includes 

project number, project type and title, project 

function and description, responsible department 

and proposed amount of capital project funding. 

Form B (given to Treatment Group B) includes 

the basic information provided in Form A and ad-

ditional information in terms of the benefit of the 

project. The benefit of the project is provided in 

terms of narrative description and quantitative im-

pacts, which are quantified by the estimated num-

bers of new jobs created due to the proposed pro-

ject. Form C (for Treatment Group C) provides 

the basic information in Form A and additional 

information in terms of the project accomplish-

ment certainty, in which the project will be com-

pleted within the proposed time frame. Form D 

(given to Treatment Group D) provides the basic 

information in Form A and additional information 

in terms of the funding availability (i.e. whether 

there is sufficient funding currently available for 

the project) in a narrative description.  

 

After the information is presented, the question-

naire asks whether a respondent will approve the 

proposed project of $18,000,000 (do you want to 

allocate $18,000,000 to this project?) Data re-

garding demographic characteristics in terms of 

age, gender and whether the respondent is a Unit-

ed States citizen is also collected as additional 

controls for personal background and experiences 

that may influence decision-making and also to 

assess the generalizability of results.   

 

The initial samples were 275 students. Seven re-

spondents did not answer the question: ñDo you 

want to allocate $18,000,000 to this project?ò 

Thus, there were 268 usable survey responses. 

One-hundred seventy-seven respondents approved 

the proposed project. Six respondents did not an-

swer the question about age. Of those who did, the 

average age was 31 with a minimum and maxi-

mum of 17 and 62 years old, respectively. This is 

slightly younger than the median age for the Unit-

ed States as a whole (37.6 years). One hundred 
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thirty respondents were male, and 138 respondents 

female, which is roughly the same as the overall 

population distribution (US Census Bureau, 

2015). 

 

Among all respondents, three were undergraduate 

students taking graduate-level courses in either the 

MPA or MBA programs. The remaining 265 were 

graduate-level students. Of these, five did not re-

spond to the question: ñWhat is your major?ò One 

hundred sixty-nine graduate-level respondents 

were pursuing a business management major, 83 

were pursuing a government or nonprofit man-

agement major, one was pursuing an economics 

major, one was pursuing an engineering major, 

and two were pursuing a biology major.   

 

Five respondents did not answer the question on 

expected graduation year. Two-hundred four re-

spondents expected to graduate in the current aca-

demic year, 27 expected to graduate one year lat-

er, 25 two years later, five respondents three years 

later, and two respondents expected to graduate 

four years later.  Two respondents did not answer 

the question about citizenship. Among the remain-

ing respondents, 9 were not U.S. citizens. 

 

Table 1: Survey Data  

Survey Form  

Approval Deci-

sion  
Size (n) 

NO YES Total  

A: Basic Information 39 28 67 

B: Basic Information and Project Benefit  12 55 67 

C: Basic Information and Certainty Level of Project Completion  32 35 67 

D: Basic Information and Revenue Capacity 8 59 67 

      Total  91 177 268 

 

Table 1 shows the summary results for each of the 

questionnaire forms. In Control Group A, where 

only basic information was presented, 28 of 67 

respondents approved the project. In Treatment 

Group B, when the information including project 

benefits and impacts of the project on the entire 

community is presented in addition to basic in-

formation, the approval rate rose to 55 of 67. In 

Treatment Group C, when the basic information 

was augmented by certainty levels of the project 

accomplishment within the specified timeline, the 

approval rate was 35 of 67. In Treatment Group 

D, when the funding availability was presented, 

the highest approval rates were observed (59 of 

67).  

The main analytical tool to test the hypotheses in 

this study is probit analysis with dummy varia-

bles, groups B (benefit cue), C (project accom-

plishment certainty cue), and D (funding availabil-

ity cue) representing the types of the message 

faced by the subjects. Control group A (basic in-

formation without additional information) is omit-

ted from the testing model to prevent a perfect 

multicollinearity problem. Probit analysis was 

used since the dependent variable is of a limited 

value, ranging from zero to one (i.e. one is accept-

ing the proposed project and zero otherwise). Ro-

bust standard errors are used to determine statisti-

cal significance of the variable coefficients. Sub-

jectsô age and gender are included in the model to 

control for individual characteristics that may af-

fect the decision to approve the project
2
. 

                                                           
2 Kim, Goldstein, Hasher and Zacs (2005) assert that framing ef-

fects are more pronounced in young people than in adults. Levin, 

Snyder and Chapman (1988) found that males are more willing to 

invest than females, especially when gambling experience is con-

trolled in the testing model. Small, Gelfand, Babcock, and Gettman 

(2007) found that women perceive framing language used in nego-

tiation as intimidating message since the language in inconsistent 

to the norm of being politeness. The implication is that women 
may have less tendency to accept the project compared to 

male samples.  
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As mentioned in the previous section, there are 

three main hypotheses for this study.  First, based 

on framing effects (Chong & Druckman, 2007; 

Tversky & Kahneman, 1981), the decision-makers 

will accept the project when additional infor-

mation is presented, since they can anchor the 

message provided with their decision criteria. This 

hypothesis is supported by empirical data if any 

coefficient of dummy variable groups B, C, or D 

is statistically significant at the conventional level 

(i.e. significance level at .05 for two-tail test). Se-

cond, based on Moynihanôs (2015) results, when 

program goal ambiguity occurs, decision-makers 

will use performance outcome (i.e. project benefit 

as presented by the information in group B) to an-

chor their decision. This hypothesis is supported 

by empirical data if the coefficient of Form B is 

statistically significant at the conventional level 

compared to those of Form A. Last, according to 

Burnett and Koganôs (2015) finding that campaign 

information can be used to mediate attitudes and 

opinions, especially when politics are involved, 

decision-makers will tend to accept the project 

when the funding availability is affirmed through 

campaign information. This hypothesis is support-

ed by the data if the coefficient of Form D is sta-

tistically significant at the conventional level 

compared to those of Form A.  

IV.  Results and Discussion  

Data presented in Table 1 are analyzed by probit 

analysis 

 

Table 2 presents the results of probit analysis in-

cluding the z-value calculated based on robust 

standard errors of the proportions for the four 

groups as well as the probability value (p-value).  

As presented in the table, the coefficient of Forms 

B and D (.997 and 1.696) are statistically signifi-

cant at .05 and .01 level, respectively. Thus, we 

can reject the three null hypotheses stated in the 

previous section and conclude as follows. First, 

framing effect occurs in capital budget proposals 

through additional message/content presented. Se-

cond, not all types of messages affect the votersô 

decision, namely project benefit and funding 

availability messages positively affect the votersô 

decision while project accomplishment certainty 

does not have any significant effect on the votersô 

framing and decision.  As presented in the table, 

the coefficients of the control variables age and 

sex are not statistically significant at the conven-

tional level.  This result is in line with those of 

Hasting and Cann (2014) in that they do not find 

that framing language influences men and women 

differently in the same-sex marriage vote.  As ex-

pected, the coefficient for form C (coefficient 

equal to .106) is not statistically significant at the 

conventional level. These results suggest that the 

certainty of project accomplishment (or output 

information) is not the information the decision-

makers search and use as a cue in capital projects.  

Since in probit analysis, the dependent variable is 

limited to zero and one, the coefficients must be 

interpreted through probability calculation. We 

used results reported in Table 2 to calculate the 

probability that the voters and decision-makers 

will accept the project in two scenarios: (1) when 

all variables are set at sample mean and all sub-

jects are exposed to form B; and (2) when all vari-

ables are set at sample mean and all subjects are 

exposed to form D.   
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Table 3: Marginal Effect on Vote Prediction When Form B is Presented    

independent variable  value      

age 29.8 (mean)     

sex 0.58 (mean)     

form b 1      

form c 0      

form d 0      

  margin  standard er-

ror 

 z-value  P>|z| [95% Conf. Interval] 

Probability that vote = 1, based on 

sample mean 

0.878 0.089 9.83 0.000 0.703 1.054 

 

Table 3 presents the probability that the decision-makers will vote yes (yes = 1, 0 otherwise) in the first sce-

nario (i.e. when form B is presented.)  The coefficient of .878 presented in Table 3 suggests that the proba-

bility that the decision-makers will vote yes to the project when all predictors are set at their mean values 

and all decision-makers are exposed to Form B is about 87.8%.  

 

Table 4: Marginal Effect on Vote Prediction When Form D is Presented    

independent variable  value      

age 29.8 (mean)     

sex 0.58 (mean)     

form b 0      

form c 0      

form d 1      

  margin  standard er-

ror 

 z-value  P>|z| [95% Conf. Interval] 

Probability that vote = 1, based on 

sample mean 

0.958 0.050 19.14 0.000 0.860 1.056 

 

Table 4 presents the probability that the decision-

makers will vote yes (yes = 1, 0 otherwise) in the 

second scenario (when the subjects receive form 

D and all other independent variables are set at 

sample mean.)  The coefficient of .958 presented 

in Table 4 suggests that the probability that the 

decision-makers will vote yes to the project when 

all predictors are set at their mean values and all 

decision-makers are exposed to Form D is about 

95.8%.    

 

Discussion   

 

Local governments rely on referenda of their fi-

nances, ranging from approving a relatively large-

size capital project to approving long-term bonds 

to finance the projects.  Karp (1998) views that 

the ballot process is subject to manipulation by 

some political elites; and as such, framing can add 

some impediments to the democratic process in 

obtaining true public choices.  Framing, however, 

is not necessarily negative given that it can be 

used, through voter education initiatives, to coun-

teract biased language in the ballot. Brink (2004) 

found that campaign information reduces framing 

effects concerning city tax partition. Based on our 

results, some information or message provided in 

the ballot may be helpful for the voters in making 

a decision on issues that are considered complex 
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and uncertain, such as an expensive public project 

acquisition.   

 

The votersô true preference can be revealed if the 

voters have perfect cognitive capacity and all in-

formation necessary to make a decision is availa-

ble at the time when the decision has to be made. 

Unfortunately, the voters have limited cognitive 

capacity. Furthermore, the voters face uncertainty 

and complexity regarding the choices they will 

have to make, especially in public finance areas 

where some fiscal knowledge may be involved in 

the decision-making. The uncertainties include 

such questions as whether the city will have 

enough resources to pay for the large public pro-

ject, whether the project has significant impact on 

the voters and whether that impact is worthwhile, 

and whether spending public resources on the 

public project will result in foregoing other pro-

grams. The voters face complexity through an-

swering such questions as to whether the $18 mil-

lion project is large or small compared to those 

other projects in other cities. When an individual 

voter faces uncertainty and complexity, he or she 

tends to search for some information cue to an-

chor their decision. Thus, by providing some cues 

that can provide some basic financial background, 

such as the cityôs funding availability or the finan-

cial and economic impacts of the project (or pro-

ject outcome), framing can help the decision-

makers become informed, and thereby make a de-

cision based on these education-based cues.   

 

Summarizing the results reported in this section, 

we conclude that the decision-makers search for 

and use cues in the form of analytical data on pro-

ject benefits and funding availability to inform 

their decision as to whether to approve the project. 

However, not all available information is used as a 

cue, given that the proportion of project approval 

by those who face Form C is not statistically dif-

ferent to that of those who face Form A. This re-

sult suggests that certainty of project completion 

(or output) may not be used as an anchoring tool 

in a capital project decision process. 

 

Some states, such as California and Massachu-

setts, have a law prohibiting framing in ballot lan-

guage; however, it may be difficult to judge what 

kinds of framing or whether framing the ballot 

language is intended to create bias effects on the 

voting outcome. In this context, civic education 

and voter education initiatives may be used to 

counteract political framing. Civic education in-

volves a process in which knowledge regarding 

legal and political systems as well as economic 

principles and social situations are conveyed to 

citizens (United Nations Women Watch, 2016). 

Voter education initiatives involve disseminating 

campaign information prior to the ballot process 

to help voters understand some basic background 

of the ballot issues. The civic education and voter 

education initiatives aim to help the voters acquire 

sufficient knowledge to cast ballot and meaning-

fully participate in making public policy through 

an effective democratic process (United Nations 

Women Watch, 2016). Thus, through civic educa-

tion and voter education initiatives, using framing 

to enhance the democratic process is politically 

feasible.  

 

For the administrative process, program managers 

may choose to present the main findings in terms 

of the project benefit and funding availability in a 

precise yet succinct language to central adminis-

trators, given that the information cues can be a 

flagged message rather than presenting the 

lengthy technical report to them.  In terms of po-

li tical feasibility, this education practice may not 

totally bypass politics given that some central ad-

ministrators, such as mayors and governors, may 

have their own partisan ideologies. Nevertheless, 

simple yet technical information can help central 

administrators align the project benefits with their 

own policy priorities or funding availabilities with 

the entire financial condition of their jurisdiction 

at the aggregated level. Future study should care-

fully examine this issue.  

 

V. Conclusion 
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In this study we sought to gain an understanding 

of whether decision-makers use additional infor-

mation about a capital project, and, if so, what 

type of information they use to anchor a decision 

in approving a proposed project. A capital budget 

is nonrecurring and is relatively expensive, result-

ing in public facilities with long useful lives; deci-

sion-makers in a capital budget venue may not be 

able to use the level of spending from last year as 

an anchor to decide future funding levels.  

Based on the framing concept we hypothesize that 

some information cues will be used by decision-

makers to inform their decisions and not all types 

of cues have the same effect on their decision. 

Based on the anchoring-and-adjustment concept, 

we hypothesize that in a complex and uncertain 

situation, the decision-makers use information on 

benefits and funding in reducing the uncertainty 

and complexity they face. Our experimental study 

results confirm both hypotheses regarding capital 

spending. Compared to basic information about a 

capital project, the provision of additional infor-

mation including the projectôs benefits or impacts 

on a financial condition and community funding 

availability appears to positively influence the de-

cision to finance a project.  

These results contribute both to the literature and 

practice. For the academic literature, the results 

suggest that framing concepts can be applied in 

capital budgeting. For practices, we can use the 

findings to predict that when voter education initi-

atives are implemented, the tendency for the capi-

tal projects being accepted is relatively high. Fur-

thermore, the program managers must be able to 

understand what kind of information the voters 

and the decision-makers in the administrative of-

fices tend to use as a cue in making their deci-

sions. This understanding will help program man-

agers choose the right information to facilitate the 

decision-making processes.     

 

This study is not without limitations. First, it does 

not offer an explanation of exactly how the deci-

sion is made inside of the respondentôs mind and 

the detailed thinking processes someone goes 

through to decide whether to approve a project. 

This type of knowledge may require interviewing 

studies. Also, the subjects are graduate students in 

MBA and MPA programs in a public university; 

in such a situation, they may not exactly represent 

the central administratorsô and average votersô 

characteristics. To establish external validity, fu-

ture studies should attempt to replicate our results 

using a large number of subjects randomly select-

ed from the general public.       
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