
Vol.:(0123456789)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11115-021-00556-y

1 3

Explaining the Use of Performance Information by Public 
Managers: Do Task‑Related Factors Matter?

Veronica Allegrini1  · Fabio Monteduro1  · Francesco Del Prete2

Accepted: 6 August 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
Organizational factors have frequently shown a significant influence on the use of 
performance information by public managers, but the study of task-related factors 
has been neglected. Combining insights from public administration, organizational 
studies, and a behavioural approach, this article investigates whether some task char-
acteristics influence the use of performance information by public managers. Draw-
ing on an e-mail survey on managers working in Italian medium-size municipalities, 
an empirical analysis was developed. Findings show that task analysability and task 
variability directly affect performance information use by public managers. Task 
interdependence shows an indirect effect on performance information use through 
its availability.

Keywords Performance information use · Task characteristics · Public managers · 
Decision-making · Organizational behaviour

Introduction

Over the last few decades, there has been an increased focus on performance man-
agement in OECD countries, particularly under public sector reforms. Govern-
ments have devoted energy and resources to measuring performance and creating 
performance information (Moynihan et  al., 2012b). However, collecting perfor-
mance information does not of itself lead to improvements. What really matters is 
whether and how the information is used to make better decisions and to improve 
public sector management (Kroll, 2015b). Moynihan and Pandey (2010) asserted 
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that understanding managers’ use of performance information is perhaps the most 
pressing challenge for scholars of performance management. This article studies 
the effect of task characteristics on performance information use (PIU) by pub-
lic managers. Performance information has a variety of potential managerial uses. 
This article uses the categorization proposed by Moynihan (2009) and focuses on 
purposeful use, related to managers’ use of performance information in decision-
making and problem-solving. Within the public sector literature, there is a clear 
assumption that PIU is an organizational behaviour (Kroll & Vogel, 2014; Kroll, 
2014, 2015a; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010; Moynihan et al., 2012a, b; Tantardini & 
Kroll, 2015). It is therefore discretionary and is influenced by environmental and 
organizational context and individual characteristics (Moynihan & Pandey, 2010). 
Scholars have been interested in understanding which factors foster this behaviour 
in the last two decades (see Kroll [2015b] and Cepiku [2016] for a detailed review 
of previous literature). The main influencing factors found in previous studies can 
be distinguished between factors that are environmental, organizational and individ-
ual (Kroll, 2015b). Organizational variables have more often been shown to have a 
significant influence on the use of performance information in decision-making by 
public managers (Tantardini & Kroll, 2015). However, the study of task-related fac-
tors has been neglected. Among behavioural studies, Herbert Simon’s work showed 
the importance of the task in shaping human behaviour in organizations (Newell & 
Simon, 1972; Simon, 1997; Simon & Reed, 1976). The psychological literature also 
agrees that the nature of the task is an important determiner of behaviour (Hackman, 
1969). Structure and technology are particularly important in influencing behaviour 
in organizations (Berger & Cummings, 1975; Blankenship & Miles, 1968; Jones, 
1984; Oldham & Hackman, 1981; Porter & Lawler, 1965). Studies on private sec-
tor accounting have also investigated the importance of organization technology 
and structure in the design and use or usefulness of management control systems in 
decision-making (Chenhall, 2003). There is a shortage of studies in the public field, 
but public and private management are similar in many important respects (Boyne, 
2002), including decision-making (Simon, 1997). This article therefore adopts a 
behavioural approach to answer to the question: do task characteristics have an influ-
ence on PIU by public managers? In line with previous studies on factors shaping 
behaviour of organizational participants, task technology and task interdependence 
have been considered as possible determinants of PIU by public managers.

A stream of literature using a behavioural approach to study performance man-
agement has developed rapidly in the last few years (Hong, 2019, 2020; Kroll, 
2015a). Some scholars have suggested that applying insights from behavioural sci-
ence to the study of public administration is essential to generate impactful research 
(Battaglio et al., 2019). Like in Hong (2019), the article uses the term behavioural 
to refer to the bounded rationality view of organizational decision-making in the tra-
dition of Simon (1997). The behavioural approach used here is therefore narrower 
than the approach generally used in the field of behavioural public administration 
and follows the recommendation to take public administration literature back to its 
Simonean roots (Roberts & Wernstedt, 2019).

To answer the research question, an empirical analysis of a sample of public man-
agers working in Italian municipalities has been developed using structural equation 
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modelling. This approach is popular in social and behavioural sciences and allowed 
us to consider indirect relationships between task characteristics and PIU.

The article starts by defining the theoretical foundations for the work and deriv-
ing the study hypotheses. The following sections explain the research method before 
reviewing the results. The final sections include a critical discussion of the findings 
and the implications of the paper.

Organizational Technology

Scholars are unanimous in agreeing that organizational technology is an impor-
tant variable in the study of organizations (Daft, 2007; Gillespie & Mileti, 1977; 
Lee et al., 2010). From the 1950s to the 1980s, organizational technology attracted 
attention from sociologists and management scholars and was often studied as a fac-
tor influencing workers’ behaviour and attitudes (Dubin, 1958; Sayles, 1958; Scott 
et al., 1956).

Woodward (1965) discussed the role of managers and suggested that more com-
plex technology requires that managers approach their problems more intellectually 
and less emotionally. She later recognized that some aspects of organizational struc-
ture and behaviour can be explained by reference to the nature of the task, such as 
uncertainty and unpredictability (Woodward, 1970).

A stream of research on organizational technology at a task level was initiated 
by Perrow (1967). Two aspects of technology were thought relevant: the number of 
exceptional cases encountered in the work, or the task variability, and the nature of 
the search process that is undertaken by the individual when exceptions occur, or 
the level of problem analysability. Task variability and analysability can be com-
bined in a single continuous dimension of routineness and can influence different 
components of task structure, that is control and coordination. Perrow (1967) drew 
on the work of March and Simon (1958) to develop a concept of technology based 
on the knowledge used in the workflow (Hickson et al., 1969) and he focused on the 
problem-solving activity.

Perrow’s framework has been very influential in subsequent literature. Some 
scholars have related the variety and analysability of the work-unit activities with 
participants’ information processing behaviour (Daft & Macintosh, 1981). Another 
refinement (Abernethy & Brownell, 1997; Chong, 1996; Van de Ven et al., 1976) 
used Perrow’s dimensions of variability and analysability of the work to measure 
task uncertainty and assess its impact on coordination modes, managerial perfor-
mance and accounting, behaviour and personnel control.

Some previous studies have seen technology as unidimensional, representing the 
concept by a dichotomy of routine–nonroutine (see for example Lee et al., [2010]). 
These dichotomies are useful in preliminary analysis, but must now be viewed as 
conceptually inadequate. Technology has to be viewed as a complex variable with 
multiple dimensions, each representing different aspects (Mileti et al., 1978). This 
suggests that researchers should operationalize the dimensions of both task analys-
ability and task variability from Perrow’s framework. The identified dimensions 
are all different aspects of the same phenomenon, but they can vary independently 
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and may have distinctive influences on participants’ behaviour (Daft & Macintosh, 
1981). This study therefore incorporates the multidimensional aspects of organi-
zational technology by considering the two dimensions of task variability and task 
analysability from Perrow’s (1967) conception of technology.

Task Variability

Task variability is the number of exceptional cases encountered in the work, that 
is, the degree to which stimuli are perceived as familiar or unfamiliar. It therefore 
describes the degree of familiarity or novelty encountered during the work activ-
ity (Perrow, 1967, 1970). When variability is low, workers’ understanding of the 
work activity is likely to be fairly comprehensive. Few problems or unexpected 
situations will arise, and task execution can easily be pre-planned. In March and 
Simon’s words, when a stimulus has been experienced repeatedly in the past, the 
response will be highly routinized. The stimulus will evoke a well-known situation 
and a set of defined possible responses (March & Simon, 1958). Participants make 
extraordinary decisions infrequently. They have all the information required to make 
ordinary decisions, mainly based on personal past experience, and seldom need 
additional information. When they do, the search is focused on a small number of 
predictable problems. However, when task variability is high, participants frequently 
deal with unfamiliar, novel or unexpected stimuli and task execution is difficult to 
pre-plan (Daft & Macintosh, 1981; March & Simon, 1958; Perrow, 1970; Withey 
et  al., 1983). Participants frequently face the need to make exceptional decisions, 
and often do not have the information they need to do so. When the tasks are highly 
variable, the knowledge required is often not found in one individual and must be 
gained from other individuals, other departments within the organization or external 
sources. Decision-makers are expected to spend a large amount of time gathering 
or analysing information to gain the knowledge needed to perform the task (Daft & 
Macintosh, 1981). Thus:

H1: A high degree of task variability will have a positive effect on PIU.

Task Analysability

Perrow (1967) defined analysability as the nature of the search process that is under-
taken by the individual when exceptions occur. It therefore describes the behaviour 
of workers in facing problems that arise during task performance and decision-
making. One large component of problem-solving consists of search processes, and 
the search behaviour can be seen as the response at a particular stimulus (March & 
Simon, 1958). The stimulus is given by the task and the nature of the problems that 
can arise in its performance. Analysable work processes are often characterized by 
a series of standard procedures, also useful in problem-solving (Daft, 2007). The 
problems that arise are also analysable: little reflection is required, and the solu-
tion is easily identifiable using previous knowledge and personal experience. Even 
if a range of problems arises, the high analysability means it is possible to make 
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incremental adaptations from existing programs to address the new situation (Per-
row, 1970). Analysability mainly relates to understanding of the cause–effect rela-
tions (Daft & Macintosh, 1981). When a problem is poorly analysable, or unanalys-
able, these relations are not easily understandable, and participants have to spend 
time thinking about how to solve the problem before making decisions or perform-
ing the task (Daft & Macintosh, 1981; Perrow, 1967, 1970; Simon, 1997). This 
requires search behaviour going beyond existing procedures or previously acquired 
personal knowledge. This is not a formal search, but relies on intuition, wisdom and 
previous experience of the organization (Daft, 2007; March & Simon, 1958; Perrow, 
1967). In this context, performance information based on the organizational experi-
ence heritage and highlighting the results of previous decisions and actions, can help 
to clarify the cause–effect relations when poorly analysable problems arise, and can 
therefore support decision-making. Thus:

H2: A low degree of task analysability will have a positive effect on PIU.

Task Interdependence

Task interdependence refers to the interactions among individuals in the course of 
taking action to get the work done and it is a dimension of organizational structure 
(Perrow, 1967).

The first attempts to link activities’ interdependence with the usefulness of report-
ing systems were by March and Simon (1958). They asserted that maintaining high 
interdependence required an increase in the efficiency of communication required 
for coordination. This could be by implementing reporting systems and using feed-
back to coordinate.

Starting from the conceptualization of Thompson (1967), who drew on the for-
mulation of March and Simon (1958), the study of interdependence has had a long 
tradition among contingency theorists. The essence of the contingency theory para-
digm is that the most effective way to organize is contingent on attributes of the 
organizational environments (Scott, 1981). Scholars agree that task interdependence, 
as an element of the internal organizational environment, increases the level of coor-
dination difficulty and has implications for information processing and implement-
ing control systems (Chenhall, 2003; Downey & Slocum, 1975; Galbraith, 1974; Ito 
& Peterson, 1986; Thompson, 1967; Tushman & Nadler, 1978; Van de Ven et al., 
1976).

As part of the contingency approach, some scholars focused on information 
processing systems development as a mechanism to manage uncertainty in the 
work environment (Galbraith, 1974). The basic assumption of the approach is 
that organizations must deal with work-related uncertainty arising from vari-
ous sources (Tushman & Nadler, 1978). Uncertainty, defined as the difference 
between the amount of information required to perform a task and the amount of 
information already processed, affects the tasks of organizations. It limits organi-
zational ability to plan and make decisions. Greater uncertainty is therefore asso-
ciated with the need to process more information during task execution to achieve 
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the desired performance (Galbraith, 1974). There are several possible sources of 
uncertainty, including task interdependence. The amount of task interdependence 
that exists between differentiated subunits is associated with the need for effective 
coordination and joint problem-solving (Tushman & Nadler, 1978). The infor-
mation processing approach suggests that a high degree of task interdependence 
is associated with the need to increase information processing capability dur-
ing task execution. This means improving the gathering, synthesis and sharing 
of information in the context of organizational decision-making. Tushman and 
Nadler (1978) conceptualized organizations as information processing systems, 
whose basic function is to facilitate the effective collection, processing and dis-
tribution of information, including through the implementation of management 
information and control systems.

Using the same contingency view, accounting scholars began to investigate the 
impact of organizational features, including structure, on the design of management 
control systems (Gordon & Miller, 1976; Gordon & Narayanan, 1984; Hayes, 1977; 
Waterhouse & Tiessen, 1978). Task interdependence was also studied (Chenhall 
& Morris, 1986; Macintosh & Daft, 1987). Interdependence reflects the depend-
ence among units in the workflow in the accomplishment of their tasks, and hence 
the amount of coordination and feedback needed among them (Macintosh & Daft, 
1987). Higher interdependence requires more information exchange to perform the 
task effectively. Interdependence therefore has an important role in shaping coordi-
nation and control systems within organizations. It influences their complexity and 
the broadness of their scope (Chenhall, 2003). Low interdependence is associated 
with narrow scope control systems, focusing mainly on budget analysis (Chenhall & 
Morris, 1986; Williams et al., 1990). High interdependence is associated with broad 
scope control systems, focusing on non-financial performance measures (Chenhall 
& Morris, 1986; Hayes, 1977).

For one-person tasks, when interdependence is low, there is little need for infor-
mation from or collaboration with others. However, if tasks are dependent upon the 
work of others for their execution or their outcome, the interdependence is high, 
and the need for coordination and gathering, synthesis and sharing of information 
increases. This suggests that higher task interdependence among subsystems should 
led to the use of more complex coordination and control mechanisms and more 
information processing than in subsystems with very little interdependence. The 
type of information required changes, and the focus of the control system shifts from 
a narrow view of financial budget to an interest in nonfinancial performance. The 
expectation, therefore, is that task interdependence will foster the development of 
performance measures, making that information available to managers.

Public management scholars agree that availability of performance information 
has a crucial role in determining its use (Julnes & Holzer, 2001; Moynihan & Ingra-
ham, 2004; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010; Moynihan et al., 2012b). As Moynihan and 
Pandey (2010) pointed out, assuming a supply-side approach to performance leads 
to the suggestion that provision of performance data is the key to its use. Thus:

H3: Task interdependence will have an indirect, positive effect on PIU through its 
influence on performance information availability.
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Controls

To isolate the influence of task characteristics on PIU, organizational culture was 
included as a control in the analyses. A demand-side view makes clear that avail-
ability is not enough and the use of performance information is also shaped by cul-
tural norms (Moynihan & Pandey, 2010). Previous studies have repeatedly provided 
evidence that an innovative or developmental culture influences PIU (Andersen 
& Moynihan, 2016; Julnes & Holzer, 2001; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010; Moyni-
han et al., 2012b). Kroll (2015a) suggested that this type of organizational culture 
encourages openness to change and learning from mistakes. Performance informa-
tion is appreciated because it fosters learning and improvement by providing addi-
tional feedback, and it therefore seems well worth including an innovative organiza-
tional culture as a control in the model.

Figure 1 shows the conceptual model of the study

Method

Data Collection

To explore whether and to what extent task characteristics influence PIU by public 
managers, an online survey was carried out. The participants were public managers 
working in Italian municipalities. These organizations have jurisdiction over a large 
and heterogeneous number of services. This means that municipal public managers 

Fig. 1  Conceptual model
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share the same hierarchical level, but have very different responsibilities, requiring 
them to take decisions under different circumstances (Belardinelli et al., 2018). Task 
characteristics and managerial approaches may vary considerably between manag-
ers. This means that they are a suitable unit of analysis for this study.

Previous studies have shown that implementation of performance management 
in Italian local government is poor and dependent on organizational size (Grossi 
et  al., 2016; Montesinos et  al., 2013). Small municipalities are less familiar with 
performance measurement and management systems (Martin & Spano, 2015). How-
ever, managers in big municipalities are under more pressure from politicians and 
citizens and are less prone to rely on performance information (Grossi et al., 2016). 
Following approaches in both national and international studies (see, for example, 
Folz et  al. [2009]; Rivenbark & Kelly [2003]), the analysis focused on medium-
size municipalities, with populations ranging from 25,000 to 250,000.1 The target 
population of the study was therefore public managers working in these municipali-
ties. All available email addresses of the managers were retrieved from the munici-
palities’ websites (a total of 2,044 valid addresses). The survey was administered 
between December 2018 and January 2019. The response rate of the survey was 
13%. This response rate is in line with previous surveys on Italian public managers 
(Belardinelli et al., 2018; Ditillo et al., 2015; Liguori et al., 2012). Due to few miss-
ing data, the final sample included 225 managers. The final sample mirrors the sur-
veyed population of Italian local public managers quite well, showing very similar 
proportions in terms of geographical location and demographic characteristics of the 
municipalities in which they work.

Measures

Wherever possible, the study variables were measured using multiple items that had 
been tested and validated in earlier studies. All the items included in the survey were 
measured using a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Online Resource 1 provides more detail on the survey items.

The questionnaire was emailed in Italian, so items tested in previous studies were 
translated into Italian. To ensure the validity of the measures and the items, and 
their applicability to the Italian context, before issuing, the questionnaire was sent to 
some Italian experts in the field of performance management, both researchers and 
practitioners.

The questionnaire was then modified in the light of their feedback.
The use of performance information by public managers is considered as multidi-

mensional, so a multi-item measure was used (as, for example, in Julnes & Holzer, 
[2001]; Moynihan & Lavertu, [2012]) instead of a single-item one (as, for exam-
ple, in Moynihan & Pandey, [2010]). The variable measured the frequency of use 
of information related to output, efficiency, outcome, quality of services provided 
by the municipality and satisfaction of users and citizens with municipal services. 

1 Out of 7,960 Italian municipalities  (1st January 2018), 385 had more than 25,000 and less than 250,000 
inhabitants.
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These categories are part of the common vocabulary in the public sector. However, 
to ensure common understanding, managers were provided with some explanations 
and a number of representative examples before presenting the questions. In line 
with Julnes and Holzer (2001), each question asked for answers to various categories 
of use. Following most previous studies (Julnes & Holzer, 2001; Kroll & Moynihan, 
2015), PIU was then modelled as a single variable, by estimating the average of the 
scores for individual items.

As in previous research, this study was based on self-reported information, that 
is, managers reported on their own use. This method raises the possibility of upward 
response bias, but it was considered the most suitable for a study using a behavioural 
approach (Moynihan & Pandey, 2010). Some reversed items were also used in the 
questionnaire to try to limit the phenomenon.

Performance information availability was measured using an index of five items, 
and its score ranged from low to high availability. The measure of task variability 
was an index of four items and its score also ranged from low to high. Task analys-
ability was measured by three items and its score ranged from high to low. Task 
interdependence was operationalized by using four items with scores ranging from 
low to high. Finally, innovative culture was measured using four items with scores 
ranging from less to more innovative. The operationalization for all the variables can 
be found in Online Resource 1.

Data Analysis and Results

To test the study hypotheses, the pattern of relationships between variables (Fig. 1) 
was investigated using structural equation modelling constructed using LIS-
REL 8.80. This method  is particularly suitable for exploring indirect relationships 
between latent variables because it allows mediation to be included in the analy-
sis (Williams et  al., 2009). In this study, the interest is in estimating the effect of 
task interdependence on PIU through the mediating role of performance information 
availability.

The results of the structural model are shown in Fig. 2. They suggest that the pat-
tern of relationships found in the data are consistent with the conceptual model. In 
support of H1, task variability increased PIU in decision-making by public manag-
ers (β = 0.13, p < 0.05). Support was also found for H2, because a low degree of task 
analysability had a positive effect on PIU (β = 0.12, p < 0.05). Finally, in line with 
H3, task interdependence increased performance information availability (β = 0.32, 
p < 0.05), which in turn increased use (β = 0.65, p < 0.05). In line with expectations, 
an innovative organizational culture seemed to have a role in influencing managerial 
behaviour (β = 0.26, p < 0.05).

The overall model fit was good. As recommended by Williams et  al. (2009),  
several indices were considered to judge the model. The model chi-square (χ2) 
was significant at p < 0.001 and the ratio between model chi-square and degrees of 
freedom (χ2/df) was 1.69 (i.e., lower than the typical critical value of 2). The Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA = 0.055) was much lower than the 
usual critical value of 0.08 and also lower than the more stringent critical value for 
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categorical data of 0.06. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI = 0.94) was greater than 
0.90 and the Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR = 0.075) was less than 0.1.2

Discussion

The central goal of this study was to understand the effect of task characteristics 
on the purposeful use of performance information by public managers. Overall, the 
results of the analysis confirm the expectation that task characteristics help to shape 
PIU among Italian municipal managers. In line with the hypotheses, task variability 
and task analysability had a direct effect on the extent of PIU in decision-making. 
Task interdependence also had a substantial effect on the implementation of perfor-
mance measurement and reporting systems and, through this relationship, an indi-
rect effect on PIU by public managers.

The explanation of these results is supported by a behavioural approach. Like in 
Hong (2019), the term behaviour is here used to describe the bounded rationality 
view of organizational decision-making in the tradition of Simon (1997).

The behavioural model of choice is based on the idea that decision-makers exist 
within a bounded rationality. They therefore lack perfect information and must seek 
and process information to find a satisfactory alternative (Hong, 2019; Jones, 2003; 
Simon, 1997). In modern society, there is no lack of information, but there may be a 
shortage of time and the capacity to find relevant information. Organizations should 

Fig. 2  Results of structural equation model

2 This standard was drawn from Kline (2005) and Hooper, Coughlan, and Mullen (2008).
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design effective information-processing systems to help decision-makers to select 
useful information. Information does not have to be processed just because it is 
there (Simon, 1997) and the allocation of attention is a major key to understanding 
processing (Jones, 2003). Capacity, time and attention are scarce resources, so pro-
cessing capacity must be allocated to the most important or critical decision tasks. 
Stimuli are used to direct attention and set priorities among tasks. Jones (2003, 406) 
asserted that, ‘in modern complex environments, neither individuals nor organiza-
tions respond simply to stimuli. They must attend, prioritize and select an appropri-
ate response’. Much of the behaviour in organizations is task-oriented, so the main 
stimuli influencing decision-makers’ behaviour and setting the priority for informa-
tion processing come from the characteristics of the tasks themselves.

Task variability and task analysability were studied. Variability was defined as the 
number of exceptional cases encountered in the work, or the degree to which stimuli 
are perceived as familiar or unfamiliar (Perrow, 1967). When a stimulus is perceived 
as familiar, it evokes a well-known situation and a set of defined possible alternative 
responses. The choice of satisfactory alternatives is based on decision-makers’ per-
sonal past experience and they have little need to seek additional information. How-
ever, when task variability is high and the stimuli are unfamiliar, decision-makers 
face exceptional decisions and often do not have the information they need. They 
therefore need to spend more time gathering or analysing information, to gain the 
required knowledge and find a satisfactory alternative. Task analysability is mainly 
about understanding the cause–effect relations. Analysable work processes are often 
characterized by a series of standard procedures, also useful in problem-solving. Lit-
tle reflection is required, and the cause–effect relation of the identified solution is 
easily identifiable from previous knowledge and personal experience. When a prob-
lem is poorly analysable, the cause–effect relations are not easily understandable, 
and considerable processing of information is needed before making decisions or 
performing the task. The search is not formal, but relies on intuition, wisdom and 
previous experience of the organization. The degree of variability and analysability 
of a task therefore have an impact on the allocation of the processing information 
capacity, both theoretically and in the study.

There is a question why performance information may be more useful than other 
information. The theory of bounded rationality developed by Simon suggests that 
the manager acts as a so-called ‘satisficer’ in the decision process (Tummers, 2020). 
Managers cannot evaluate all the potential alternatives so they look for a course 
of action that is “good enough”, rather than search for the best alternative (Simon, 
1997).

What is considered a satisfactory alternative depends both on the aspiration 
level  (Simon, 1955) and on the expected consequences (Simon, 1997). A primary 
influence on choice is knowledge about the possible consequences. Individuals can-
not, of course, know exactly what consequences will follow from behaviour, but 
they can form expectations of future consequences based on information about the 
existing situation and the consequences of past decisions (Simon, 1997). Whether 
an alternative is considered satisfactory also depends on the aspiration level, or the 
level of performance or outcomes desired by the organization. This in turn depends 
on several factors, including the performance history of the organization (Hong, 
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2019). Performance information forms the expectation on the cause–effect relations 
of the possible choice alternatives and anchors the aspiration levels. Information on 
the past performance of the organization is therefore likely to be used by managers 
during decision processes.

The last task characteristic considered was interdependence. Organizations are 
cooperative systems, and their members are expected to orient their behaviour to 
accomplish organizational objectives. This leads to a certain degree of task inter-
dependence and leaves the problem of coordinating decision-makers’ behaviour, 
providing each one with knowledge about the behaviour of others to support their 
decisions (Simon, 1997). The capacity of an organization to manage high interde-
pendence is limited in part by its capacity to handle the communication required 
for coordination: when communication within the organization is more efficient, 
there is a greater tolerance for interdependence. Increasing interdependence may 
require a change in the type of coordination and the implementation of reporting 
systems. High interdependence requires coordination involving the transmission of 
performance information during the decision process. This is also known as coordi-
nation by feedback (March & Simon, 1958) or coordination by mutual adjustments 
(Thompson, 1967). The implementation of reporting systems increases the effi-
ciency of communication, and consequently the tolerance for interdependence, by 
making it possible to communicate large amounts of information using a synthetic 
and standardized language (March & Simon, 1958). In other words, when interde-
pendence is higher, a greater level of information exchange is required to effectively 
perform the task. For interdependent tasks, the decision output of one unit becomes 
the decision input of another. This means that an important factor in the decision-
making process is knowledge of the decisions taken by other units and their conse-
quences. Performance information reporting systems are therefore likely to be useful 
in helping decision-making in an organizational environment characterized by high 
task interdependence.

Conclusion

In the context of administrative reforms, a focus on performance management has 
been an important trend and public managers are required to use performance infor-
mation in decision-making. Moynihan and Hawes (2012) noted that administrative 
reforms outline the desirable behaviour of public servants but pay little attention to 
which factors generate the required type of purposeful behaviour. A broad stream 
of literature on factors that foster or constrain PIU by public managers has therefore 
developed. This study develops those discussions by focusing on task characteris-
tics. Its first contribution to the literature is therefore to consider the effects of fac-
tors neglected until now on the use of performance information in decision-making 
by public managers. In addition, considering PIU as a type of behaviour, the study 
has built on research on administrative behaviour to frame hypothesis and explain 
results. The used approach draws on the bounded rationality view of organizational 
decision-making and tries to bring the study of PIU closer to the tradition of Simon 
(1997). Using a behavioural approach, the findings provide a better understanding 
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of the mechanisms by which variability, analysability and interdependence of tasks 
shape PIU by public managers. This influence is basically modelled as stimu-
lus–response and this interpretation could be used in two ways in future research: to 
study how public servants modify their behaviour in response to other characteris-
tics of the task environment, and to study other effects of task variability, analysabil-
ity and interdependence as stimuli for decision-makers’ behaviour.

The study also has implications for managers. The findings suggest that the use of 
performance information could help to manage high variability and low analysabil-
ity of tasks in decision-making. It could form expectations about the cause–effect 
relations of the possible choice alternatives and anchor aspiration levels to deter-
mine a satisfactory choice alternative. The use of performance information can also 
help in coordinating decision-makers’ behaviours where there is task interdepend-
ence. The decision output of one unit will become the decision input of another, 
and the level of information exchange required to perform tasks effectively increases 
with interdependence. Managers can benefit from this awareness. This study also 
shows that public organizations should invest in vertical information systems, par-
ticularly performance measurement and reporting systems, to help managers with 
difficult or interdependent tasks. Implementing these systems does not lead to 
improvements in itself, because what matters is whether and how the information is 
used (Kroll, 2015b; Moynihan & Pandey, 2010). However, both previous literature 
and the results of this study suggest that availability of performance information has 
a role in determining its use.

Last, from policy-makers’ perspective, it is common practice to introduce new 
legal requirements to improve performance measurement and reporting, especially 
in countries where the public sector has a strong legalistic tradition and bureaucratic 
culture, such as Italy (Marcuccio & Steccolini, 2009). A mandatory approach is 
adopted in the belief that this will require organizations to change their behaviour. 
The risk, however, is that organizations adopt a formalistic approach and simply 
comply with requirements (Martí et al., 2012; Neale & Anderson, 2000). However, 
policymakers should share information among public managers about the benefits 
of using a performance management system and, above all of using performance 
information in decision-making. If this knowledge was internalized, managers might 
be less inclined to adopt a formalistic approach and more motivated to change their 
behaviour.

The study has some limitations. The analysis was cross-sectional. It may be help-
ful to repeat the study in future to provide a longitudinal analysis of the variation in 
PIU when the degree of task variability, analysability and interdependence vary over 
time. Then, the analysis was on data from Italian municipal managers, so caution is 
needed in generalizing the findings to other levels of government or other regions. 
Additional research on the effects of task characteristics on PIU is needed to deter-
mine the generalizability of findings.
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